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Crisis, Value, and Hope: Rethinking
the Economy
Wenner-Gren Symposium Supplement 9
by Leslie C. Aiello

Figure 1. Participants in the symposium “Crisis, Value, and Hope: Rethinking the Economy.” Front row, from left to right: Deborah
James, Shenjing He, Magdalena Villarreal, Jennifer Cole, Karen Brodkin, Isabelle Guérin, Leslie Aiello, Laurie Obbink. Middle row:
Janet Roitman, Katherine Gibson, Jaime Palomera, Frances Pine, Susana Narotzky, Stephen Gudeman. Back row: Parker Shipton,
Stef Jansen, Benoı̂t de L’Estoile, Niko Besnier, Gavin Smith, Vincent Dubois. A color version of this photo appears in the online
edition of Current Anthropology.

Crisis, Value, and Hope: Rethinking the Economy is the ninth
Wenner-Gren symposium to be published as an open-access
supplement of Current Anthropology. It is also the 146th symposium in the Wenner-Gren symposium series, which began
in 1952 with the “International Symposium on Anthropol-

ogy” organized by Alfred E. Kroeber.1 “Crisis, Value, and
Hope” was organized by Susana Narotzky (Universitat de
Barcelona) and Niko Besnier (University of Amsterdam) and
was held September 14–20, 2012, at Tivoli Palácio de Seteais,
Sintra, Portugal (fig. 1).

Leslie C. Aiello is President of the Wenner-Gren Foundation for
Anthropological Research (470 Park Avenue South, 8th Floor North,
New York, New York 10016, U.S.A.).

1. See the Foundation’s website for a history of the symposium program: http://www.wennergren.org/history/conferences-seminars-symposia
/wenner-gren-symposia.

䉷 2014 by The Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research. All rights reserved. 0011-3204/2014/55S9-0001$10.00. DOI: 10.1086/676666
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Figure 2. Wenner-Gren Symposium 12, “Economics and Anthropology: Capital, Saving, and Credit in Peasant Societies,” held at
Burg Wartenstein Conference Center, August 22–28, 1960. Seated on the ground, from left to right: Sidney Mintz, F. G. Bailey, Basil
Yamey, Sol Tax, M. G. Swift. The remaining participants, from left to right: Zofia Szyfelbejn, Eric de Dampierre, Chie Nakane, Cyril
Belshaw, Fredrik Barth, Bert F. Hoselitz, Lorraine Lancaster, Joan Thirsk, Rudolf Bicanic, A. G. Frank, Henri Mendras, Raymond
Firth.

The main aim of the “Crisis, Value, and Hope” symposium
and of this CA issue is to fundamentally rethink the nature
of economic life, emphasizing the realities of ordinary people
in contrast to abstract economic models, which in recent years
have proven to be all too unreliable. Narotzky and Besnier
(2014) argue that the economy cannot be considered in isolation from the rest of human existence and redefine the
economy to consist of all the processes that are involved in
making a living, stressing both the effort involved and the
aim of sustaining life.
The varied papers in this issue explore the complex ways
in which people in different ethnographic contexts negotiate
often precarious conditions to make a life for themselves and

for future generations. Crisis, value, and hope provide the
three major cross-cutting themes for the papers. Crisis refers
to the processes beyond individual control that force change
in traditional modes of livelihood and value to the recognition
that value exceeds mere monetary worth and can be variable
across economic cases. Hope reflects the objective and subjective possibilities for the future.
The 12 contributions that comprise this issue are grouped
under three major headings: (1) negotiating regimes of value:
debt, shame, sacrifice, and the future, (2) time-space dimensions of making a living in times of uncertainty, and (3) the
worth of people and the moral obligation to care. The broadranging topics covered extend from borrowing and lending

Aiello Crisis, Value, and Hope: Rethinking the Economy

in South Africa (James 2014), to social roles and value production among Malagasy marriage migrants to France (Cole
2014), to identity building in the context of land grabs in
Wukan, China (He 2014). An afterword to the issue draws
out the main issues and calls for rethinking the economy,
emphasizing thick ethnographic description and weak theory
(Gibson-Graham 2014).
There are few issues of greater relevance than the economy,
both within the field of anthropology and beyond, and this
has been recognized by anthropologists for a number of years.
“Crisis, Value, and Hope” is a modern successor to a WennerGren symposium held 54 years ago in 1960, “Economics and
Anthropology: Capital, Saving, and Credit in Peasant Societies,” organized by Raymond Firth and Bert F. Hoselitz (fig.
2). This meeting resulted in a landmark publication (Firth
and Yamey 1964), and as is the case with “Crisis, Value, and
Hope,” emphasized both the importance of economic knowledge for the understanding of relevant social relationships and
the necessity of an understanding of social relationships for
the interpretation of observed economic situations and behavior. “Crisis, Value and Hope” updates and expands these
ideas and more in the modern anthropological context.
The Wenner-Gren Foundation has a long history of encouraging work on significant anthropological issues and
is always looking for innovative new ideas in all areas of
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anthropology for future Foundation-sponsored and Foundation-organized symposia and eventual CA publication.
We encourage anthropologists to contact us with their proposals for future meetings. Information about the WennerGren Foundation, the symposium program, application
procedures and deadlines, and what constitutes a good
symposium topic can be found on the Foundation’s website (http://wennergren.org/programs/international
-symposia).
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Crisis, Value, and Hope:
Rethinking the Economy
An Introduction to Supplement 9
by Susana Narotzky and Niko Besnier
Crisis, value, and hope are three concepts whose intersection and mutual constitution open the door for a rethinking
of the nature of economic life away from abstract models divorced from the everyday realities of ordinary people,
the inadequacies of which the current world economic crisis has exposed in particularly dramatic fashion. This
rethinking seeks to bring to center stage the complex ways in which people attempt to make life worth living for
themselves and for future generations, involving not only waged labor but also structures of provisioning, investments
in social relations, relations of trust and care, and a multitude of other forms of social action that mainstream
economic models generally consider trivial, marginal, and often counterproductive. A holistic understanding of how
people organize their economic lives is attentive to both the temporality of value and the relationship between
different scales of value. It is attentive to the spatial configuration of economic life in many societies in which the
future has become synonymous with geographical mobility. It is attentive to the fact that making a living is about
making people in their physical, social, spiritual, affective, and intellectual dimensions.

Rethinking the economy is an ambitious project, and the
selection of the three themes of crisis, value, and hope with
which we seek to open up a broader debate is an indication
of the starting point: the crude realities of the many, those
of ordinary people. The focus on “common” or “ordinary”
people highlights the fact that those whose decision-making
capacities are restricted by their limited assets, be it in terms
of wealth or power, are nevertheless capable of developing
sometimes complex individual or collective strategies to enhance their own well-being and the well-being of future generations. Here we define “well-being” as the accomplishment
of socially reasonable expectations of material and emotional
comfort that depend on access to the diverse resources needed
to attain them. The context of a breakdown of expectations
that the global crisis has produced in many regions of the
world has reconfigured values and reshuffled the frameworks
of moral obligation. As a result, the imagining of possible
futures and how to make them happen has also changed. The

Susana Narotzky is Professor in the Departament d’Antropologia
Cultural i Història d’Amèrica i Àfrica of the Facultad de Geografı́a
e Historia of the Universitat de Barcelona (C/Montealegre 6–8, 08001
Barcelona, Spain [narotzky@ub.edu]) and a Fellow at the Amsterdam
Institute for Social Science Research (Postbus 15718, 1001 NE
Amsterdam, The Netherlands). Niko Besnier is Professor of Cultural
Anthropology in the Afdeling Antropologie at the Universiteit van
Amsterdam (Postbus 15509, 1001 NA Amsterdam, The Netherlands
[n.besnier@uva.nl]). This paper was submitted 10 IV 13, accepted 6
III 14, and electronically published 18 VII 14.

materials that we seek to make sense of here weave together
these questions around the central question of making a living.
The three interlinked themes of crisis, value, and hope
support a methodological perspective that underlines scale
while focusing on everyday practices and understandings.
“Crisis” refers to structural processes generally understood to
be beyond the control of people but simultaneously expressing
people’s breach of confidence in the elements that provided
relative systemic stability and reasonable expectations for the
future. “Value” indicates a terrain where people negotiate the
boundaries defining worth, operating at the intersection of
institutional top-down normative frameworks and collective
bottom-up meanings and obligations. Finally, “hope” points
to the tension between personal expectations, the capacity to
design projects, and the actual ability to accomplish them in
a given conjuncture. Although we want to privilege a bottomof-the-pyramid perspective that centers on the majority of
common people’s everyday practices to earn a living, the use
of scale as a method immediately sets our inquiry in a field
of connections with other social actors, namely, those that
accumulate wealth, knowledge, and power and that can operate at institutional and wide-ranging scales.
While our aim is to develop a theory of the social reproduction of present-day capitalism, we think that this is only
possible by understanding that the separation between the
abstract model and its concrete manifestations is itself an
aspect of the dominant economic ideology that we need to
engage critically. Specific constellations of social relations and

䉷 2014 by The Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research. All rights reserved. 0011-3204/2014/55S9-0002$10.00. DOI: 10.1086/676327
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cultural dispositions that make the fabric of everyday life
become structurally significant for capitalist accumulation in
their relation to each other. Historically produced regional
and local specificities regarding the form in which economic
practices are embedded are decisive in a complex process
articulating multiple agents and institutional arrangements in
a global space of accumulation. We think ethnography is a
precious instrument that draws attention to the historical
production of specificity and its role in structuring differentiation.
How people make a living in different social and cultural
contexts has been of long-standing interest in anthropology.
Over the decades, anthropologists have generated a sizeable
corpus of ethnographic materials documenting the diversity
of practices and reasonings that earning a livelihood involves
in different situations. The issue has been addressed at different moments in the history of the discipline through various theoretical and methodological lenses. Some anthropologists (Mintz 1986; Roseberry 1988; Wolf 1982) have focused
on the material conditions and social relations that made
production possible (e.g., access to resources, ownership),
while others have emphasized the circulation of resources and
the frameworks of obligation that mobilized transfers and
defined differential allocation (e.g., gift, commodity; Gregory
1982, 1997; Malinowski 1961 [1922], 1961 [1926]). Recent
works, however, have tended to view production and circulation as inextricably entangled with one another in social
practice.
In the context of the gradual worldwide expansion of the
market system as the dominant mode of resource allocation,
exchange has come to dominate as both a concept and an
anthropological concern. Moreover, the rise to prominence
in the course of the twentieth century of economics as a
scientific discipline whose main goal is the creation of models
of market coordination based on calculability has contributed
to the market principle becoming a powerful metonym of the
economy. This has been facilitated by the expansion of market
principles to most social domains and areas of the world. In
turn, exchange and calculability have increasingly become issues that anthropologists have had to address in order to
conceptualize value and valuation processes.
Anthropologists’ interest in exchange harks back to the
historical foundations of the discipline, particularly in the
works of Malinowski (1961 [1922], 1961 [1926]) and Mauss
(2003 [1923–1924]), and it has given rise to important debates
about value. Some of the most productive of the last half
century have focused on the recognition that people simultaneously engage in different “spheres” or “regimes” of value
in their daily life (Appadurai 1988a, 1988b; Bloch and Parry
1989; Bohannan 1959). An important aspect of what makes
something valuable is its capacity to preserve, increase, or
transform its worth as it moves in time and space (Graeber
2001; Munn 1992), which often has the effect of altering scales
of value or constructing them in complex ways (Besnier 2011;
Guyer 2004; Thomas 1991). Here, however, we seek to go
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beyond exchange as the main paradigm; instead, we investigate the economy in terms of focusing on social reproduction, that is, continuity and change of human collective lifesustaining systems.

Making a Living
In rethinking the economy, our aim is to build on a wealth
of anthropological knowledge, both empirical and theoretical,
that has documented practices for making a living in different
parts of the world. We are particularly concerned with what
ordinary people understand by “a life worth living” and what
they do to strive toward that goal, particularly under conditions of radical uncertainty (“crisis”). Our emphasis on ethnographically grounded research aims to compare sociologically and culturally what emerges as valuable across different
ethnographic cases (“value”). Finally, we recenter our understanding of the economy around social reproduction, that is,
around the objective and subjective possibilities to project life
into the future (“hope”).
Social reproduction entails addressing different scales in
terms of which ordinary people evaluate the possibility of
continuities, transformations, or blockages. Residents of postwar Sarajevo, for example, are deeply conscious of the lack
of “progress” in their current existence colored by the many
obstacles in the “road to Europe” in contrast to the accomplishment of “normal” expectations and hope for a better
future that they experienced before the war, a contrast that
projects the future at different scales in each case (Jansen
2014). Social reproduction is selective, and an understanding
of it must contend with the boundaries of what needs to be
reproduced, boundaries that are the result of social negotiations. What compels a focus on social reproduction is the fact
that anxieties about livelihood are often couched in terms of
the relations between generations, be it at the individual and
household levels (“Will my children find a job? Will I be able
to form a family?”) or at the level of the state (today’s youth
as a “lost generation”). These tropes highlight the centrality
of a time-space dimension in the way in which ordinary people reason about well-being and its achievement. Past experiences provide a horizon of expectations configuring present
aspirations and hopes for the future.
We propose to rethink practices of making a living, their
materiality, and the concepts that contribute to produce them
by asking the following questions: “How do ordinary people’s
experiences shape the livelihood projects that they undertake?” and “How do material, social, and cultural realities
constrain these projects?” We think of “the economy” neither
as a reified domain of inquiry isolated from the rest of human
existence nor as a particular form of social action such as
calculability. Rather, we conceptualize the economy as consisting of all the processes that are involved, in one fashion
or the other, in “making a living,” taken in a very broad sense
and stressing both the “effort” involved and the aim of “sus-
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taining life.” But making a living is equally about cooperation
and about being part of a collective that gives meaning to
life, makes it “worth the trouble.” We agree with Graeber’s
(2001) reinterpretation of the labor theory of value that defines value as the spending of creative energy in producing
and maintaining society (68), but we also stress the insight,
found in numerous ethnographic accounts, that the way a
society enacts people’s worth is a clear expression of its economic and political organization (Terradas 1992; Wolf 1999).
We thus need to understand what the significant differences—
boundaries, institutions, categories of people—those in power
strive to reproduce in order to maintain their worth and their
wealth.
This expanded understanding of the economy cuts across
a broad range of human activity beyond the purely material
and is attentive to different coexisting regimes of value. Making a living does not only depend on people taking part in
the market by selling their labor for wages—or alternatively
by selling their products or services outside state regulatory
frameworks, using microcredit financing, or appealing to the
state or NGOs for subsidies. It also involves dynamics that
are not commonly thought of as “economic” or that are often
defined by mainstream economics as malfunctioning, deficient, or signs of “developmental backwardness.” For example, sacrifice among the Luo, for whom the domains of religion and economic rationales overlap, forges connections
between material and immaterial entities and forces, past and
future, that are central to the production of a sense of belonging, hope for the future, and physical and spiritual wellbeing across generations (Shipton 2014). Even in the marketdominated environments in which most people live today,
many livelihood resources are produced and circulate outside
or on the margin of market practices. They follow unpredictable paths along provisioning circuits, alternating between
commoditized and noncommoditized valuation, dependent
on the framework of available opportunities, constrained by
political instruments, and regulated by different modalities of
responsibility (Besnier 2011; Narotzky 2012b). In times of
crisis, people operate with coping strategies that enable them
to locate increasingly elusive resources. These strategies may
include relations of trust and care, economies of affect, networks of reciprocity encompassing both tangible and intangible resources, and material and emotional transfers that are
supported by moral obligations. Many consist of unregulated
activities or activities that cannot be regulated (Hart 1973;
Humphrey 2002; Lomnitz 1975; Procoli 2004; Smart and
Smart 1993; Stack 1974). But these strategies can also have
the effect of defining and marginalizing categories of people
(e.g., on grounds of ethnicity, gender, or race) whose access
to resources will be violently curtailed (Li 2001; Sider 1996;
Smith 2011).
In order to make life worth living, people invest in multiple
aspects of existence that appear at first glance to have little
economic substance but end up having economic consequences. Among the poor, social relations often constitute a
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much safer “investment” than petty entrepreneurship, contrary to the assumptions that underlie development policies
that prioritize microcredit and the entrepreneurial self. Thus,
poor Brazilians in the impoverished Pernambuco region affirm that “money is good, but a friend is better”: while money
disappears as soon as it is earned, ties of friendship can be
counted on in times of need (de L’Estoile 2014). In a similar
vein, women in rural Tamil Nadu, who have long been acquainted with a wide range of borrowing practices, including
those that the microcredit development programs promote,
know well that indebtedness generates recognition and support (but also political patronage, forms of labor obligation,
and shame) through the wide social network that it presupposes (Guérin 2014), while Latin American migrants in Barcelona juggle complex dynamics of reciprocity, mutual care,
and financial transactions in order to “make it” under difficult
circumstances (Palomera 2014). But while people in situations
of serious precariousness are most adept at developing complex coping strategies, the parsimony of the not so wealthy
but not poor is also constituted of multiple and diverse livelihood projects. These dynamics have been analyzed extensively in the context of family firms, ethnic entrepreneurship,
and industrial clusters in most regions of the world (Blim
1990; Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993; Smart and Smart 2005;
Yanagisako 2002). They have also received considerable analytic attention in developing nations, where even doctors and
civil servants may moonlight as taxi drivers and small-scale
business entrepreneurs to secure their families’ economic
base, or where civil servants might become moneylenders or
the door to subsidies (Besnier 2009; Owusu 2008). Similarly,
in postapartheid South Africa, it is the new black middle
classes (as well as whites) who engage in what some term
“reckless borrowing,” bearing witness to the fact that these
salaried families need more than just the salary they receive
to maintain the consumption practices associated with their
class position (James 2014).
We wish to think about making a living without privileging
a particular domain of activity (exchange), a particular intentionality of action (gain), or a particular valuation process
(calculation). We do want to stress that the practices we define
as economic have one important objective, namely, sustaining
life across generations. While our perspective can be thought
of as neosubstantivist, we would rather think of it as realist
and as emerging from a long intellectual history focusing on
how people cooperate or clash around the will to produce
and reproduce a livelihood.
This perspective is positioned at the crossroads of several
theoretical traditions. First, the political economic tradition
in its neo-Marxist and post-Marxist variants has inspired social scientists to explain the unequal distribution of wealth
through an analysis of the historical processes that produced
relations of production, which can variously be cooperative,
conflictual, or exploitative (Roseberry 1988, 1989). This tradition, whose relevance to the world’s present-day realities
has not waned, approaches social reproduction through the

Narotzky and Besnier Rethinking the Economy

lens of the structural dialectics that produces political and
economic differentiation (Harvey 2003; Mintz 1986; Wolf
1982).
Second, theoretical approaches that showcase moral economies seek to understand the mutual obligations and responsibilities that render exploitation acceptable, at least for
a time, and enable particular forms of socioeconomic differentiation to endure (Moore 1978; Scott 1976; Thompson
1971, 1993). The moral dimensions of economic practices
have garnered increased attention in the last decade (Browne
2009; Edelman 2005; Fassin 2009; Fontaine 2008; Hann 2010;
Robbins 2009; Sayer 2000) as an alternative to rational choice
theory to explain the motivations that guide human behavior.
However, we want to stress the need to articulate this view
with political economy for it to have meaningful purchase.
Indeed, moments of disjuncture between new practices of
exploitation and past frameworks of responsibility capture the
moral aspects of the economy as they are being challenged
by those in power.
Finally, approaches from feminist economics constitute an
important basis for thinking about the “economy otherwise.”
Feminist voices have stressed that unpaid work and an ethics
of care are key to an understanding of economic processes
beyond self-interested individual maximization (Benerı́a
2003; Elson 2001; Lawson 2007; McDowell 2004; Nelson
2006). Central to well-being, care can be provisioned in or
out of market circuits of exchange, but it is also framed by
the tension between love and money (Ferber and Nelson 1993,
2003; Zelizer 1997). The practice of care involves a constellation of agents that operate in domestic, market, state, and
voluntary sectors, forming what Razavi (2007) calls the “care
diamond.” The interdependence of these various agents
means that changes in care practices in one sector (e.g., the
household) are often related to changes in another sector (e.g.,
state services). In a similar vein, caregiving articulates with
care receiving along care chains that connect these multiple
agents (Hochschild 2003; Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001; Parreñas
2001; Weber, Gojard, and Gramain 2003; Yeates 2004). Feminists have also problematized the unequal distribution of
intrahousehold resources and responsibilities, their relation
with life-cycle dynamics, and their articulation with inequalities elsewhere in society (Dalla Costa and James 1975; Hareven 1977; Hartmann 1981; Narotzky 1988). The most important theoretical breakthrough of feminist economics is
possibly the showcasing of relations of personal dependency
(as opposed to the imagined autonomy of the individual rational actor) and of emotional value as central to social reproduction. The tension between moral frameworks that
stress dependency and those that underscore autonomy underlies contemporary practices of making a living.
The articulation of these three theoretical strands responds
to the scalar methodology. Care relations observable in the
household, for example, result from gendered frameworks of
moral obligation in a particular society. These are often produced as local or diasporic expressions of the global move-
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ments of social differentiation and wealth accumulation and
are subject to institutionalizing forces. For example, Polish
labor migrants from various parts of Poland and at different
times establish particular forms of care configurations with
families and friends, forms that are shaped by the economic
and political contexts of the decision to migrate (Pine 2014).
In a similar vein, Mexican labor migrants in California juggle
between different regimes of value that are interwoven with
different responsibilities to families back home, the need to
appear to have “made it,” and the political economic structures of labor and migration policies (Villarreal 2014). While
feminist economics recenters the economy around the human
need of mutual support and political economy attends to the
movements that produce differentiation and enable wealth
accumulation and unequal distribution, moral economy inquires into the grounds for claiming, the frameworks of entitlement, and the design of reasonable expectations.

Crisis
Times of crisis expose the fragility of economic structures in
particularly dramatic fashion. At the same time, they drive
people, if not compel them, to adapt their old modes of
livelihood to changing conditions and to create new ones.
Crisis signals a breakdown in social reproduction, a mismatch
between configurations of cooperation that used to “work,”
by producing particular expectations and obligations and a
different configuration of opportunities and resources. As a
concept, crisis holds together two meanings of different orders
that defy resolution.
Crisis contrasts with forms of stability that enable the design of projects and that support the trust that existing configurations will enable the realization of those projects. Against
this idea of normality, crisis signals a rupture that emerges as
a menace at the same time that it forces ingenuity and creativity. There is a long scholastic history of thinking about
rupture as being limited in time and eventually giving way
to stability that has informed both popular and analytic understandings (e.g., Koselleck 2006). A faith in relative stability
achieved through monetary policy is the epistemological basis
of mainstream economics’ predictions about the future. The
observable reality, however, is that crisis may not be as exceptional as economists assume, which explains why they are
often hard pressed to explain their failed predictions, as the
global economic crisis that began in 2008 has illustrated in
particularly dramatic fashion. In Marxist theory, on the contrary, crisis is an inherent feature of capitalist structure, where
the drive toward profit making results in the tendency of the
rate of profit to fall and in overproduction, overcapacity, and
overaccumulation. Although cyclical in nature, these ruptures
become increasingly damaging to the resilience of the overall
system because they escalate the conflict among classes to an
irresolvable point that would push the entire system to its
breakdown. The temporality aspect of crises, however, needs
attention both in its popular and expert understandings,
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whether it appears expressed as a punctuated time of significant turning points (Guyer 2007; Jansen 2014) or as an enduring time of waiting (de L’Estoile 2014), whether the breakdown is situated at the systemic or at the subjective level.
Indeed, there is ample evidence to suggest that instability
and uncertainty have been the norm in most social, cultural,
and historical contexts. Periods of stability, such as the moment of economic growth and welfare expansion that followed
World War II in North America and Europe (France’s les
trente glorieuses) are in fact historical anomalies, which in any
case only benefitted a comparatively small portion of the
world’s population and were predicated on neocolonial extractive practices that made life harder for many elsewhere.
Under most circumstances, people must contend with the
unpredictability of their projects, making crisis rather than
risk an integral part of their horizon of expectations. However,
other than in extreme circumstances, they innovate practices
and institutions, often of an ad hoc character, that cushion
the effects of instability and enable a relative sense of continuity over time.
An increasing proportion of the world’s population is unable to achieve well-being or only achieve it precariously. At
the same time, while some institutions (e.g., state, family,
church) that regulate moral and political frameworks of responsibility and support the transfer of resources are being
undermined in various ways, other institutional frameworks
(e.g., religious, ethnic, nationalistic) for guiding human behavior and channeling goods are being created or reconfigured. This creativity, however, may involve exclusionary
practices that create and demonize an Other (in terms of race,
gender, ethnicity, nationalism, or other forms of human difference), which becomes the target of violence in struggles
over access to resources and respect (Gingrich 2006; Hage
1998; Holmes 2000; Kalb 2009). These effects underline the
need to understand the ingenuity and creativity, as well as
their potentially dark undertones, that social actors deploy in
coping with an environment that is largely not of their own
making but in which they have to live.
The current worldwide financial crisis of 2008, for example,
has produced uncertainty of both an economic nature
(shrinking resources, decreasing employment opportunities,
precarious job structure, failing credit, higher indirect taxation, reduced state benefits) and a political nature (disempowerment, loss of entitlements, “technical governments,”
democratic deficit) in the old centers of Western capitalism,
a situation that was long present in other spaces of capitalism.
This uncertainty affects people’s ability to reproduce materially and emotionally, creating difficulties in forming new
families, maintaining existing ones, forming caring relations,
and feeling respected. Focusing on intergenerational relations
such as those expressed through transfers of tangible and
intangible assets (e.g., property, care, knowledge, skills, and
values) highlights the complexities of social reproduction on
different scales. Indeed, social reproduction can be defined as
continuity that brings generations together around micro-
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projects of making a living and enhancing future opportunities and around macroprojects of social configurations of
power and asset distribution. At the same time, crisis may
create new understandings of “generations” that have implications beyond the confines of intimate social groups, namely,
for the reproduction of society as a whole. In particular, the
realities of crisis and its discourse transform the material and
moral environments that support inter- and intragenerational
transfers.
In southern Europe, for example, crisis has now become
part of ordinary people’s everyday reality, one with which
they have to contend in trying to make a living and when
thinking about how to invest in the next generation. While
experts and governments insist that the crisis is an “exceptional” situation, an interlude before things get back to normal, for many people around the world, the experience of
chaos and permanent vital insecurity is the situation that
designs the field in which they need to play. In our view,
crisis—both as an experienced reality and as a folk and expert
conceptual category—is a good place to ground an inquiry
into the economy given its overwhelming presence in the lives
of many people around the world.

Value
In “Essai sur le don,” Mauss (2003 [1923–1924]) demonstrates how different kinds of value-making practices (e.g.,
juridical, religious, economic, aesthetic) are valued and incorporated in valuables, but he is also concerned with understanding equivalence reached in exchange and thus grapples with the tension between “values” and “value.” The other
tension he negotiates is between the material object and the
social relations it expresses. More recent ethnographies have
argued that these tensions are not resolved with the expansion
of capitalist market principles. In The Great Transformation,
what Polanyi (1971 [1944]) calls “fictitious commodities”—
namely, land, people, and money—appear as disembedded in
the process of market exchange, but in fact this disembedding
is artificial because they are really constituted in different value
frameworks. In his chapter on commodity fetishism, Marx
(1990 [1867]) approaches this insight in a different but complementary fashion: things, people, and land are always embedded in the social relations that produce them as commodities. Both Marx and Polanyi see these transformations
of embedded values into exchange value as having a negative
effect on most people and, more generally, on social reproduction. At the same time, because commodities are produced
through concrete social relations within particular regimes of
value, when they enter the market, the concrete values that
they acquire within these regimes increase their value in market terms. For example, the “authenticity” of a rug produced
in a Turkish village as part of a dowry bestows on it added
market value when it reaches a New York gallery (Spooner
1988; see also Villarreal 2014 on the need to provide tourists
in Chiapas an “authentic” experience). More generally, the
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question is whether and how multiple concrete values crystallize in a unique value in exchange. Much of this is addressed
in exchange theory and the debate about the gift (Damon
1980; Godelier 1996; Graeber 2001; Gregory 1982, 1997;
Mauss 2003 [1923–1924]; Munn 1992; Robbins and Akin
1999; Strathern 1988, 1992; Weiner 1980, 1992), and it is tied
to the debate on money, special monies, scales of calculation,
conversions, and the entanglement of valuation practices
(Guyer 2004; Hart 2000; Maurer 2006; Zelizer 1997).
Anthropologists have underscored the fact that not all values are commensurable, meaning that values cannot be
gauged against a single measure of value. Neither are values
always determined in exchange. For example, Godelier (1996),
following Weiner, stressed the difference between values that
are alienable through gift or exchange and inalienable values
that must be kept, and he saw in the latter the embodiment
of a society’s foundational core. In his distinction between
the “base” and the “market,” Gudeman (2008) differentiates
between value that cannot be measured (and is therefore incommensurable) and value that can be (and is therefore commensurable). Value is not measured when sharing is the dominant form of circulation, which takes place in the base (e.g.,
within the household or the community). The need for comparison and mutual evaluation emerges on the boundary of
the base as reciprocity or market exchange (e.g., between
households or communities). The market is the epitome of
commensurability. In the market, however, multiple scales of
value can be conflated into a continuous gradient while at
the same time people continue to value things on different
scales in what Guyer (2004) calls, in reference to Atlantic
Africa, “exchange performances” (97–98). While calculation
is central to exchange, it does not exhaust the range of valuation practices. Judgments of worth may not depend on a
ranked scale of value that produces measurable qualification
but may rest instead on comparison and assessment by the
“reasonable agent” who is embedded in multiple, often incompatible, value regimes. Moreover, things may be compared “fuzzily” and traded suboptimally as being “good
enough.” Finally, what cannot be counted, compared, or exchanged is often what people consider to be of greatest value
and essential to the continuity of the thread of life between
past, present, and future (Shipton 2014).
Insights from ecological economics have further complicated the debate. What ecological economists have been dealing with for some 20 years is the fact that the environment
is a site of competing values increasingly expressed in open
conflict. Different social actors produce and value a location
(e.g., as a livelihood resource, a marketable asset, a production
factor, a religious site, an aesthetic good) in terms of the
“goods” and the “bads” that can accrue from its use in various
ways. These conflicts strike the familiar chord of tensions
between values and value, which anthropologists have long
been addressing (Albert 1956; Munch 1970). In dealing with
valuation in environmental conflicts, ecological economists
reject the reductionism of commensurability, that is, the re-
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duction of the valuable object to a single measure of value.
Instead, they recognize value pluralism. They insist that incommensurability does not imply incomparability but weak
comparability in which the choice between alternatives is not
based on a single measure of comparison. Even in the face
of incompatible values, valuation can lead to practical judgments by reasonable agents. While commensurability is defined in terms of trade-offs, that is, in a frame of exchange,
comparability is not dependent on trade-offs but on preferences that are grounded in morality. Research on environmental conflicts has focused on the possibility of accepting
compensation for a “bad” or on the willingness to compensate
for preserving a “good”: witness the “willing to accept–willing
to pay” tests used in impact evaluations or forensic decisions
(e.g., Exxon Valdez). Refusal to accept compensation at any
price expresses an absolute preference that is nontradable,
which is often supported by strong collective arguments of
an ethical or other nature that are focused on the future. For
African-Americans and Latino residents of southern Greater
Los Angeles, for example, having to live with polluted air is
not an acceptable price to pay for the promise of new jobs,
from which discriminatory hiring practices will exclude them
anyway (Brodkin 2014). Indeed, in order to compensate for
the destruction of certain values, these must be reduced to a
certain standard of value that will make possible the exchange
of the negative effect for an equivalent asset (e.g., monetary
compensation, community improvements, the promise of
jobs). Compensability rests on calculation in an exchange
frame, but value is not always a function of it (Funtowicz
and Ravetz 1994; Martı́nez-Alier et al. 1998; Spash 2000).
Indeed, from an anthropological perspective, Paige West
(2005) alerts us to the fact that indigenous processes that
make the environment valuable are often dialectical relationships that produce identity and space simultaneously. Here,
the processes of valuation themselves are incommensurable
with the categorization system that sustains the economic
models of conservationists. “It is not that Gimi value forests,
plants, and animals in different ways from outsiders—they
do not necessarily ‘value’ them at all, because Gimi do not
separate themselves from their environment” (West 2005:
639). In Wukan, a fishing village in east Guangdong Province,
protests against landgrabs, analyzed by He and Xue (2014),
are not predicated on a sense of collective identity among
disowned peasants but are instead based on various agendas
that together generate a negatively defined and increasingly
marginalized peasant identity that is given legitimacy by a
reconstituted clan structure that brings together pre-1949 elements with local forms of the state (cf. Brandtstädter 2003).
Money figures centrally in the relationship between value
calculation and morality (Bloch and Parry 1989; Gregory
1997; Guyer 2004; Hart 2000; Zelizer 1997). It can be an
instrument of individual desire, which drives the imagination
of personal autonomy and worth, as easily as it can be an
instrument of collective dependency, which underlines how
we necessarily belong to each other (Graeber 2011; Hart
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2000). Money “keeps track” of what people do to each other
and is thus an instrument of collective memory. Its capacity
to become a “memory bank” is based on its ability to endure
and thus convey value through time. And this value seems
to refer centrally to “making society,” keeping it alive in time.
These dynamics are particularly striking in the case of other
kinds of valued objects, such as wampum among the Iroquois
and Melanesian valuables (Graeber 2001; Munn 1992). Social
reproduction thus comes back to the fore in an interpretation
of money as bridging between the individual and the collective, autonomy and dependency, short-term transactional orders and long-term ones. Money shares its capacity to be a
“store of value” with other kinds of valuables such as real
estate, highlighting the temporality of value and of the criteria
used in assessing worth through time as illustrated by the
attractiveness of home ownership as a saving and investment
strategy among Latin American migrants in Barcelona, made
possible in the 2000s by subprime mortgages, overindebtedness, and intricate reciprocity obligations (Palomera 2014).
The temporality of value is particularly suggestive. In the
articles in this special issue of Current Anthropology that focus
on credit (Guérin 2014; James 2014; Villarreal 2014), we find
that beyond the accounting of debt interest through market
instruments, which are obviously time dependent, credit is
tied to a multiple-value assessment of investment in a better
future (Shipton 2014). Ordinary people’s everyday financial
practices thus often have ambivalent meanings. People may
think of them as an asset when they serve to attenuate other
forms of subordination (e.g., migration to escape one’s subordination to a landlord or to kin) or enhance respect (e.g.,
enabling ceremonial expenses or consumption goods), even
when this perspective forces them to patronize a loan shark
or pawnshop. Alternatively, they can see them as a liability
when they give rise to an increased dependency that produces
shame and to material deprivation that results in their failure
to meet moral obligations. In precarious situations, social
valuation is often the premise that underpins practices of
investment, and credit is a tool that retains the ambiguity of
holding the unknown future as the measure of present actions.
This turns our attention to social worth, a central aspect
of our understanding of what the economy is about. Social
worth is how a society values people: the value of people, but
also the value obtained through people and the value invested
and accumulated in people. This perspective is informed both
by anthropological exchange theory, which links the accumulation of value to personal worth, and by a reconfiguration
of the labor theory of value, which envisions people as the
origin of all value incorporated in commodities. Finally, social
wealth (“social capital”) appears at the core of economic practices everywhere and is entangled with other forms of wealth
and their reproduction (Bourdieu 1980; Granovetter 1985;
for a critique of the “social capital” concept, see Narotzky
2007).
The worth of people is dialectically tied to how people
organize themselves in their aim to sustain life and possibly
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produce a good life. For example, young Malagasy migrant
women have to balance their understanding of their value as
providers of sexual, reproductive, and caring labor to the
Frenchmen they marry with their value as providers of the
resources that they secure through low-wage labor to folks
back home (Cole 2014). When they lose their worth, the
questions that people ask are “How is this possible?” “What
made it happen?” “Who is responsible?” and “What is to be
done?” Ordinary people search for logical connections and
often focus on power (be it magical, divine, plutocratic, or
political) as the force that determines their worth. And power
is a means-ends relation defined by its efficacy, linking human
and other entities in a causal connection. The logical connections in terms of which people understand these questions
are often couched in terms of the responsibility of powerful
agents to care. For example, they think of the state as having
a responsibility to care for them, and when the state cuts
welfare benefits, they interpret these cuts as the state’s failure
in its basic obligation. When laid off, it is the boss’s failure
to care that is at stake. In Western cultural frameworks and
probably others, care implies dependence, but it must also be
counterbalanced by recognition of autonomy, which is the
basis of responsibility and of social and economic adulthood.
Personal worth is contingent on a delicate balance between
the two (Dubois 2014; Gallie and Paugam 2002). Perceived
as a kind of moral obligation predicated on the recognition
of human worth, care makes life worthwhile at the same time
that it provides ways of accessing resources (food, housing,
subsidies, employment, information, comfort, etc.).

Hope
The economy is about projecting into the future. People’s
economic practices have a clear temporal orientation to horizons of expectation that are framed by past experiences and
the mythical reconfigurations of memories of that past (e.g.,
the idealization of a past when “things were better” or the
vilification of a past “when everyone went hungry”). This
temporal orientation may consist of individual aspirations
that find leverage in established expectations but seek to go
beyond them toward a general improvement of life opportunities. The “American dream,” for instance, articulates an
individual form of aspiration to a collective configuration of
hope relating to the well-being of the entire society and in
turn to a particular form of relations of production and distribution, namely, historically, Fordism (on free-market utopianism, see Harvey 2000:173–179). But the dream of a better
future can be expressed in many other ways. In mainstream
economic models, it is expressed as growth and the optimal
allocation of resources. In humanistic models, it is expressed
as a flourishing of human capabilities and worth (GibsonGraham 2005; Hart, Laville, and Cattani 2010; Nelson 2006).
In everyday practice, ordinary people translate these models
as projects for making life better for the next generation, but
of course what “better” means is bound by time and space.
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In many societies, people equate hope with displacement
in the belief that geographical mobility may translate into
social mobility, it is hoped, in the right direction (e.g., Cole
2014; Palomera 2014; Pine 2014; Villarreal 2014). In these
situations, migration can be understood as a material projection into a future that is located somewhere else. This
material projection can acquire an ideational life of its own
and become a migratory disposition that reduces the future
to mobility (Kalir 2005), although as Pine (2014) demonstrates, it can acquire in the same society different configurations (e.g., the motivations to migrate, the prospect of returning, the distribution of responsibilities) at different times.
A migratory disposition can flourish even against ample evidence that mobility does not deliver its promises or, worse,
that it creates a situation in which mobile people who do not
“make it” are forced to cope with sometimes appalling living
conditions that are preferable to the shame of returning empty
handed, as is the case of the Mexican migrants in California
with whom Villarreal (2014) worked. Migrants may develop
among themselves an “economy of appearances” whereby
they know but tacitly agree not to discuss that the success
stories they tell each other and others back home stretch the
truth. This is the case of Malagasy migrant women leading
unglamorous married lives in provincial France, whose success narratives are not questioned when they make return
visits to Madagascar as long as they behave as migrants are
expected to behave, displaying wealth and nurturing social
relations (Cole 2014). In other circumstances, the feeling of
“pattering in place” (Jansen 2014) or “waiting” (de L’Estoile
2014) becomes the metaphor of blocked expectations, while
the “road to Europe,” in the case of Sarajevans, or the state’s
development projects, in the case of Brazilians in the Northeast Region, expresses the hope of individual and collective
social mobility (see also Ferguson 1999; Guyer 2007). These
dynamics demonstrate both the power and the fragility of the
equation of hope with movement.
What, then, produces a sense of the future or its opposite,
the sense of not having a future, of the closing of the horizon
of expectation? What kinds of resources enable what futures
to emerge? As one feature of the imagination, hope constitutes
an important asset when material resources are lacking in the
present, although complete deprivation often hampers the
possibility of imagining a future. For Bourdieu (2003), in a
situation where the lack of a future becomes an expanding
experience for many people, it is the relative autonomy of
the symbolic order that can “provide some margin of freedom
for a political action that may reopen the space of possibilities”
(336). Harvey’s “dialectical utopianism” in turn points to the
need to materialize “in institutional, social, cultural and physical realities” alternative imaginings of society that enable oriented trajectories toward a better future (Harvey 2000:182–
196). Political mobilization hence hinges on the production
of this margin of freedom through the material enactment of
symbolic struggles that produce new spaces for hope. Thus,
what Brodkin (2014) aptly terms “economic citizenship”—
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to identify the hope that hard work will provide economic
security, well-being, and basic respect—is the driving force of
union mobilization among low-level workers in a university
hospital in the American South and environmental grassroots
mobilization in the industrial fringes of Greater Los Angeles.
This analytic notion also captures Guangdong peasants’ claim
for recognition of the worth of their work and social identity
in the face of the dispossession of their land by corrupt urban
developers and local state agents (He and Xue 2014).
In Méditations pascaliennes, Bourdieu (2003) makes the
point that people’s practical sense of the future, their hopes
of a better life, and their investments in terms of continuous
oriented action are attuned to the objective possibilities allowed by the social and economic framework of their existence. The habitus here is the expression of the limits that
frame future expectations and therefore condition the modes
of mobilization in the present for a future. Social differentiation is thus structurally incorporated when future expectations and decisions about personal investments take form.
The practical ability to make the future—the capacity to imagine it in the present—depends on the everyday material experience of uncertainty. If every investment in the future is
associated with uncertainty, it is generally understood as a
bounded space of uncertainty, limited and regulated by a
particular habitus that provides a horizon of expectations.
This is what Bourdieu (2003) terms la causalité du probable
(causality of the probable; 332) in which “will adjusts to possibilities” (312) and can even be represented through accounting practices and calculation devices such as the spreadsheet (Miyazaki 2006). However, absolute uncertainty inhibits
the capacity to produce everyday reasonable expectations and
expresses the breakdown of social reproduction and the moral
economy that holds it together. Thus, the ways in which people get hold of their future through political mobilization in
the present is structurally tied to the limits of uncertainty that
are materially produced by economic and political structures,
institutions, and agents.

“Ordinary People,” Models, Ethnographic
Methods, and Scale
Our focus on “ordinary people” is based on two related motivations. One is the rather obvious fact that the people whose
lives are most affected by the economic turmoil of the new
millennium are not only those who occupy a global “bottom
of the pyramid” (Cross and Street 2009; Errington, Fujikura,
and Gewertz 2013) but also those who were previously “making do,” often with expectations of upward mobility. The latter
are now finding that the practices that had enabled them to
manage in the last couple of generations are increasingly elusive. These are the lower-middle classes, the working poor,
the “missing class” (Newman and Chen 2008), those that live
in “fear of falling” (Ehrenreich 1990) or, more fashionably,
the “99%.” Here we are not replicating anthropology’s historical turn from the “savage slot” to the “suffering slot”
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(Robbins 2013), but we are instead focusing our attention on
the large demographic base whose economic downturn is a
particularly striking motivation for reconsidering the economy.
The second motivation for focusing on ordinary people is
a matter of both theoretical and social import. Rather than
privileging expert models produced by economists and put
into practice by states and superstate entities, we aim to explore critically the relationship between these models and the
on-the-ground economic practices of those whose main objective is the pursuit of livelihood (Narotzky 2012a). Anthropologists, sociologists, and historians have critiqued the
power of expert models and of the material, social, and cognitive devices they deploy to produce particular realities that
ordinary people have to deal with (Callon 1998; Carrier and
Miller 1998; Elyachar 2005, 2012; Miller 1997; Mitchell 2002;
Perelman 2000). For example, economic policy makers in
France make policies that frame the way in which “streetlevel welfare bureaucrats” will deal with welfare recipients who
are under constant suspicion of being welfare cheats, while
in fact recipients are simply trying to coordinate sources of
income with the demands of the moral economies in which
they are embedded. At the same time, expert models that
appear to be oriented toward the maximization of the state’s
social resources have an increasingly important moralizing
function legitimating underpaid and precarious forms of employment (Dubois 2014). The critique of expert models being
out of touch with everyday realities, of course, has a long
intellectual genealogy harking back to Gramsci’s “philosophy
of praxis” and his distinction between traditional and organic
intellectuals (Gramsci 1987) and the power of hegemonic
discourse (Roseberry 1994).
The epistemological perspective we advocate engages with
the complex reality of the elusive materiality of models. First,
models are abstract discursive accounts that produce an authoritative logic of causality. Second, economic models are
formal (mathematical) renderings of discursive models that
obscure their political objective in technical formalization.
Third, models are instruments for the exercise of power. In
short, models are attempts to control a messy reality through
abstraction: control through knowledge production and epistemic dominance and control of human action through the
performative force of not only the designs themselves but also
the relations they privilege. Models produce an ideological
context that channels action toward the continuity of particular forms of differentiation. They can be thought of as devices enacting hegemony (Williams 1977) or as producing
habitus in both scholarly practice and ordinary life (Bourdieu
2003). While posing as descriptions of observed reality, models are projects that design the future through a mix of memories of past experience and willful imagination. The concept
of “economization” provides a promising window on the way
in which models and economic realities are intertwined by
bringing together the processes (behaviors, institutions, material devices, etc.) that configure what both scholars and lay
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people perform as economic. It assumes that the economy
does not preexist economic action but rather that it is constituted by it (Çalışkan and Callon 2009, 2010). Beyond economization, however, the design of economic models, whether
expert or folk, is the effect of human political struggles in
which power relations are enacted and that result in producing
differences that limit people’s opportunities for making a living.
The methodology best suited for an investigation of these
complexities is ethnography. Ethnography enables the exploration of how models are constructed and the processes by
which some are vested with authority while others are not.
It also enables us to explore how people can undermine or
sidestep hegemonic models in the actual conduct of their lives.
Ethnography helps us grasp the everyday realities of model
making and their ramifications across what is defined as “economic” to encompass the social, the private domain of households and families, the culture of corporations, the shop floor,
the trade union, social mobilization, and scholarly debate.
Ethnography approaches models as sites of struggle in defining relevance. Ethnographic comparison plays a crucial role
because it enables us to engage with the fact that models are
detachable abstract objects capable of circulating across geographical, social, and cultural landscapes while at the same
time yielding power only as concrete and unique manifestations of historical, social, and cultural realities.
This engagement with life as it is lived exposes the variable
power of models and their entanglement with everyday life,
particularly the tensions that arise in the design and actualization of models on different scales. Such is the case, for
example, in Dubois’s (2014) analysis of the fundamental gap
between the design of French welfare policies, the instantiation of these policies during the control interviews of recipients, and the pragmatic uses of welfare benefits in the conduct
of recipients’ daily lives. Models can also clash across improbably distant national contexts, with policy debates in one
country affecting the local lives of ordinary citizens in another.
For example, in the aftermaths of China’s entry into the World
Trade Organization in 2001, cottage industries and small firms
in Europe were affected by a technical debate among politicians and economists about how to define China’s economy
(as a market-system or non–market-system economy) and
how to calculate the value of its commodities in order to
decide whether its exporting practices were fair or not. Locally,
workers, petty entrepreneurs, and large industrial and commercial firms’ agents voiced different definitions of the globalized dynamics at stake, calling “dumping” what others defined as cheap imports and asking for state- and European
Union–level protectionist measures (Narotzky 2009; see also
Neiburg 2011 for struggles around inflation indexes in Brazil
and He and Xue 2014). Ethnographies of socialist and postsocialist regions have provided particularly rich insights into
the tensions that enactment of models as well as the struggles
over their local definition produce at different scales (Burawoy
and Verdery 1999; Humphrey 2002; Mandel and Humphrey
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2002; Verdery 1996), as Pine (2014) and Jansen (2014) demonstrate vividly with ethnographic materials from postsocialist
Poland and Bosnia respectively.
In ethnographies, issues of scale emerge in situations in
which ordinary people experience their opportunities of livelihood as pertaining simultaneously to various domains of
practice. An example is that of people provisioning food as
marriage prestation at the same time as they are consolidating
exchange partnerships with their allies and reproducing the
cosmological covenant with ancestors and the land (Malinowski 1935). When a young man is pushed to migrate as
an unskilled laborer or as an aspiring athlete (by the state,
his family, or his desire to “make it”), he is engaging with
the material opportunities and moral frameworks of the international (or regional) labor market, of his local community
resources and priorities, of his family’s assets and expectations, and of his personal capacities and desires (Besnier
2012). These different scales inform one another on a continuous basis, but they also acquire relative stability through
institutional and technical devices. There is no transcendent
overarching logic that can explain economic practices at either
the micro- or macrolevel, as neoclassical market models do.
The best we can probably do is to observe analytically how
various scales are defined and how they articulate in practice
(Swyngedouw 2004).
Contemporary economic relations partake simultaneously
of multiple scales of value and institutional frames. This simultaneity often creates complex and contradictory environments in which people make judgments about what they can
or should do to make a living. These judgments may be
informed by conflicting moral obligations between agents that
may call for very different kinds of action. The importance
and entanglement of diverse economies in the real world calls
for a breakdown of the conceptual straightjacket that has kept
them apart as separate phenomena, foregrounding some and
marginalizing others (Escobar 2004; Gibson 2014; GibsonGraham 2005; Santos 2006). While economic pluralism is
important, the coemergence and interaction of these “diverse”
economies is equally important. As Marxist articulation and
dependency theories have long stressed, difference is produced
dialectically in the context of structures of power that permeate different scales (Wolpe 1980).

Crisis, Value, and Hope: Rethinking
the Economy
The articles in this special issue of Current Anthropology were
developed from papers originally presented at the WennerGren international symposium “Crisis, Value, and Hope: Rethinking the Economy,” which took place in Sintra, Portugal,
September 14–20, 2012. They address many questions that
bring together the three themes of crisis, value, and hope
around the assessment of value and the worth of people. They
explore how the practicalities of juggling with different regimes of value involve not only the transactions and circu-
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lation of objects of value but also the creation and maintenance of social relationships and the emergence of particular
social identities that are crucial resources in times of need.
The production and circulation of resources and the shifts
between different fields of value affect social relations, and
identities emerge in the context of the social relations these
processes create. The differently situated agents will use various types of rationalities to access and utilize resources. Often, these different logics come into conflict with one another.
At other times, emotions such as shame act as regulators of
material and social dynamics.
The capacity to access different kinds of valuable assets is
intimately related to temporality, particularly when the relationship between the present and the future is rife with uncertainty. But this temporality can be complicated in that the
certainties for the future that people had in the past can
become the yardstick for the uncertainties that people experience in the present. Past, present, and future are related
to one another in multiple ways in people’s understanding
of their experience and in their definitions of projects for the
future. At the same time, different temporalities interact with
one another and with the assessment of the values that people
give to different resources and to the channels that might help
getting hold of them. What effect does radical uncertainty
about livelihood have on people’s everyday practices of making a living?
In regions of the world where agents believe that geographical mobility will translate into socioeconomic mobility, many
kinds of evaluation are involved in decisions to migrate or
stay put. Different regimes of value operate in this decision
making and in the new social and economic relations that
mobility engenders. Hope provides a contour for the experience of geographical mobility and the socioeconomic mobility that it is expected to generate. Frustrated hopes and
shame operate sometimes as a hindrance of mobility and can
aggravate a sense of crisis and worthlessness. But immobility
may also be a metaphor for a radical uncertainty that inhibits
hope.
A classic tenet of political economy is that different parties
assign different value to their contribution to production.
These differences are at the root of inequality and are intimately tied to conditions of insecurity for those whose worth
is not recognized. At the same time, these differences can be
put to work and can set the framework for conflict and mobilization, which can be collective, individual, or brokered by
third parties such as labor activists, entrepreneurial middlemen, or union organizers. Uncertainty, then, may transform
into a project for the future and motivate people to mobilize
for that aim. Sometimes nonrecognition becomes the ground
for political action, but this is not always the case. Mobilizing
for recognition or for claiming resources or entitlements rests
on particular forms of identification and creates forms of
identification that did not previously exist.
Finally, value is the focus of institutional power because
institutions are predicated on defining boundaries around

S14

what constitutes value and who is worthy. Social reproduction
is stabilized and regulated through the definition of these
boundaries, which produce continuity in the patterns of resource distribution and social worth. In times of crisis, institutions and their relationships to the citizenry are reconfigured, and this reconfiguration often takes the form of
judgments about the morality of particular people, their statuses, or their actions. Thus, moments of crisis result in the
realignment of institutions and their agents’ relationships to
ordinary people. Ordinary people’s ability to reconfigure or
bypass the formalizing power of institutions in their search
for a better future is a form of struggle aimed at redefining
the forms of political responsibility and moral obligation of
the powerful.
Making a living is about “making people” in their physical,
social, spiritual, affective, and intellectual dimensions. It is
about the forms of human interaction that make different
kinds of resources available, although often unequally,
through social relations of production, distribution, and consumption. It is about struggles and stabilization around the
worth of people and how to make life worth living. It is this
effort to make life that we term “the economy.”
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“Deeper into a Hole?”
Borrowing and Lending in South Africa
by Deborah James
In South Africa, with upward mobility much aspired to but seldom attained, householders must spend money they
have not yet earned. Borrowing both from formal institutions and smaller moneylenders (legal and illegal) positions
them uneasily: in order to fulfill social requirements in one register, they acquire intensified obligations in another.
Moneylending and money borrowing, owing much to the legacies of “credit apartheid,” involve an uneven mix.
Embeddedness and community connection enable flexibility, juggling, and temporary escape from repayment obligations on the one hand, but systems of repayment and ever-newer technologies enable creditors to pursue debtors
with inexorable swiftness on the other. Given that credit postapartheid has an increasingly formal, uniform, and
financialized character, the second of these—which makes debtors get “deeper into a hole”—is becoming a predominant way of experiencing and representing the situation. The phrase, with its suggestion of entrapment, captures
an important aspect of the deeply ambivalent feelings that borrowers experience in the face of debt.

The three elements of this special issue of Current Anthropology—crisis, value, and hope—are inextricably combined
in the phenomenon that is the topic of this paper, that is,
debt. In South Africa, the moment of democracy coincided
with the extension of credit to many who were formerly unable to borrow. It held out the promise and expectation of
inclusion to people formerly denied it. As elsewhere in the
world but here beginning in a more precipitous manner, the
supply of and demand for credit interacted in a complex
relationship to facilitate the rapid growth of a new middle
class as well as promise the fulfilment of aspiration to a far
larger group of people (Servet and Saiag 2013). As prospective
consumers enthusiastically embraced the possibility of borrowing in order to secure highly valued things, opportunities,
and relationships, credit also started being “sold”—as happened elsewhere (see Villarreal 2014)—to prospective takers
as necessary or inevitable, drawing yet further numbers into
the net. Such credit was being used not simply for materialist
consumerism but to satisfy the desire for what was felt necessary for a good life. When the lure of credit turned into
unpayable debt, many of those initially offered hopes of advance—aspiring to possess those things formerly reserved for
people wealthier than themselves—were threatened with further marginalization. Fearful of the unsustainable and crisislike character of the situation, policy makers and analysts,
Deborah James is Professor in the Department of Anthropology,
London School of Economics, and Fellow at the Stellenbosch Institute
for Advanced Study, Wallenberg Research Centre at Stellenbosch
University (Marais Street, Stellenbosch 7600, South Africa
[d.a.james@lse.ac.uk]). This paper was submitted 10 IV 13, accepted
25 II 14, and electronically published 12 VI 14.

several years before the “subprime” debacle in the United
States, were devising a regulatory framework to tackle the
problem.
Exploring the circumstances that gave rise to their alarm,
this paper also gives attention to models used by local actors
to assess and evaluate their present and future circumstances.
Local ideas of worth may challenge the tendency to measure
all value by—and demand repayment in—its universal equivalent, money (Hann and Hart 2011:49), and considering such
ideas ought to help us contest analyses that seek to represent
all economic matters by measuring them in purely contractual
terms. Considering debt in this way potentially directs the
emphasis away from uniform measures of value and toward
diverse ones. But in settings such as South Africa where financialization is far advanced (Ardington et al. 2004; Barchiesi
2011; Daniels 2004; Porteous and Hazelhurst 2004; Schoombee 2004, 2009),1 the imperative to repay may become less
easy to escape.
Debt gives a particularly poignant and edgy character to
hope. It also throws value into question by threatening impending future crisis. If there has been a proliferation of the
things that are felt essential in order to actualize the kind of
life aspired to, then buying them “on tick” (promise to pay)
is often the only way forward. In doing so, the debtor can
“borrow speculative resources from his/her own future and
transform them into concrete resources to be used in the
present” (Peebles 2010:226). The way debt links these two
1. The South African economy rapidly liberalized in the late 1990s
and early 2000s and became extensively financialized. This, in the absence
of investment in manufacturing and production, has been seen as accounting for South Africa’s “jobless growth” during that period (Marais
2011:124–128, 132–139).
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Figure 1. Map of South Africa.

time frames together means that positive and negative ideas
of worth may be forced into uncomfortable juxtaposition.
The values associated with getting what one needs to live well
may be unassailably desirable, and loans may make it possible
to actualize that life in the here and now, but owing amounts
that threaten to increase exponentially as one looks toward
the future can also bring anxiety, opprobrium, and self-blame.
Conducting research on the sensitive topic of indebtedness
as I did between 2007 and 2009 posed particular challenges
given that people were reluctant to discuss personal finances
or engage in conversation about the illegal moneylending that
is pervasive in South Africa. Faced with such circumspection,
I found circumspection to be the best remedy in turn. Stories
about moneylenders, “scams” practiced by repossession
agents, and the like were readily offered, and people were
more willing to give insights into their own and their families’
histories of banking, spending, or saving money than to recount the details of their current financial situation. It also
proved necessary to explore a variety of settings, locales, and

types of actors. First, given that the ranks of those who aspire
to join the new middle class far outnumber those included
on the grounds of income and achievement and that they are
to be found in both rural and urban settings, I undertook
interview-based research and participant observation not only
among medium to well-paid employees of the government
but also in a low- to middle-income neighborhood of Soweto
(Gauteng) and in Impalahoek village in Mpumalanga (figs.
1, 2). Second, given the need to move beyond specific locales
and attend to policy issues and the pronouncements of agents
in the state, the corporate sector, and the world of human
rights and NGOs, I also interviewed employees in the banking
sector and registered microlenders and was attentive to those
who seek to regulate or curb their activities, in particular by
talking to debt counselors and sitting in on sessions they held
with their clients, in Pretoria and Midrand (Gauteng; fig. 2).
For the project overall (James 2014), I worked with 73 recorded and transcribed interviews as well using field notes
written during participant observation. While some infor-

Figure 2. Map of Gauteng.
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mants sought anonymity, others were happy to be cited, and
I have respected their wishes.

The Rise and Regulation of Reckless Lending
In South Africa, circumstances have combined to place borrowers more inexorably in the grip of lenders than they have
in some of the other settings discussed here (Guérin 2014;
Villareal 2014). Soon after the transition from apartheid to
democracy brought new promises of prosperity and upward
mobility for those previously dispossessed, rates of borrowing and lending are reported to have increased exponentially
as black consumers took advantage of the credit opportunities they had previously been denied while particular
sectors of the white community started microlending businesses to cater to and exploit this new market.2 Demonstrating what was to become its characteristic combination
of neoliberalism and regulatory tendencies, the state—whose
policies during the 1990s had initially enabled such developments by liberalizing the economy and the provision of
credit in one fell swoop—then sought during the 2000s to
outlaw “reckless lending” and regulate the negative effects
of this borrowing by passing new legislation, the National
Credit Act (NCA) of 2007.
Resulting from these impulses that followed each other in
short order and exhibiting varying degrees of legal formality,
three distinct lending sectors were in evidence by the late
2000s. Each, supplementing or plugging gaps left by the other
two, supplied this new market in its own way. Reflecting the
ethnic and racial divisions of South Africa’s past and of its
new dispensation, each has a linguistic/ethnic specificity (table
1).
1. The mainstream/formal financial sector was historically
dominated by an “oligopoly” of British-owned banks and
rooted in the English-speaking capitalist sector (Verhoef 2009:
157, 181). Later, it was dominated by the “big four” banks—
Absa, First National Bank, Nedbank, and Standard. Alongside
the credit cards, housing loans, and vehicle finance they offer,
this sector also provides retailers’ store cards for clothing and
food, “hire purchase” (installment payments) for furniture
and appliances, and the like. Black people, having had very
restricted access to such loans before the 1990s under credit
apartheid, were offered them in profusion thereafter.
2. The new microlending sector, offering mostly smaller
and short-term loans, grew exponentially in the 1990s and
was mostly run by Afrikaans-speaking former civil servants
who invested their redundancy packages in these businesses.
They did so after leaving state employ when the African
2. I use “black” to denote the members of Bantu language groups,
now often termed “indigenous,” who were at the bottom of the social
ladder under apartheid. I do this in contrast with older South African
practice, which terms them “African” but misleadingly suggests that other
inhabitants of the country are “non-African.”
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National Congress became the ruling party. Initially free to
charge “uncapped” interest rates and engaging in practices—
such as the confiscation and use of borrowers’ ATM cards
by way of loan security—that were later prohibited, many
of these subsequently registered as microlenders under the
NCA, which obliged them to charge monthly interest of no
more than 44%. Some of the smaller microlenders consolidated to form larger enterprises, notably African Bank and
Capitec, which have now taken their place alongside the
“big four.”
3. Mashonisas, or neighborhood moneylenders,3 came to
be defined by their contrast to their formal microlending
counterpart 2: they were defined as loan sharks because they
remained unregistered under the NCA. (Because borrowers
are often ignorant of the regulations, some use the term,
however, to refer to both registered and unregistered lenders.)
The biggest operators among them use customers’ ATM cards
to withdraw the money owed to them at month end before
returning them to their owners and typically charge monthly
interest of 50%, in excess of the new cap on the interest rate
imposed by the NCA. In this classically financialized manner,
taking advantage of efforts that had been made to bank the
unbanked, some community moneylenders were ensuring repayment by using the ATM technique earlier deployed, but
now outlawed for use, by those who were now registered (and
hence considered “formal” and “regulated”).
What of the demand side? Overall, it is black consumers
striving to overcome the imbalances of apartheid whose plight
has underlain the attempted regulation. Analyses showed that
salary- or wage-earning consumers were most likely to be
overindebted. Echoing what happens in many other settings
of stable salaries subjected to less than stable pressures (see
Parry 2012), “these workers earn a regular salary” and therefore “qualify for credit, but binding expenditure constraints
possibly places pressure on them to borrow at a level that is
unsustainable” (Daniels 2004:842). Race here is not a defining
feature. Indeed, by 2008 it became clear that white consumers
owed more than black ones.4 But those whose “reckless borrowing” has been of most concern—not surprisingly, because
its members have also had the greatest electoral and political
influence since the advent of democracy—are the black recipients of state salaries (nurses, teachers, policemen) in the
“new” black middle class where public-sector employment
predominates (Crankshaw 2005; Schlemmer 2005; Southall
2004), middle- to low-wage black employees in state-owned
enterprises, and a larger category, subjected to more “precarious” circumstances since democracy (Barchiesi 2011), that
3. The Zulu word mashonisa relates to the verb stems (endings) -shona
(to sink, become poor, die) and -shonisa (to impoverish, cause to become
poor; Dent and Nyembezi 1969:481). It may be translated as “one who
impoverishes” or who “takes and continues to take indefinitely” (Krige
2011:144). In popular parlance the plural is mashonisas (Krige 2011:151;
Siyongwana 2004:851).
4. “The debt abyss lures more SA consumers,” Business Day, February
26, 2008.

James “Deeper into a Hole?”

S21

Table 1. Credit supply
Sector
1
2
3

Lender

Type of loan

Mainstream/formal financial sector
(English-speaking capitalists)
New microlending sector
(Afrikaans-speaking former civil servants)
Informal microlending sector
(neighborhood moneylenders—mashonisas—
in black townships and villages)

Bank loans; store cards for clothing and food; vehicle finance;
furniture and appliances on installments; housing loans
Smaller/short-term loans

has similar aspirations but even fewer means to fulfill them.5
While I have written more fully about the new middle class
elsewhere (James 2014), the principal case study on which
the present paper centers—that of a security guard employed
on a casual basis—hails from the ranks of this increasingly
growing “precariat” (Standing 2011).
If debt involves the obligation to repay the resources borrowed from one’s own future (Peebles 2010:226), the South
African case is distinguished from others in its volume by a
gradual shrinking of the options for temporarily evading such
repayment of debt. The coexistence of multiple registers of
wealth, partly overlapping and/or commensurable but partly
remaining distinct, is a common topic in economic anthropology (Gudeman 2001; Parry and Bloch 1989). Villareal
(2014) shows how Mexican women use “diverse frameworks
of calculation and valuation,” and Guérin (2014) speaks of
the “incommensurable, nonsubstitutable financial practices”
that are commonly used to cope with tensions arising from
“the multiple logics of debt.” In South Africa, similar arrangements have certainly been and still are engaged in, alternately to hinder and enable the flow of money, to enable
saving and spending, but the possibilities for “juggling” various options (Guérin 2014; Servet and Saiag 2013) are fewer
than they were. This is so despite the proliferation of new
sources of credit since the end of apartheid. Choosing from
among the three sectors identified above, a consumer is able
to (1) borrow from many banks, use many credit cards, and
hold store cards from an array of retailers as well as have
access to microloans both (2) legal/formal and (3) illegal/
informal (table 1). (Often, as with Guérin’s paper, they borrow
from the latter in order to pay back the former). At the same
time, the means by which these debts are collected has shrunk
drastically. Considerable efforts made—with the help of the
United Kingdom’s DfID-funded Finmark Trust—to “bank the
unbanked” (Porteous with Hazelhurst 2004:89) have seen a
deepening financialization of the economy (Ardington et al
2004; Krige 2012). Accompanying this, there are advanced IT
systems rooted in apartheid’s preoccupation with surveillance,
5. Ambiguities that have dogged attempts to characterize, pigeonhole,
and analyze the “black middle class” are too extensive to cover here in
detail; see James (2014) for a longer discussion. For accounts of how the
black middle class consolidated within the public sector in the 1990s, see
Crankshaw (2005, 2008), Southall (2004:533, 2012), and Seekings and
Nattrass (2005:312).

Smaller/short-term loans neighborhood moneylenders

which envision, even if they have not yet achieved, a single
high-tech system to be used for identification, cashing in social grants, buying, and banking (Breckenridge 2005:272–
273). These technologies, enabling “data to flow from one
contiguous database to another,” have opened up the commercial use of such data (Breckenridge 2005:281).6 What worries debtors most about these developments is their application in transforming what were distinct pockets of finance
into one single flow.
By allowing lenders, formal and informal, to reach into
borrowers’ bank accounts by the means mentioned earlier,
their inclusion in this high-tech banking system leaves such
borrowers, in effect, less place to hide. Sources of credit,
then, have proliferated and become more diverse, but the
technologies of collection have narrowed and become
streamlined.
In the face of these developments, the NCA, although informed by a conviction that lenders should be held to account
(see Graeber 2011; Shipton 2011:232), ended up more often
being used to reform borrowers. The act admittedly achieved
some small successes: curtailing mortgage credit well before,
and hence preventing a South African occurrence of, the subprime crisis, and establishing a system of debt review.7 The
moral/legal framework it established made it possible, as in
the case of Richard Madihlaba discussed below, to persuade
certain creditors to accept some culpability and even to write
off debts. But this was possible only in the relatively rare cases
6. For related points in the case of Ghana, see Breckenridge (2010:
649–650, 655).
7. Debt review was aimed in particular at cases such as those described
below involving amounts of less than R50,000, which were ineligible for
the very expensive process of bankruptcy or sequestration (termed “insolvency” in South Africa). According to Boraine and Roestoff, if a debtor
is “insolvent but he or she cannot put up the funds to apply for the
proper relief in terms of the Insolvency Act” or cannot prove “advantage
to creditors, a sequestration order that would eventually lead to a discharge of debt, would be out of reach of such a debtor” (2002:4). Debt
review was intended to give debtors some respite from harassment by
creditors, allowing them to reschedule debts and make payments while
preventing further indebtedness. The counselor identifies the client’s
needs to identify the amount that they need to live, setting aside this
amount before deciding on a realistic set of repayments to be offered to
credit providers. The debtor, once officially under debt review, must be
allowed 60 days’ grace from creditors’ demands before the final schedule
of payments must be agreed and put into practice. For more detail on
the regulation, see James (2013).
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where an independently funded and skilled adviser was willing
to commit much time and effort. In many other cases, debt
counselors’ efforts—alongside those by other state and nonstate actors—were directed toward the end of educating debtors and persuading them to be more frugal. Self-help books
and self-styled financial advisers were aiming at getting consumers to “own” their finances, to partner up in a stable
nuclear family, focus on the future achievements and needs
of one’s own children, and repudiate the claims of kinsmen
and neighbors, advising people, in classically neoliberal style,
to refuse others’ demands (Ndumo 2011:195–196; see also
Stack 2013).8
Overall, lending and borrowing, at rates regarded as “reckless,” were continuing apace. When I was writing this in 2013,
6 years after the promulgation of the NCA, the media was
reporting on the notorious case of the shooting of striking
platinum mine workers at Marikana. It turned out that one
important underlying cause of the strike had been the intensified onslaught lenders were making on borrowers’ bank accounts. The miners, not necessarily in the lowest pay bracket,
had unsustainable levels of debt. An additional feature making
this doubly burdensome, indeed intolerable, was the manner
in which their numerous creditors were ensuring repayments.
Miners’ pay, automatically transferred into their bank accounts at month’s end, was being transferred out of these
again with equal ease by those to whom the miners owed
money. These deductions were made in various ways. Lenders
in sectors 1 and 2 (see table 1) used direct debits or “garnishee” or emoluments attachment orders. These are orders
granted by a magistrate or clerk of the court and served on
the employer of a defaulting debtor, enabling a creditor to
take a monthly repayment directly from that debtor’s salary.
Lenders in sector 3 did the equivalent by keeping borrowers’
ATM cards and using these to withdraw funds with interest
from the ATM at month’s end. Shortly after payday, many
of these miners simply had nothing left to live on.9 Despite
regulation, then, the story told here is one of continuing, even
deepening, indebtedness.

8. The philosophy of Gabriel Davel, the regulator at the time, was that
“regulation works best when it persuades players in the industry to accept
responsibility for their own decisions” (Porteous and Hazelhurst 2004:
94). Much effort was expended by state and nonstate actors in implementing systems of financial education and “wellness” in order to persuade borrowers to do this.
9. For garnishee abuse, see Haupt and Coetzee (2008), Haupt et al.
(2008), and James (2013); for the Marikana miners, see Lynley Donnelly,
“NCR raises alarm at unsecured lending in Marikana,” Mail and Guardian, October 11, 2012; Chantelle Benjamin, “Ghastly garnishee abuse
exposed,” Mail and Guardian, November 30, 2012; “Editorial: grapple
garnishee ghoul,” Mail and Guardian, November 30, 2012; Keith Breckenridge, “Revenge of the commons: the crisis in the South African mining
industry,” History Workshop Online, November 5, 2012 (http://
www.historyworkshop.org.uk/revenge-of-the-commons-the-crisis-in
-the-south-african-mining-industry [accessed December 23, 2013]).
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Local Models of Indebtedness
The outline above, by emphasizing the crisis-like character of
borrowing and lending, gives a South African take on a familiar story.10 But how do borrower informants—including
those newly indebted—experience the situation? A review of
the small and incremental ways they save, invest, and husband
resources or convert by choice between different registers of
value complements the narrow view, through the lens of deferred payment with interest, taken by economists, regulators,
and policy makers (Ardington et al. 2004; Daniels 2004). Informants’ models provide a more local, “house”-centered, or
“human” view (Gudeman 2001, 2010; Hart, Laville, and Cattani 2010). They yield a view of mutual obligations between
persons, families, and generations that is akin to “entrustment” (Shipton 2007), in which wealth is held and managed
on behalf of others, and that also aligns with ideas outlined
by Narotzky and Besnier (2014).
In post-1994 South Africa, such ideas articulate “market”
and “community” models (Gudeman 2001), reflecting a long
history of proletarianization and commodification on the one
hand and custom-based social solidarity on the other. Embodying the former, sekôlôtô (from the Afrikaans skuld [debt])
has negative connotations of perpetual enslavement that hark
back to rural cultivators’ experiences of owing money to trading stores and, more recently, refer to their sense of entrapment in hire-purchase arrangements. Embodying the latter,
lobola captures the idea of long-term obligation and reciprocity between families (James 2012:22–23; Kuper 1982).11
In classic Maussian style, it includes the payment of bride
wealth from a groom’s to a bride’s family, gifts from the
bride’s to the groom’s family in return, and trousseau-type
items given by parents to a daughter on the occasion of marriage: a model that is tenacious and resilient in the contemporary mind (Krige 2012; White 2004). Combined with this,
and with similar tenacity, a further aspect of local social solidarity centers on saving. People club together in stokvels with
relatives or neighbors to husband their resources (Bähre 2007;
Verhoef 2009)—circumscribing these to prevent their everyday use—often by investing money in particular goods.12 The
two models, rather than remaining discrete, have over the
years been forced into articulation when slender means make
it necessary to “borrow speculative resources . . . from [the]
future” (Peebles 2010:226). The resulting attitude is one of
deep ambivalence: it conjoins the alienation and enslavement
of commodified indebtedness with the close bonds of obligation and reciprocity entailed in “entrustment” (Shipton
2007).
An example illustrates the difficulties arising from the jux10. For a U.S. example in similar vein, see Williams (2004).
11. The term lobola, degrammaticized in its transformation into township slang, is used by speakers of all languages. The correct form in
isiZulu would be ilobolo, in Sepedi (also known as Sesotho sa Leboa),
bohadi.
12. For similar ring-fencing of funds, see Ferguson (1992) on Lesotho.
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taposition of these divergent spheres of value. The story of
Richard Madihlaba—a Sepedi-speaking rurally based migrant
employed as a security guard in Pretoria and whose home is
in GaNchabeleng, Limpopo Province (fig. 1)—exemplifies the
situation of those who qualify for credit by earning a regular
income (if, in his case, a precarious one) and whose aspirations to a decent lifestyle far outstrip their earnings. When I
met him in 2008, he was being given debt counseling by
Mareesa Erasmus of the University of Pretoria Law Clinic. As
I listened, a tale unfolded of almost unimaginable exposure
to consumer credit for one with so few resources. Coming
under pressure from his mother “to pay lobola before she
died” for the mother of his three children, he borrowed “more
than R5,000” from African Bank,13 which he was still paying
off. Because such marriage payments are thought to entail
long-term owing in and of themselves, borrowing money in
order to make them is considered undesirable, but grooms,
faced with demands from in-laws or their own families, will
nonetheless do so when pressed. Further demonstrating his
commitment to long-term conjugal relations and to the local
solidarity economy, Richard and his cohort of home-based
migrant men formed a savings club, Rekgônne (We Can), with
the aim of paying for the substantial costs of a wedding, above
and beyond the lobola itself, for each member in turn. Members’ cash contributions are R100 monthly, with a larger
amount of R1,000 payable on the occasion of each member’s
celebration.
These various commitments have both necessitated and are
accumulating on top of others (table 2).14 In his case, as in
many others, it was his conscientious repayment of initial
loans that led to his being offered further credit. After he
repaid his initial loan to Jet, the retailer extended him a second, larger loan. But his debts eventually caught up with him.
The final loan, from microlender SA Loans, taken out in order
to repay the other loans, involved “borrowing money from
someone—SA Loans—who charges 360% interest to pay back
someone—RCS—who charges 100%,” so Richard is getting
“much deeper into a hole,” as Mareesa put it.
Richard showed characteristic ambivalence about the effect
of his many loans, and the investments for which they were
intended, on the long-term relationships that lie at their heart.
It was in order to procure the basis of household stability that
he had borrowed money to pay lobola, to further his own
and his children’s education, and to buy clothes and material
goods for the household. He had also sent money home for
building supplies, hoping to start building his own house on
his residential stand in his home village. His actions were the
very essence of frugality and thrift—the opposite of the “profligate consumer” of which much has been written in the media
(see Krige 2011:294 passim). But broader conditions were
restricting the success of his venture. His wife was spending
the money he remitted on things other than those he had
13. At the time of research, R8 (South African rand) p US$1.
14. For exchange rate, see footnote 13.
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envisaged, and she had absented herself, leaving the children
to be cared for by her mother, who he felt was neglecting
them. What he termed his “financial situation” had a bearing
on these conjugal disturbances: “I once brought her my bank
statement, telling her ‘I have a problem. People are debiting
the money from my account. That is why I am not getting
that much money. I have been working in security. And I
have to pay some of the accounts, like Jet, and those accounts
that I have to pay by hand.’ . . . Maybe she [my wife] was
expecting me to be a rich man, buying her expensive clothes.”
While marrying and paying lobola, alongside group-based
savings also oriented toward marriage, were thus crucial to
Richard’s inserting himself securely within the local solidarity
economy, these things required the incurring of so much debt
(sekôlôtô) that they were threatening to undermine that very
security and indeed the house-based arrangements on which
it was supposed to be based. Local views of indebtedness thus
combine two aspects. The positive character of house-centered aspirations to save and to fulfill long-term social obligations, on the one hand, articulate uneasily with negative
experiences of the financialized arrangements these necessitate, and without which they would prove impossible, and
with being hounded by creditors, taking out further loans,
and being driven “deeper into a hole” on the other.

Credit, Banking, and Moneylending:
The Longer View
Behind the bank accounts and overdrafts Richard Madihlaba
used—and the microloans and array of goods for whose purchase he had got himself into debt—lies a longer history of
constraint. “Credit apartheid,” or the “dual economy of
credit,” are the terms that have been used to characterize the
forms of exclusion suffered by people like him. For the past
half century, black people’s access to credit, tenuous from the
beginning, had become even further restricted. Principal
among the factors underpinning this was a “dual economy”
of land ownership, with opportunities for buying and selling
real estate (and the procuring of mortgages) and chances of
borrowing for business and enterprise, severely restricted or
nonexistent (James 2014; Krige 2011).15 The primary form of
credit that had been available was that offered by furniture
and appliance retailers via the system of hire purchase (Kaplan
1986:168) alongside a smaller element of clothing purchased
on credit by wealthier and more upwardly mobile blacks from
the 1950s onward (Kaplan 1986:270). Practices of borderline
legality that had been habitually used by such retailers in their
dealings with black clients were themselves further evidence
of “credit apartheid.” (Indeed, it was anxiety about these consumer credit practices that had prompted the investigations
that eventually led to the passing of the NCA [DTI 2002,
2004].) As Richard’s story shows, some aspects of this ha15. Krige (2011) gives an extensive discussion of the background of
“credit apartheid,” especially in chap. 4.
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Table 2. Richard Madihlaba’s loan portfolio
Sector
1

2

Lender

Amount/purpose

Standard Bank account with overdraft facility
African Banka
Jet
Retail Credit Solutions (RCS)
Onecorps
SA loans

R5,000
R6,000
R2,800
R2,800
To pay

for lobola
for children’s clothes
for family’s DVD player
for own DVD player
back other loans

a

African Bank started as an enterprise in sector 2, grew exponentially, and can now be considered part
of the mainstream.

bituated system were beginning to change. In his credit “portfolio,” overdrafts, store cards, and microloans predominated
over hire-purchase agreements. This apparent shift in technology and formal terminology, however, obscures that the
lender was ultimately the same. Large retail firms, both clothing and furniture based, had started diversifying into the lucrative microlending market in the 1990s. Richard had borrowed from one of these, RCS, part of the Foschini clothing
empire, to buy his DVD player (table 2). If the variety of
financial strategies was gradually narrowing down to become
more uniform for the borrower, on the side of the lender,
the divisions between distinct retail products was blurred. A
uniform measure of “debts” to be recouped through bank
accounts was replacing these.
Furniture and Hire Purchase
Investing in items of furniture and appliances, both to embellish houses and as an investment in a fixed asset where
other forms of property were disallowed, was a key aspect of
the black South African experience, especially from the 1950s
onward. Pioneered in urban areas by town dwellers seeking
respectability (Krige 2011:138, 172), the practice readily
spread to rural areas. Where migrants had initially taken a
conservative approach to investment in property and the purchase of material goods, often consolidating the wealth of the
homestead by buying cattle (Ferguson 1992), those migrating
more recently have tended to favor the purchase on credit of
household furnishings. A bride’s parents often provided an
item of furniture as part of her trousseau, later investing in
further items, paying each off in turn, with the eventual aim
of equipping all rooms in the house. Although interest rates
were and remain high (Schreiner et al. 1997), typically more
than doubling the price, many householders have kept up
their repayments in a prudent fashion. Furniture purchase
thus contributed to a ritualized life course as well as involving
aspirations to sophistication and modernity. It exposed householders to gradually increasing expenditure and expanding
credit access over time. Providing a means of “saving” money
by making it unavailable for other things, it could also, however, when unregulated, lead to unsustainable levels of debt.
The high price and the two-year period of time between
delivery of the goods and the final repayment gave this credit
system its mixture of different styles. There was meticulous

record keeping and mailing out of invoices in brown envelopes to remind purchasers of what they still owed, but trust
was also important: the social and geographical distance between retailers and their customers in villages made the business reliant on intermediaries and lent it a personalized dimension. Considerable profits could be made by targeting
low-paid black migrants, but relying on these buyers, with
their low earnings and in some cases reluctance to keep up
repayments, also exposed smaller retailers to financial risk.
The high costs of hire purchase compensated for defaults and
helped pay for repossession operations. Success in making
money in this sector (despite these problems) attracted much
competition (Tlali 1979:26, 30, 116), which made business
owners increasingly determined to increase their profit margins over those of their rivals while simultaneously reducing
what they paid to employees and agents.
Customers who might have fallen on hard times, when
handed reminders of payment due, often threw them away
or hid them under the bed only to endure the shame of having
items repossessed. The alternative—showing that “trust” was
often honored more in the breach than the observance—was
that some clients entered into collusion with agents or paid
them bribes to depart (Cohen 2004:42–46; Tlali 1979:82–83).
From the customers’ perspective, this was one way to escape
the high interest rates charged. But such efforts did not necessarily make matters easier for customers. One such agent
in a Mpumalanga village, despite having been fired by the
retailer for crooked practice, continued to travel around to
prospective customers taking advantage of villagers’ ignorance
of his dismissal and continuing to pocket the deposits they
were paying in expectation that their furniture would be delivered. The errant agent later left the area to go into hiding
in order to escape their wrath once villagers discovered his
trickery (James 2014).
By the early 2000s, despite banks’ efforts to abolish credit
apartheid by extending financial formalization to all sectors
of society, journalist and author David Cohen maintained that
the “traditional business model” of selling furniture on credit
still remained in place to some degree in contrast with the
more familiar worldwide scenario in which “all risk of nonpayment is transferred to the credit card companies” (Cohen
2004:18). The case of Richard Madihlaba suggests, however,
that it was becoming more prevalent to get into hock to

James “Deeper into a Hole?”

clothing retailers via store cards and to microlenders (in his
case to buy an electrical appliance) than by buying furniture
from retailers on hire purchase. Many such retailers—such
as members of the JD group—had recently branched out into
financial services and microlending as an equally or more
profitable aspect of the business.16 Lending was becoming
increasingly financialized, and customers’ being banked meant
less risk to creditors than under the traditional business
model.
Money Enclaves
It was the numerous phone calls Richard received from RCS
“to say ‘when are you coming to pay us?’” that drove him to
borrow from the further microlender, SA Loans, “to get
money to pay them” (table 2). The almost universal spread
of mobile phones makes it unnecessary to send out “brown
envelopes” and makes borrowers easier to target by lenders
and advertisers of all sorts. What makes his experience of the
financial sector quintessentially modern, then, is creditors’
ready access to him: either recouping repayment by direct
debit or, in the case of some of the smaller lenders, by telephoning him to remind him of his debts.
This case reveals how the attempted undoing of credit
apartheid involved a concerted effort by various agencies,
including financial institutions themselves, to “bank the unbanked.” Expanding business so as to include both “those at
the bottom of the pyramid” (Prahalad 2004) and those who,
even if not as poor, had been politically disenfranchised, it
was claimed that access to financial products would benefit
them (Krige 2011:142; Porteous with Hazelhurst 2004:4–6).
Attempting more effectively to reach prospective clients,
South Africa’s banking sector intensified its efforts during the
late 1980s and early 1990s to reach those parts of the market
heretofore reluctant to use its services. While this initially
involved various banks competing with each other in search
of greater profit, the state later intervened, requiring all banks
in the early 2000s to sign the Financial Sector Charter and
to provide a basic savings and transmission account, known
as Mzansi, intended for the poorest, including even those
without a regular income. After market research concluded
that banks seemed to be intimidating and that tellers were
unable to speak any language other than English or Afrikaans,
new branches were set up in urban townships and later in
rural areas. It was done at relatively low cost, in part by
switching all money transfers to ATMs, hiring staff to show
new customers how to use these, and abolishing the uniquely
South African bank charges normally made on every transaction (Porteous with Hazelhurst 2004).
My fieldwork showed, however, that those in need of banking facilities have long been aware of and have made use of
16. David Carte, “JD Group hurt by TV exposé,” Moneyweb,
March 28, 2007, http://www.moneyweb.co.za/moneyweb-carte-blanche
/jd-group-hurt-by-tv-expose.
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them, commonly combining the use of formal banks for savings and transmission purposes with hire-purchase arrangements and informal money borrowing in order to pay for
things in advance. Though credit apartheid was widespread,
it did not necessarily prevent black people from opening bank
accounts. Households were using separate monies and had
complex portfolios and multiple strategies (Collins 2008; see
also Zelizer 1995). Opening an account was commonplace,
especially for men of an older generation who worked on the
mines or in industry. Later, they were joined by a younger
generation of women. Some holders of the new Mzansi account have simply added this to their existing portfolio of
bank accounts that they had opened several years or even
decades earlier.
But bank accounts were often used for saving in a manner
that hindered rather than enabled an easy flow of money. The
opening and closing of successive accounts often paralleled
other time-specific patterns or reflected spatial disjunctures.
Such discontinuities went hand in hand with the stops and
starts in an uneven history of employment, paralleled the
geographical distances of South Africa’s migrant system, accompanied the switch from one spouse to another, or reflected
the domestic distrust that went along with more stable albeit
conflicted relationships. Bank accounts were, in effect, single
rather than multiple use, and it was often for the way they
blocked rather than enabled the ready flow of money that
they were specifically deployed.
Their use was combined with other arrangements, often
intricate and requiring considerable skill and powers of recall
to manipulate and manage. People with commitments to kin
or spouses made their money inaccessible by putting it in
fixed deposits, by arranging with their employers to help them
commit to enforced savings practices (Krige 2011:137; Zelizer
1995), by putting money aside with a retailer in the “lay-by”
(on layaway) system—making a deposit on an item in the
expectation of paying the rest of the price within a set time
period or forfeiting the deposit (Roth 2004:72),17 or indeed
by paying installments for furniture on hire purchase. A rurally based male migrant of an older generation than Richard
Madihlaba, Ace Ubisi, worked in the mines, where at month
end he was given a pay slip to submit to the “time office,”
exchanging it for cash. He deposited some in a building society account in order to put it aside, later drawing this out
to buy telegraph orders that he sent home and that his wife
redeemed at the local post office. When he later separated
from his wife and fathered children with a new partner, he
opened up a different account with Standard Bank that he
used to send money back.
Although the experience of urban informants resident in
17. While this and other similar practices by retailers have been decried
for their exploitative character, such criticisms have not taken into consideration the canny manner in which they are often used: householders
have shown a strategic awareness of the advantages to be gained from
economic formality (Krige 2011:137).
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Soweto (fig. 2) is characterized by fewer extremes of geographical distance, similar discontinuities are nonetheless
evident. Bank accounts were opened when jobs were secured, later becoming dormant when they were lost. The
conflicting demands on the income of men and women and
associated disagreements about household responsibilities
sometimes necessitated the fencing off of wealth stores.
Dinah Zulu’s mother, for example, kept an account separate
from that of her father. He, a truck driver, was the family’s
principal wage earner, with his wages being paid into his
Saambou account, but he was described by Dinah as prone
to drunkenness and as failing to meet his obligations. Frequently unable to gain access to his wages, his wife, like
many women of her age and generation, earned a peripatetic
living beyond the wage sector (Bozzoli and Nkotsoe 1991),
making ready cash by selling cooked food to punters at the
racecourse. Her bank account with Standard served a dual
purpose: it allowed her to deposit her earnings so as to save
part of them, and it enabled her to pay the installments on
the various items of furniture that she bought, successively,
on hire purchase and paid off one by one over the course
of her working life.
While the case of Dinah’s parents reveals how marriage
partners, concerned about each other’s reliability, used bank
accounts to “ring-fence” (isolate) earnings in the 1970s, her
own story illustrates that couples even under less discordant
circumstances—as they do anywhere—kept their finances
separate. Her husband, a policeman, earned a monthly salary
paid into his bank account. Dinah had no formal job but
earned a separate income as an informal tailor. Like many
non-wage-earning women, she used a stokvel/savings club as
a means to save, store, gain intermittent access to, and distribute money. Under the new dispensation, she acknowledged, “the banks do allow you to have an account—the
Mzansi account is for people who are not working,” but she
told me, “I did once open an Mzansi account, but I don’t
have money to put in it.”18
Migrant laborers and low-paid wage earners were thus using the banks in ways that reflected a variety of relational,
marital, spatial, and educational discontinuities. Countering
the patchy unevenness of these arrangements, increasing
numbers of employers during the 1990s had started to pay
wages or salaries into bank accounts, with civil servants in
particular being paid via the state payroll system, Persal (Porteous and Hazelhurst 2004:77, 81). In the course of the 1990s,
the Department of Social Welfare, in an effort to enable regularity of payment, similarly encouraged those receiving pensions and social welfare grants to open accounts (Breckenridge
2005; Porteous and Hazelhurst 2004:50–53). Where banking
had previously been used to keep income streams separate
and strategically to avoid certain social obligations while fulfilling others, it increasingly began to enable the unimpeded
18. Maarten Mittner, “Mzansi accounts flop,” Sake24.com, June 9,
2010.
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flow of money—from salary or social grant—into the account
at month end and out of it again. Wages paid directly into
employees’ bank accounts enable employees, in effect, to “borrow without collateral” or “use their expected wages as a
collateral substitute” (Roth 2004:78). What were wealth stores
have gradually become wealth conduits, enabling creditors of
all kinds to take what is owed to them using the techniques
and technologies outlined earlier.

Informal Moneylending
The one kind of debt that does not feature in Richard Madihlaba’s account is that to informal moneylenders. He may
have been too cautious to take out such a loan at the prevailing
interest rate of 50% per month, but it is equally possible that
he had done so but concealed it from his debt counselor. It
is borrowing from mashonisas that evokes some of the ambiguities of debt most poignantly. The term sekôlôtô (debt)
denotes a labor contract with no end, a form of enslavement.
But borrowers, rather than holding moneylenders responsible
for their misery, often lay the responsibility squarely on their
own shoulders for having been unable to curb their own
consumption. “You are a beggar,” says one, pointing to the
flexible terms and reasonable interest rates when compared,
for example, with that charged by furniture stores for hire
purchase and to the speed with which a loan can be procured.
“You have asked for help so you can’t argue.” However, people
eventually come to resent their own enslavement or denounce
the weakness of relatives for allowing themselves to enter into
such long-term dependencies. The initial self-blame can turn
to anger.
Becoming widespread in the 1980s and particularly from
the mid-1990s onward when credit apartheid was coming to
an end (Siyongwana 2004), this kind of moneylending with
interest acquired financialized techniques, aping those being
used in the new microlending sector (tables 1, 2), which were
to be outlawed at the end of that decade. What have here
become habituated arrangements involve a combination of
willing engagement and resentment by borrowers. Lenders
ask them for their ATM cards as loan security. After withdrawing the money owed to them on payday, lenders return
these to their owners. Whereas banks and regulated lenders
require a “pay slip” before agreeing to offer credit, informal
lenders do the equivalent after the event by taking the borrower’s card and withdrawing the money owed to them directly from the bank. Typically, borrowers, shorter of money
than previously, then borrow again, once again voluntarily
yielding up their ATM cards. When borrowers nonetheless
tried to escape by canceling their ATM cards at the bank and
applying for new ones, lenders, aware that it is impossible to
get a new ATM card without an ID (identity) book, retaliated
by asking to keep borrowers’ ID books as well.
My fieldwork in Impalahoek (see fig. 1) revealed a local
account of these developments. Initiated by a white farmer
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in the late 1980s, moneylending in and around the village
began when farm employees started approaching their employer—not directly but, as paternalistic custom dictates,
via the farm foreman (induna)—to lend them money from
their wages in advance of payday. The induna, advising his
employer to charge interest at the rate of 20% per month—
by then the going rate in township communities—later inserted himself as an agent and charged for the service. “At
first they used to pay R20 interest for R100 but when time
went on they paid R50 . . . the other R30 was for the agent.”
The rate of interest thus rose to 50% per month, which is
where it remains for larger moneylenders. The agent/induna
pocketed the difference, using the proceeds to lend money
in his own right, eventually quitting his farm job to become
the preeminent moneylender in the area and using the ATM
technique to secure his loans. The middleman/agent in this
account, initially with little financial muscle of his own, thus
used his wily knowledge of township practice and his intermediary status to set up business on his own account.
When such agents became moneylenders, they in turn acquired new agents who themselves set up independently. A
local air force employee, who borrowed from this lender to
pay for a family funeral, took 6 years to pay off the loan of
R10,000, during which time he was “working for” the lender
who kept his ATM card throughout. At the end of this period
he “worked for” the mashonisa in a different capacity, becoming an agent who, unknown to his “employer,” colluded
with customers in order to make greater profits for himself.
After this was discovered and he was “dismissed,” he set up
as a mashonisa on his own. The business was so successful
that it enabled him to leave the air force, buy a car, build a
well-appointed house, and send his children to private
schools. “He started as a borrower, now he is a lender,” said
Ace Ubisi, who told me this story. Several lenders were, like
him, in state employ and were effectively “reinvesting” their
state salaries (James 2012).
Informal moneylending has, however, been practiced in
South African rural villages and township areas alike for at
least 50 years. Several accounts of this practice take a sympathetic view of the lender and acknowledge the interdependence and mutually reinforcing character of borrowing and
lending (Krige 2011; Roth 2004; Siyongwana 2004). While
acknowledging that structural factors limit householders’ options to borrow from the formal sector at reasonable rates,
thus driving them toward illegal moneylenders instead, these
accounts also show that such loans may be cheaper than those
available from the formal sector, especially given that the administrative costs and the risks of nonrepayment are considerable (Roth 2004:52). Small-scale and neighborhood lenders’
connections to borrowers also serve to cap the interest rate.
Given that loans are intended to be repaid at month end, no
escalation will be calculated even in the case of default: doing
so would make repayment increasingly difficult, give the
lender a reputation for unfairness, and increase the chances
that violence be used against him and prompt complaints to
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the authorities. Community mindedness thus converges
neatly with careful calculation in these lending arrangements
(Krige 2011:154–158). The local mashonisa has an embeddedness in community arrangements that, alongside her desire to stay in business, controls the terms under which repayment is sought.
While moneylending of this kind has long been pervasive
in urban townships and small-town settings in the former
homelands (James 2012; Krige 2011:136–181; Roth 2004), and
while borrowers and lenders cannot be easily separated because people may do both at once ( Guérin 2014; James 2012;
Servet and Saiag 2013), the rise of the more professional and
big-time moneylenders has given pause to analysts and economists. In 2004 it was estimated that 30,000 such lenders were
active and that black lenders were borrowing more from them,
at injurious rates, than they were from formal institutions
(Ardington et al. 2004:619).

Conclusion
Under South Africa’s new democracy, stringent efforts were
and are being made to incorporate those previously politically
disenfranchised and to create a single economic framework
from a dual one. In such a setting, debt has complex meanings.
For those better off and more aspirational than Richard Madihlaba, among them the new swathe of civil servants and
state employees who constitute South Africa’s “new middle
class” (Southall 2004), the obligation to invest in social and
conjugal relations brought with it proportional expenditure
as well as further commitments entailed in novel visions of
value. Expectations and hopes, of higher education for children, and of support for less well-off relatives (Stauffer 2010),
have increased, exponentially and out of proportion to the
incomes that are supposed to underpin them. If responding
to these aspirations entailed borrowing “speculative resources” from “the future,” this need not necessarily, however,
be seen as leading to unsustainable crisis. After all, it was
credit—the “good” meaning of debt (Peebles 2010:226)—
that, at least in part, enabled the very growth of this new
middle class. The positive social consequences, at least in some
cases, were outweighing or at least counterbalancing the negative ones.19
Even for borrowers like Richard, indebtedness was the result of prudence rather than either impoverishment or profligacy, and it was leveraged as a strategy for individual selfactualization in a setting of extensive communal obligations
rather than irrational consumption. But the negative consequences of the debts that took him to the counselor seemed
to be outweighing whatever social worth they might have been
taken out to achieve. Indebtedness, here, had a potential to
19. I am grateful to Detlev Krige for encouraging me to pursue this
line of investigation.
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produce new forms of oppression and disenfranchisement in
place of the older ones it had replaced.
The onset of borrowing possibilities that were unleashed
by South Africa’s credit/debt revolution produced a peculiarly
mediated kind of capitalism. Many of those who lend money
borrow it as well; conversely, borrowers are also lenders. This
paper has shown some of the underpinnings and contradictory aspects of the situation, illustrating how difficult it is to
separate bad from good protagonists or perpetrators from
victims. The broader backdrop is one in which the sometimes
contradictory forces of state and market have intertwined to
create a redistributive neoliberalism in which people at all
levels attempt to make “money from nothing” (James 2014).
As the banks did with the poor housing purchasers in the
subprime mortgage market in the United States, so a far wider
spectrum of lenders does to a wider spectrum of borrowers
in this setting: gaining access to the money—however small
the amount—of the widest possible range of people is essential
to generating profit in a system based more on consumption
and rent seeking than production.
But the fact that so many intermediaries have a stake in
the existing system does not simply mean business as usual.
Banking with and borrowing from banks, buying appliances
on the “never-never” (long-term credit), and asking neighborhood lenders for loans are present-day practices set against
the longer-term arrangements that were institutionalized by
credit apartheid, arrangements that have left an indelible
stamp on their later versions. Householders, intermediaries,
repossession agents, and moneylenders all play roles premised
on these older models. In its earlier incarnation, this peculiarly
South African version of finance, while formally excluding
people, simultaneously left open a variety of possibilities. Borrowers might “juggle” various options, using enforced methods of saving such as stokvels or hire purchase to escape obligations in one register while fulfilling those in another. Many
of these options were mediated through the highly personalized relationships that were struck up between clients on
the one hand and repossession agents, fly-by-night “scammers,” or informal moneylenders’ apprentices on the other.
All were ready to collude with customers against the big operators, banks, and companies that were gradually extending
greater access—but always on prejudicial terms.
Although produced within the severe constraints of credit
apartheid, these forms of collusion, alongside the community
embeddedness of credit relationships, had earlier given debtors some flexibility about repayment and even allowed some
temporarily to escape their obligations. In credit postapartheid, increasingly financialized technologies, albeit combined
with informalized relationships, have begun enabling creditors
to pursue debtors with greater ease than previously. Credit
postapartheid, while retaining some features associated with
its forerunner, credit apartheid, has a more uniform and
streamlined character. Getting “deeper into a hole” may represent things from this negative perspective alone and thus
show only one side of the picture. But it does encompass an
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important aspect of the deeply ambivalent feelings about entrapment that black South Africans, or certain among their
number, experience in the face of debt.
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Regimes of Value in Mexican Household
Financial Practices
by Magdalena Villarreal
In this article I discuss the workings of regimes of value and the ways in which social, cultural, moral, and economic
relations act to structure monetary frameworks. It is based on three ethnographic accounts: one involves Mexicans
caught up in the mortgage crisis in California, another focuses on indigenous people in Chiapas whose livelihoods
are increasingly relying on monetized transactions, and the third concerns women in Guadalajara who manage to
survive on very low incomes yet carry out a range of financial practices, some of which involve complying with
politicians’ corrupt maneuvers. I argue for the need to take into account the tools people are able to draw on in
making their calculations and the mechanisms by which information is formatted within certain frameworks to
include, exclude, transform, deny, or curtail interpretations and understandings.

¡Un peso, un peso, dame un peso, soy pobre, dame un peso!
This mournful singsong can be heard in most touristic areas
of Chiapas, in southeastern Mexico, where indigenous children rush to meet newcomers with an extended hand to beg
for money: “A peso, a peso, give me a peso, I am poor, give
me a peso!”1 When asked why they would want a peso, they
say that they are poor. When asked what they will do with
the money, they have learned to say that it is for their mother.
Sometimes annoyed, sometimes amused, at times guilt ridden,
tourists might or might not comply. One peso, insignificant
in European, American, or Canadian currencies, is not irrelevant in the local cash economy. Children charge from 5 to
25 pesos to have their photograph taken, so that the tourist
can take home the memory of having been with a dark
skinned “authentic” little girl in her traditional costume. In
situations such as these, we are witnessing the interaction of
different economies comprising a range of—often contradictory—regimes of value. Although some values converge and
intertwine, each party’s arithmetic will be framed within different social and cultural understandings, giving numbers diverse meanings.
This points to one of the premises of this paper as a starting
point in seeking to explore the different (and often overlapping) regimes of value that are generated, drawn on, and
reproduced: the same monetary amount (even in the same
currency) can be differentially signified and weighed in difMagdalena Villarreal is Senior Researcher and Professor at the
Mexican Center for Advanced Research and Postgraduate Studies in
Social Anthropology (CIESAS Occidente) (Av. España 1359, Col.
Moderna, C.P. 44190, Guadalajara, Jalisco, México [magdalena
.villarreal@gmail.com]). This paper was submitted 10 IV 13, accepted
21 III 14, and electronically published 18 VII 14.

ferent scenarios, where prescribed norms and conditionings,
as well as moral considerations, make up distinct regimes.
Depending on the situation and the context, similar monetary
denominations can be valued differently,2 and dissimilar ones
might be judged equivalent (Villarreal 2004a). And while
money can depict the amount people are willing to receive
for a good or are forced to accept in diverse circumstances,
it does not necessarily reflect a good’s value. The concept of
a particular good is interwoven with notions concerning its
social, economic, and cultural traits, risks, and projections,
with claims to its usufruct and entitlements and ideas as to
how the products it yields can be spent. Values are established
by reference to social, symbolic, and cultural codes where
class, race, gender identifications, emotions, and practical
concerns are relevant.
Thus, different calculations are resorted to in order to assess
the value of a good or service.3 It is clear that in the identification of what can become a valuable asset, queries regarding how valuable it is and explanations concerning how
today’s value is related to what is expected for tomorrow are
not easily addressed with numbers. Notions of promise, reliability, hazard, and risk are critical to these calculations.
This article takes on three contrasting scenarios of Mexican
household financial practices in order to explore the workings
of value regimes. One concerns Mexican immigrants in Cal1. The children are asking for coins because the smallest bill is 20
pesos in Mexican currency. At the time of writing, the US dollar was
worth 12.7 Mexican pesos.
2. See Zelizer (1997) for a discussion of pin money, paychecks, gifts,
etc., and Villarreal (2004b) on cattle money as compared with money
from milk or chickens, remittances, donations, etc.
3. Here Simmel’s assertion that value is not an inherent property of
objects but is a judgment made about them is very much to the point.
See Simmel (1978:73).
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ifornia involved in the mortgage crisis,4 another focuses on
female-headed households in marginalized sectors within the
city of Guadalajara, in Mexico,5 and a third, introduced above,
is based on Mexican indigenous families compelled to change
traditional values and financial practices in the state of Chiapas.6
All three cases involve people who are working “on the
edges” because of financial but also other kinds of crisis. Such
situations shed light on the differential social and cultural
scripts that delimit and frame possibilities of calculation
wherein hopes and expectations are forged. Specific scripts
are brought in to deal with “the other” who is “poorer,”
“wealthier,” “exploitative,” “unreliable,” and “liable.” Here,
generalized processes of ranking and categorization are based
on social differences such as class, race, gender, and generation. Emotions such as fear, shame, and resentment and ideas
of justice, linked to historically defined relationships between
sets of actors and the characterizations they make of each
other, are important factors in shaping value regimes.

Eva, Doña Juana, and Licha
Eva: Mexican Immigrants in California
In California, Mexican immigrants involved in the housing
bubble faced highly volatile markets. Such markets tend to
be sought by investors because variations provide the opportunity for good profits. But while transactions take place
under the understanding that certain financial institutions and
market regulators can be trusted, there is an acute awareness
among investors that a not-so-calculable amount of risk is
4. Based on research carried out under a joint project by the Centro
de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropologia Social (CIESAS)
and the University of California, Santa Barbara. The project was cocoordinated by Professor Juan Vicente Palerm and myself but also involved two CIESAS researchers and nine PhD students who analyzed
different aspects of the construction of Mexican communities in the
United States. My own ethnographic research focused on issues related
to financial practices and the social meanings attributed to money. I
sought to come to grips with the roles these play in the construction of
such communities.
5. This is based on a study I coordinated in 2007 under the auspices
of Instituto Jalisciense de las Mujeres, Instituto Municipal de las Mujeres
en Guadalajara, and Programa de Apoyo a las Instancias de Mujeres en
las Entidades Federativas. Together with a team of four researchers, we
carried out in-depth ethnographic work in four impoverished neighborhoods in Guadalajara with the aim of exploring the ways in which
people who have been classified as “extreme poor” make ends meet. We
also implemented a 399-household survey to discern the prevalence of
particular financial conditions and the use of certain practices.
6. This is based on research carried out under the auspices of the
Institute for Money, Technology, and Financial Inclusion of the University
of California, Irvine. The project was co-coordinated by Maria Eugenia
Santana and myself with the collaboration of Joshua Greene, Ana Torres,
and Jessica Vooris. We worked in two indigenous communities with the
aim of reaching an understanding of the ways in which traditional and
more “modern” financial practices interface.
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entailed. Fear is thus an important component of financial
transactions, and parameters are established to curtail hazards.
These parameters incorporate classifications of risk-prone categories of people and perilous behaviors. Such classifications
necessarily involve social and cultural criteria. It is in this
context that Mexicans and African Americans (among other
categories of people) were considered “unsafe” clients by financial institutions and hence not eligible for standard loans.
Rather, most of them received “subprime” loans, which, according to some sources, could cost five times as much as
some of the other “prime” loans.7 This was the case of Eva
and her husband.
After they married, the couple had come to form part of
a “composite household” very common among Mexican immigrants to the United States, who crowd together in a single
house in order to share expenses—particularly rent—and save
money. In total, the household included two couples, four
children, a woman who had left her daughter and son with
her mother-in-law in Mexico, a single man, and another man
who had also left his wife and children in Mexico.
The group changed residence and composition on several
occasions, following work. At times they all lived in a twobedroom house, and at other times they separated, some living
in labor camps and others sleeping in their cars. On occasion,
someone else joined them—a mother, a brother, a wife, Eva’s
sister-in-law’s nephew—and at times some of them joined
other groups.
They worked in the agricultural fields, first picking strawberries in central California’s coast, and when the season was
over, they would move north to pick apples in Oregon. It
goes without saying that in this type of work, they had no
contract and no benefits. They were remunerated on the basis
of daily work. They shared a house, bought groceries together,
and solved the issue of transportation as a group.
In this context, the members of the group were faced with
the need to juggle different financial scenarios, each of which
had its own rules, meanings, and values following nonexplicit
economic scripts that had everything to do with social life.
On the one hand, the stated purpose of their hard work and
sacrifices was to earn money for their families in Mexico. All
7. A study from the Wall Street Journal (Brooks and Simon 2007)
found that at the national level, 61% of borrowers that obtained subprime
loans would actually have been entitled to normal loans had their credit
history been taken into account (Brooks and Simon 2007). And both
the analysis of the Federal Reserve and a study of the Center for Responsible Lending claim that the high costs charged on such loans were
not justifiable (Bernanke 2006; Gruenstein, Ernst, and Li 2006). They
suggest that in many cases, such high costs were ascribed out of racial
discrimination. Higher numbers of high-interest subprime loans were
given to Latinos, African Americans, and in some regions Asians when
compared to Anglo-American loan recipients. The Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now reports that in California, 55.3%
of African American borrowers and 46.6% of Hispanics received subprime loans vis-à-vis 20.4% of “white” borrowers. Twice as many Hispanics resorted to refinancing subprime loans as did North American
“whites.”
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of the adult members sent money home at one point or
another, but obligations were as much social as they were
monetary. They had to show that they cared for their kin in
the community of origin. Keeping in tune with family back
home required following certain rules and complying with
gender roles. This included the responsibility of looking after
the extended family in Mexico, especially if they were doing
well financially. Because in local codes it would be considered
disgraceful to show themselves as poor—it was as if they had
failed in their big migration enterprise—they were obliged to
send money for the family. The latter were classified as “poor”
and “needy” even though this was sometimes far from the
case. The amounts of money sent, the periodicity, and the
ways in which they were remitted were estimated within these
frameworks. Only one of the members sent money home
systematically, but never enough to cover his family’s expenses. His wife worked in the agricultural fields in Mexico
to make sure their two children were fed.
For the vast majority of Mexicans in California, buying a
house was not initially on the agenda. The aim was to work
hard, earn money, and return home. This has been very much
in line with agricultural employer’s interests, who tended to
want a constant renewal of strong, young labor. However,
prime quality agricultural products cultivated in California
require a great deal of skill as well. With new technology,
lands yield three crops a year. Good workers are hired year
round by the same company, thus encouraging a more permanent settlement of migrants (Hernández 2010:70–83; Palerm 2007). On the other hand, from the point of view of the
immigrants, the expected “fortune” that they will bring home
is hard to get. And it is quite humiliating to return, as they
say, “with empty hands.” Hence, years go by with the expectation that it will get better. With time, children grow into
the American way of life, and it becomes more cumbersome
to leave.
It is thus difficult to establish with precision when the
decision to buy a house is taken, but the first step appears to
be acquiring a small trailer, which they park in friends’ or
relatives’ gardens. This is what Eva and her husband did.
When Eva discovered she was pregnant, she insisted they
move out of the composite household. They bought a small
trailer, which was placed in the garden of the house they were
living in. In this way they had some independence but still
had the support of the household members. The trailer was
bought with a loan that Eva obtained from her godmother
in Mexico. Such loans were often, as Eva smilingly labeled
them, “government loans,” meaning that she might or might
not pay them back. She said that her godmother never charged
interest and almost always told her to keep the money. Her
godmother also lent them money so that Eva’s husband could
buy tools and work as a builder, making repairs and additions
to houses. The problem was that although her husband was
good in this job and was also “legal” in the United States, he
could not register himself as a builder because he had only
studied up to third grade in Mexico. One of the requirements
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for registration was training, and for that he needed some
background education and English. And it was difficult to
work without being registered. He feared that if he were to
be caught without a registration, his immigration documents
could also be taken away from him. Hence, although he
worked all day fixing houses and was able to buy a truck to
transport construction material, he worked “on the black,”
and he could only charge far below market standards.
Eva claims she had always dreamed of a new house. She
believed passionately in the American dream and considered
their difficulties transitory. In 2003 she came across a friend
who was a real estate agent and who convinced her that she
could buy a house. Her friend did not take her to low-income
housing; instead they visited a middle-range but quite elegantlooking residence in San Isidro, close to the Mexican border.
Eva says she immediately fell in love with the house, but she
hesitated, thinking it would be way beyond her means. The
real estate agent, a Mexican American herself who had struggled to acquire training in this profession, convinced her that
only by taking risks would she be able to reach the American
dream. A textbook believer in the market, she herself was
unaware of the fact that interest rates would increase as soon
as the rates were no longer fixed, that is, after two years. Nor
did she know that the mortgage bubble would soon burst.
Two other members of the group also bought houses. All
of them were awarded subprime loans. Only one of them,
the one with a secure job as overseer and who received counsel
from established businessmen, defaulted. The other two couples are still managing to make their payments, barely making
ends meet by renting out rooms to new migrants but often
requiring support from Mexican relatives (selling a house in
Mexico and receiving support in what I call “reverse remittances”). Eva got a job at Walmart and has restructured her
debt twice.

Doña Juana: Indigenous Livelihoods in Chiapas
In Chiapas—considered one of the poorest states in Mexico—
dearth, hardship, and vulnerability of indigenous populations
tend to be emphasized. The right to receive aid is founded
on statistical evidence of scarcity as well as the centuries of
exploitation and privation these people have been subjected
to. At the interface with modernity, the region’s widespread
scenario reveals processes involving indigenous identity and
poverty. The idea that Mexican society is in debt to the indigenous people is prevalent among many NGO, government,
and academic circles. Such was the claim after the first Indigenous Congress in 1974, then in 1994 with the Zapatista
uprising, and later during the whole movement. It has since
also been used as a banner by political parties and government
in an effort to appear to be in tune with the needs and suffering of the disadvantaged. It is in this context that official
statistics showing Chiapas to be one of the poorest states in
the country are taken up and that government programs ori-
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ented to poverty alleviation have mushroomed. Poverty became the focus of the United Nations Government of Chiapas
Agenda 2007–2012, established in an attempt to address the
Millennium Goals. Under this umbrella, programs are—at
least on paper—aimed at reaching vulnerable populations to
increase their capacities, encourage entrepreneurialism, and
foment community and regional development. This contributes to an increasing monetarization of the economy. A significant number of greenhouses have been set up to grow
flowers for export, microloans oriented to produce and sell
craftwork have mushroomed, and tourism is heavily promoted.
In the Tzotzil town of Zinacantán, Chiapas (as in many
other tourist areas of the state), little girls, mostly barefoot
but with worn, embroidered traditional dresses, their black
hair neatly braided, attract tourists who wish to taste, smell,
and feel “authenticity.” Tourists arrive in cars or buses at the
central plaza,8 in front of the ancient church in the small
town, and young children (and often not-so-young women)
scramble to be the first to reach them. If the tourists agree,
they will follow the child or the woman to the house, where
the mother offers them freshly made tortillas with a morsel
of cheese, or a spoonful of sauce or beans. The tourists do
not want a fancy meal, it is clear that the family is poor. This
is part of the “authenticity” of the scenario. But the tortillas
are delicious. Sometimes they are also offered pox (a local
alcoholic drink), which most tourists want to try but find
that they cannot handle more than a small sip.
After the meal, the lady of the house shows her visitors her
craftwork. They make tablecloths, table mats, cloth napkins,
shawls, skirts, blouses, dresses, scarves, and bags, among other
things destined for sale to tourists. Having had a warm snack
of tortillas for free, customers can hardly go without buying
a little something. They are also expected to leave a tip. Although we were able to witness groups of people who came,
ate, bought next to nothing, and left an offensively small tip—
perhaps under the calculation that poor people can make do
with a few coins—a display of poverty generally lands the
household more sales.
Doña Juana’s household is an example of the need to introduce new trappings to indigenous life. Income-generating
activities range from the most traditional weaving with waist
looms to the use of the web for marketing. Everyone in her
all-female household contributes in one way or another to
their diversified economy. Doña Juana has used the waist
loom since she was a child. She smiles when tourists come
to her house and ask to try it out. They wince after a few
minutes of kneeling on the floor, so she offers a stool, but it
is nevertheless extremely difficult.
The family also owns two sewing machines, one of which
is designed for embroidery. These Doña Juana obtained as
8. There are times when there are as many as seven buses parked in
the plaza. But at other times, as was the case during the crisis, there are
no buses at all.
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part of a loan from an NGO. She is the leader of a consolidated
group of women weavers that now includes her daughters.
The group has received loans from this organization for 11
years with the explicit aim of helping them gain economic
autonomy. They join forces to sell their woven material, which
they display at Doña Juana’s house. Such groups are not at
all uncommon in the area, which has been fertile ground for
NGOs and other change-oriented organizations. Their friends
in San Cristóbal, a nearby city, send Doña Juana’s family
tourists, particularly people who are interested in supporting
indigenous and feminist causes. Natalia keeps in touch with
these networks through the web and receives requests for
craftwork. She and Francisca, Doña Juana’s daughter, are the
ones who “know about numbers,” so they take charge of
commercial transactions for the whole group.
Doña Juana owns a small plot. She sold most of the land
to pay for her late husband’s funeral, but like many other
Zinacantecos, she retained a plot for milpa.9 She leases it out
and receives maize in payment. The family has some pear
trees in their garden, the product of which they sell, as well
as some vegetables, for home consumption. They also keep
a few chickens and ducks. A further important activity is that
of the grandmother, who, in addition to spooling thread and
helping out in the kitchen and garden, owns sheep, which
she takes out to feed in the nearby hills every morning. There
she will sit on a rock or walk around for a few hours, making
sure they do no mischief. She then brings them home to a
fenced corral. Once in a while she will sweep and collect the
manure from the corral and earn some pesos from it. The
wool she shears and takes to the market at San Juan Chamula,
a nearby town. Sometimes, however, she will save it to weave
moshevales (men’s traditional winter dress; Vooris 2012).
People were quite open in providing us with numbers concerning costs and prices, but these did not always add up in
a way that made sense to us. Frequently it was the time
dimension of their calculations that we had to understand,
and most often we had to come to grips with the social and
cultural framework within which these were construed. Although one can identify the crisscrossing of different flows
and exchanges (some local and noncommoditized and others
deeply buried in commodity markets), Doña Juana’s family
claims to organize their life largely according to “God’s time.”
God’s time is non daylight saving time,10 but it also makes
reference to seasonal time frames related to harvest and planting seasons, fiestas, and saints’ days. They visit churches on
different saints’ days and have an altar at home, which always
has lit candles and fresh flowers. Different forms of reciprocity
are very much part of their livelihoods. This is particularly
9. Here I am making reference to the traditional system of maize
production.
10. Locals resent what they perceive to be government impositions on
their time with the establishment of daylight saving time. Hence they do
not abide by it. The result is that during part of the year, they have to
deal with different times, one in their local community and the other in
the nearby city.
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evident when there is a death in the family. Villagers will
come with flowers and food for the bereaved and some money
to provide for the days of mourning. It also involves a “reciprocal hand” in harvest times and when building a house.11
Such forms of solidarity tend to be included in their calculations, as are the international solidarity networks to which
they are linked. Visitors from such networks often buy their
produce and help expand their contacts abroad. Those involved in these transactions generally frame them as part of
the “solidarity economy” rather than just the “market.”12

Licha: Impoverished Settlers in Guadalajara
In Guadalajara, on the other hand, women living in neighborhoods hosting extreme poverty play a fundamental role
in the procurement of household funds and the search for
alternatives. They manage finances, save, invest, and become
indebted. Some frequently used financial practices involve
taking loans from kin, from loan sharks or institutions, participating in rotating savings and credit associations, pawning
jewels or electronic equipment, and receiving handouts from
charitable organizations and/or the government. However,
they also find themselves classified as “high risk” and untrustworthy in the money markets. Soaring interest rates
charged by loan sharks and pawnshop owners make money
expensive. Thus, social relations based on sociohistorically
defined forms of differentiation form an intrinsic part of their
financial practices. However, the vast majority of our female
interviewees mention the shame and humiliation implied in
asking for delayed payment (fiado) in local shops.13 And delayed payment is one most resorted to financial practices to
make ends meet. It is thus that shame, as pointed out by
many interviewees, is seriously considered in weighing out
the mechanisms they can opt for in their economic transactions. “It is better to endure hunger” says Licha, “that face
humiliation.”
Licha forms part of the contingent of “outsiders” who have
migrated to Guadalajara in search of new opportunities and
a better life.14 Some of them arrive on their own, seeking to
contact a relative or friend. Most come with their offspring
and/or husband. They find some shelter in the barrios hidden
within the entrails of the big city. Here they come to swell
the hoards of marginalized, discriminated, and excluded of
the metropolitan area.
11. Such favors are reciprocated by offering meals and drink as well
as the expectation of being available to return the helping hand when
needed.
12. We can here speak of a kind of economic citizenship such as that
described by Karen Brodkin (2014) inasmuch as it makes reference to
economic activities instrumental in claiming equal membership in civil
society.
13. Given the fact that asking for such favors is considered demeaning,
it is common for women to be the ones to ask for delayed payment in
local shops.
14. Guadalajara is the second largest city in Mexico.
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These neighborhoods, classified as hosting those in extreme
poverty, are considered insecure given the high incidence of
alcoholism, drug addiction, and violence. Levels of unemployment are elevated, and incomes are unstable. Licha tells
of the anxiety she feels, not knowing whether her family will
have money next week or even the following day. Margins to
plan are scant. It is difficult to make daily estimations because
there are significant variations between one day and another,
but what is important is to “make it through the week.” Thus,
like Licha, most of the neighborhood inhabitants craft their
calculations on a weekly basis.
Licha works part time as a housemaid. She considers herself
lucky to have found a job, because this has become extremely
difficult in Guadalajara. Her husband, for one, is unemployed
for long periods. He hires himself as a peon in construction
work, which pays more than what Licha gets, but sometimes
he works for a week or two and then will not have a job for
a whole month. In numerous cases it is women who sustain
their households. But in interviews they do not generally acknowledge this fact, which, however, becomes evident when
prodding with particular questions concerning their income.
Looking after relatives or neighbors, sweeping residential
streets and asking for voluntary contributions for it, selling
products by catalog, helping neighbors cook food to sell, are
activities that tend to be overlooked. Most of the time they
diversify their activities to reduce risks, although despite their
creativity and efforts, it is difficult to overcome economic
shocks in their precarious lives.
Despite her economic hardships, Licha finds ways to save.
When the Virgin of San Juan de los Lago’s day is approaching,
for example, she will take small amounts of money every week
to her neighbor, who organizes the day trip involving a three
hour bus ride to visit the virgin. In this way she makes sure
she is not left out. We were able to observe that expenditures
were undertaken in accordance with economic but also social,
cultural, and ethic considerations. The 15th birthday party of
a daughter was considered a critical event. More than a few
fathers commented on their responsibility in at least providing
a decent celebration. Licha was slightly resentful of the fact
that she did not own a modern television set as many of her
neighbors did. Hers was getting old, she said, adding that her
life was so hard that she deserved to enjoy a movie once in
a while. This is why she would, when she had the opportunity,
buy herself a new lipstick, or sometimes a pair of shoes from
a catalog that her friend promoted. The advantage was that
this friend would allow Licha to pay in installments, which
made payment easier.
Like Licha, women resorted to diverse frameworks of calculation and valuation, generally interrelated but often involving what could be viewed as contradictions. Most of the
time these did not involve explicit calculations involving rational arguments but rather entailed taken-for-granted values
and assumptions. The moral norms that are brought into play
for certain estimates can be transformed in contexts oriented
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to obtain status or monetary gain. In addition, their reckonings could involve fear, resentment, or despair.

Scripts, Frameworks, and Value Regimes
The coexistence and multiplicity of social values can be observed in all three cases. Social relations involving power,
subordination, and compliance are revealed as relevant to the
formulation and reproduction of certain values. Yet obligations, commitments, gains, losses, and options were “calculated” within different frameworks. Mexican immigrants in
California straddled cultural values pertaining both to their
home community and their new environment in the United
States. Indigenous families in Chiapas accommodated a complex intertwining of economies, some drawing heavily on sociocultural traditional practices, others aiming at “modernist
development” goals, but most pursuing mixed strategies in
their struggle to get by. And in Guadalajara, in addition to
access to information, the existence of trust relations, and
notions of security, space for financial decisions also involves
emotional issues such as shame, fear, and resistance to “show
need.” The humiliation of having to ask for delayed payment
and to not want to be “in peoples’ mouths”—as they put it—
influences the configuration of financial practices, as does
gender discrimination and generalized insecurity. This can
increase the cost of transactions in as much as it restricts their
options and horizons. Here, as in many other settings all over
the world, arithmetic is signified in the light of beliefs, fears,
and hopes. It is also signified within frameworks of calculation
wherein particular hierarchies are acknowledged and perhaps
resisted and where certain aspects are considered trivial or
simply ignored.
It is with the aim of coming to grips with these issues that
we have resorted to the notion of regimes of value. In tune
with Simmel’s keen observations on money and exchange,
Appadurai (1986) speaks of the ways in which “economic
objects circulate in different regimes of value in space and
time . . . the ways in which desire and demand, reciprocal
sacrifice and power interact to create economic value in specific social situations” (4). The term “regimes of value,” Appadurai (1986) explains, “does not imply that every act of
commodity exchange presupposes a complete cultural sharing
of assumptions, but rather that the degree of value coherence
may be highly variable from situation to situation and from
commodity to commodity” (15).
The concept remains quite slippery, but it is useful in that
it highlights how social assessments of goods, services, and
interactions are differentially reproduced in association with
particular alignments of categories. Regimes are conformed
by social relations in economic and cultural contexts wherein
the power dimension is critical, often in complex and multidirectional ways. More or less established orders attain legitimacy by resorting to institutionalized symbols and meanings. The thoughts and ideas of those under its influence are
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to a large degree forged by reference to predominant beliefs
and values, and it is here that they formulate their needs and
desires.
This takes on particular relevance when trying to pin down
sets of values with some coherence. The power relations involved in the propagation of certain assessments to the exclusion of others, in filtering and translating information and
providing ready interpretations, are not to be dispensed with.
In this vein, one can say that a specific order is conceived
according to prevailing scripts, comprised by predominant—
yet not always explicit—sets of undisputed (or hardly contested) standards and valuations that provide some kind of
form and format to financial transactions, particularly with
regard to processes of ranking and categorization.15
What is to be perceived as risky, what is promising, what
can be judged reliable, are assessed—often following elaborate
studies—according to specific formulas that however technical cannot avoid reliance on social and cultural criteria
wherein certain rules and regulations make sense. Here hierarchies are acknowledged, portraying sequences of priorities: what is most important and is to be taken into consideration in a calculation and what is “coincidental noise” and
is to be excluded. Unquestioned conventions—including, for
example, the mechanisms by which certain social groups are
judged untrustworthy—are often borrowed from, and yet
they influence other arenas of social life. In the process, scope
for calculation is formatted.
But then discourses are most often inconsistent. As we have
seen in the cases described above, different and even contradictory discourses can operate within the same strategy, and
values associated with one particular script may also be drawn
on in a counter script. Doña Juana will defend tradition while
resorting to practices that she herself will classify as “modern,”
such as using the web. As mentioned above, women from
Guadalajara will find debt denigrating, yet they resort to it
frequently. In the same way, agricultural producers, politicians, investors, and farm laborers participating in financial
markets will probably weigh and calculate transactions by
reference to different values and interpretations, even when
following the same sets of rules and procedures. And one and
the same actor might resort to different scripts within different
scenarios.
Hence, the diversity of scripts interacting in financial markets cannot simply be brushed aside. Social positioning—
including gender, race, generation, and other considerations—differentially affects people’s scope for calculation.
These are reproduced within different social and cultural
frameworks under which calculations are made, and they can
entail dissimilar attribution of value and distinct processes of
negotiation of identities and boundaries.
Still, it is quite impossible to pin down and spell out precise
15. Financial systems are to a degree constrained by such rules and
regulations but are not necessarily determined by them, or at least not
only by them.
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codes and frameworks of calculation. This is because the
structure is forever experiencing shifts. Its boundaries are porous and fluctuating. What we can more clearly observe are
processes of “framing” and “structuring.” We see social actors
busy building frames, defining boundaries, and negotiating
definitions to conform to such frames. In the development
scenario that we discuss above, for instance, people’s livelihoods are framed within value regimes linking poverty to
underdevelopment and growth to progress. The boundary
between growth as development and growth as the encroachment of capitalism can be subject to lively dispute, as can the
distinction between tradition as a reproduction of poverty
and as cultural heritage.
Actors are not free to impose or change frames because
they are produced in social interaction. They can, however,
rework meanings and interpretations to a degree in such a
way as to influence the process of framing. Thus, what is of
interest to us is not so much to list or classify the boundaries
and the frames but to come to an understanding of the processes by which they are assigned and operated. The notion
of “script” is handy as a heuristic device to name the guidelines that impinge on the processes of plotting meanings to
frames and structures.
For example, depending on our angle of observation, the
financial system can be perceived as conforming to one fixed
script framed by capitalistic money-making goals. Yet, while
making money is a clear aim of most of the actors participating in the cases we have described, the frameworks of
calculation are differentially mapped in such a way that priorities, hierarchies, and meanings are diverse, as are norms—
particularly of the nonexplicit kind. We can thus speak of
distinct scripts involved in different systems in that they articulate variegated frames to make sense of the processes at
play.
We are here addressing different frameworks of calculation
that coexist and interrelate in the definition of value equivalences where, although money is represented as the standard
measure of value, it does not necessarily function as such.
What money does do is “delimit the circle of actions between
which equivalences can be formulated” (Callon 1998:21). By
providing the facade of a universal yardstick, one can brush
off a number of social and economic relations (generally considered erratic, volatile, or subjective) as externalities.
However, as Long (2001) suggests, rather than casting the
analysis primarily in terms of commodity versus noncommodity forms, one should focus on “the more intriguing
problems of the coexistence and multiplicity of social values
and of how, when and by whom commodity values, as against
other types of value, are judged central to the definition of
particular social relationships and to the status of specific
goods” (106). This, he says, entails a better appreciation of
the active strategizing, network building, and knowledge construction of particular producers, retailers, consumers, and
other relevant actors. And, I would add, it entails a better
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appreciation of the workings of power at different levels, particularly the ways in which value regimes operate.

Social Ranking and Categorization in
Economic Scripts
What is common in all three cases is that poverty and uncertainty are, within particular scenarios, associated with high
risk. It is assumed that the poor will not so easily be able to
make payments. Furthermore, poverty is often likened to lack
of education and ignorance and hence bad decision making.
Such considerations are entailed in what is “taken for granted”
in a number of calculations. They form part of the script with
which discourses are formulated and abided by. We could
argue that they conform to what has been labeled a “dominant
discourse” that follows structural differentiation along class
and ethnic lines.
However, to account for the reproduction of such regimes
of value, one would have to consider the triggers that lead to
subordination and consent. One of the issues to take into
account is how these categories can be valued differently.
Being poor in Chiapas can become an asset in the efforts to
procure support from the government, NGOs, and solidarity
networks, whereas female heads of households in Guadalajara
would consider it shameful and humiliating, and migrants in
California do their very best to send remittances home in
order to prove that their migration enterprise was not a failure. However, at one and the same time, women in Guadalajara decisively procure government and NGO funds for
which they must present themselves as poor. And indigenous
women in Chiapas do not find it easy to swallow their pride
and solicit credit in local shops. As mentioned above, different
and even contradictory scripts are resorted to within diverse
settings. How they are framed is critical to how values are
organized and given weight.
In trying to come to grips with the operation of regimes
of value, then, key analytical issues concern the practices
through which equivalences are framed and identities are
classified and attributed as well as the ways in which assessments are forged with reference to specific sociohistorically
constructed associations. The struggle to increase or stretch
income, resources, and capital involves multiple dimensions
of everyday life and is formulated in social and cultural terms.
However, in the cases presented above, critical variables are
nested in discourses and classifications that mark inequality.
Here we resort to the notion of calculability introduced by
Callon (1998) to look into the socially constructed boundaries
within which societies construe significations. We are not necessarily speaking of rational mechanisms of calculation.
Rather, it is the frameworks within which certain forms of
processing information are unfolded or suppressed, the margins to carry out interpretations, and the tools for doing so.
Such frameworks are generated and reproduced in social relations. Many of the relations entailed—which might not be
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strictly defined as capitalist—mediate and structure monetary
processes.

Value Regimes, Power, and Hope
It follows that what makes a difference in terms of wealth or
poverty is not the amount of goods or resources but the ways
in which they are accessed in specific economic transactions,
the contexts in which value is attributed, and the social relations implied in such processes, relations that are too often
forged and reproduced through forms of discrimination and
violence.
Power relations involved can be observed from different
angles. In the Californian case, for example, Wall Street financial engineers designing novel financial instruments contributed to the construal of value regimes drawing on certain
assessments and categorizations predominant in their work
domains. These built on particular scripts and were further
endorsed by the implicit consent of millions of people who
were striving to obtain a slice of the pie.
Consent was not only generated in Wall Street investors
but also on Main Street. The mortgage bubble encouraged
construction companies to build numerous new houses, particularly in small cities where they could obtain land at reasonable prices. There was an abundance of Mexican labor,
and there were roads to allow commuters easy access to big
cities. The increase in the supply of housing led to opening
the market to sectors of the population that had previously
been excluded because they were considered risky, including,
as I mentioned above, African American and Latino populations. At the beginning, it was win-win for all: real estate
agents, banks, construction companies, and Mexican migrants
contracted as masons or roofers. Remittances to Mexico were
also high at this time. Among Mexicans, the American dream
was advocated by realtors and banks, who offered low interest
rates in the first 2 years but were unclear about the fact that
after that, the amounts to be paid would increase, and they
did not inform their clients of commissions that would appear
on their bills. They convinced them that the American dream
could only be obtained by taking risks.
However, the juiciest businesses were not the lenders, the
construction companies, or the real estate agents but the chain
of investors involved in the debt swaps, collateralized debt
obligations, and other financial innovations within which only
portions of diverse mortgage instruments are combined, resulting in new techniques in the calculation of risk. In 2006
the market was flooded with such instruments, which
amounted to almost 500,000 million dollars.
It is hard to believe that half a billion dollars was generated
on the basis of debt. This is because in everyday life we tend
to think of debt as deficit. But debt also entails hope and
expectations of (generally increased) payment. This is why
debt (mortgage loans) was used as collateral to obtain loans
(stock exchange instruments based on mortgages). The chain
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was sustained by an expectation of gain as well as by a belief
that the chain of payments was secure, that it would not break,
being, as it was, in the hands of “trustworthy” institutions.
And it would not break while enough investors with appetite
for risk continued betting on its strength.
But investors also knew that participants in the stock market could enter into panic, and it was important to be the
first to run as soon as there was any indication of distrust.
By then job cuts in a great number of North American industries were taking place—in part due to the increases in oil
prices, Asian competition, and the lower cost of labor in third
world countries as well as losses in the agricultural sector due
to climate change—producing greater instability in sources
of employment. With this, the number of defaulting loan
bearers was on the increase. Capitalist enterprises such as these
couch their maneuverings in institutionalized values that we
could classify within particular value regimes. These serve to
provide support and legitimation for their enterprises. For
the wider audience, these values depict the economy to be
procured.
Likewise, in the Chiapas case, the economy to be sought
tends to be formulated in values associated with development
and growth. Here power is related to the social differentiation
marked between “rich” and “poor,” “developed” and “underdeveloped,” “indigenous” and “mestizo,” which are key
elements in coexisting scripts. Both at the local and international levels, particular definitions of development are taken
up by political agents whose agendas are not necessarily oriented to curtailing poverty.
Locals, for example, cultivate the milpa, a traditional family
system that was practiced in Mesoamerica in pre-Columbian
times. Maize is cultivated together with beans and/or squash,
chilies, and other vegetables according to local practices. It is
a biodiverse system wherein the use of inanimate energy per
unit of cultivated land is minuscule. Producers leave the terrain fallow for at least a few months after harvesting, some
even cultivating every other year to let the ground rest (Villarreal and Santana 2012).
Calculations involved in the milpa system tend to be formulated on a yearly basis. Women and children participate
in planting and weeding, although the milpa is considered
men’s work. It is expected that while men are busy cultivating
the land, women produce pots, textiles, and other craftwork
to sell. This provides for salt, soap, coffee, sugar, and other
necessities. Important to their economy are home gardens,
such as Doña Juana’s, where fruit, vegetables, and herbs as
well as chickens, ducks, turkeys, and sometimes rabbits are
raised.
However, cultivating maize in a globalized market where
small farmers struggle to manage half-hectare plots and are
forced to compete against the US corn industry is currently
viewed as both cause and symptom of the poverty endemic
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to the region.16 Many interviewees suggested that milpa farming is almost equivalent to being poor. Such a lifestyle has
been curtailed in many ways by population increase—there
is not enough land to go around—and the introduction and
later overusage of fertilizer as well as the increasing need for
cash and thus the need for wage work. This is in addition to
the encroachment of cash crops and greenhouses—which are
now being encouraged through government loans as part of
the Agenda Chiapas-Naciones Unidas (Chiapas-UN
agenda)—and the flourishing tourist industry, which introduced the need for new trappings to indigenous life. From
this angle, power wielders draw on value regimes wherein
particular notions of development are pursued. Promises of
progress and modernity trigger hope.
Hope is also kindled in the big city of Guadalajara, where,
as we have mentioned, impoverished neighborhoods face
usury and everyday discrimination. Some inhabitants hold
their patrons responsible, particularly in the case of factory
workers, whose contracts verge on illegality. But most are
unemployed. Government is accused of making promises that
are not kept and also of feathering politician’s nests by exploiting people’s poverty for purposes of legitimation.
But local leaders have, by now, learned to ask for favors
in return. They will mobilize inhabitants to participate in
political meetings and campaigns in return for piped water
or electricity and in more than a few cases for personal favors
such as a job for a son or nephew. Statesmen will help leaders
obtain access to welfare programs for the local population.
Locals seek such clientelistic practices with the hope of obtaining some benefits. This is the foundation of corrupt systems: some of the people will receive meager benefits, and
both leaders and politicians will increase their legitimacy and
status.
It is in this context that particular scripts are reproduced
with the participation of different and to a degree opposing
parties. Rhetoric addressing equality, democracy, and the battle to eradicate poverty are rampant. With them, a host of
popularly accepted values are repeatedly brought into
speeches, a significant number of which have little bearing
on everyday social life. Rather, frameworks of calculation include the nature of the relationship between leaders and politicians, the possibilities of which might land locals with some
asset, service, or at least prestige and status that will be useful
in further negotiations.
16. As Joshua C. Greene (unpublished manuscript, 2010) asserts, reports of US corn swamping in Chiapas markets are rampant. According
to the US Department of Agriculture, average corn farm size in the United
States has grown from 200 to 600 acres in the past 25 years. According
to the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations, mechanization and biotechnology have pushed US yields to three times the
yield in Mexico. As farm size and productivity increased in the United
States, these highland farmers continue to work small plots on steep and
rocky mountainsides, planting and harvesting by hand. In the logic of
international trade, farmers from these two corn-producing nations are
said to “compete freely.”
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In Conclusion
“Making do” is not just a matter of having a roof over one’s
head, food on one’s table, or cash in one’s hand. It also
involves the circulation of information, the management of
social relations and abilities, and sustaining social membership. Meeting commitments, guaranteeing protection, acquiring status, and organizing time are as important as food
and physical security. This is quite evident in the preceding
ethnographical accounts.
I critique analytical approaches that, in adhering to the
facade of money as a universal yardstick, snub a number of
social and economic relations (generally considered erratic,
volatile, or subjective) as externalities—thus obscuring the
ways in which noncommodity values and institutions act to
restructure monetary frameworks—and I argue for the need
to examine social, cultural, and moral dimensions of financial
calculations. In this light, the definition and classification of
debt, for example, can vary within and between these different
scripts and frameworks of calculation. Debt can, in some
scenarios, be calculated as a liability, and in others it can be
calculated as an asset.17 In the case of Mexicans caught up in
the mortgage crisis, one is able to observe the workings of
frameworks wherein people—and institutions—articulate social, cultural, and political factors to signify and weigh their
financial options and those of others. Exploring these issues
entails focusing on their livelihoods, the workings of their
economies in interaction with their social environment, and
their financial practices.
However, as Stephen Gudeman (2012) has asserted, economies are always shifting constellations. And the boundaries
between what we can identify as different value regimes are
often blurry and inconsistent. I thus suggest the need to focus
on processes of framing and defining frontiers rather than
seeking to describe the characteristics of a specific regime.
The analysis of particular scripts and forms of ranking and
categorization can be useful tools in this endeavor.
In the description of the workings of value regimes, I have
pointed to the ways in which power relations play important
roles in their configuration and reproduction. Such power
relations are not, however, unidirectional. It is important to
emphasize the need for consent, acceptance, and legitimation
in its reproduction.
In all three scenarios I have discussed, hope forms an intrinsic part of the economic calculations that different actors
make, particularly with regard to finance. However, hope is
formulated in harmony with scripts, which in turn draw on
diverse regimes of value. But in an economy marked by uncertainty and fear, it is important to take into account the
17. For example, within a typically capitalist evaluation, it is considered
“sound” for enterprises to work with a degree of debt: those who have
never worked with loans might be classified as too conservative, not
forward looking, and even inefficient. And at the individual level, when
soliciting a loan, consumers with good credit history have advantages
over consumers who have never engaged in debt.
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tools people are able to draw on in making their calculations
and the mechanisms by which information is formatted
within certain frameworks to include, exclude, transform,
deny, or curtail interpretations and understandings.
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Simmel, George. 1978. The philosophy of money. London: Routledge.
Villarreal, Magdalena, ed. 2004a. Antropologı́a de la deuda: crédito, ahorro,
fiado y prestado en las finanzas cotidianas. Mexico City: Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropologia Social, Porrúa y Cámara
de Diputados.
———. 2004b. Striving to make capital do “economic” things for the impoverished: on the issue of capitalization in rural micro-enterprises. In
Development intervention: actor and activity perspectives. Tiina Kontinen, ed.
Pp. 67–81. Helsinki: University of Helsinki.
Villarreal, Magdalena, and Maria Eugenia Santana. 2012. About calculations
and social currencies: indigenous households’ financial practices in the highlands of Chiapas. Institute for Money, Technology, and Financial Inclusion,
Working Paper 2012-4. http://www.imtfi.uci.edu/files/imtfi/blog_working
_papers/2012-4_villareal.pdf
Vooris, Jessica Ann. 2012. Estrategias y cálculos económicos de las artesanas
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Juggling with Debt, Social Ties, and Values
The Everyday Use of Microcredit in Rural South India
by Isabelle Guérin
Drawing on long-term field engagement with microcredit programs in rural northern Tamil Nadu (South India),
in this article I examine how this specific form of debt is used, experienced, signified, and interrelated to other
forms of debt. I attempt to define debt from an economic and anthropological perspective and to highlight the
diversity of values surrounding debt. Debt has a material value and actively contributes to producing social worth,
setting debtors and creditors within local systems of social hierarchy, producing or eroding trust, and inserting
people into local networks of wealth distribution, extending dependency and patronage ties. Far from being static,
the social significance and regulation of debt are continually discussed and negotiated through practices of juggling
sources of indebtedness. Yet owing to its multiple forms, debt is not only a powerful force for the reproduction of
power relations but also a potential vehicle for the reconfiguration of forms of dependence. Analyzing practices and
processes is essential for understanding the reasons for this ambivalence and how it plays out in specific historical
contexts for situated subjects.

The misery and despair of overindebtedness has reared its
ugly head in many parts of the world. Falling into poverty
through debt has been widely debated with regard to the
United States and to some extent Spain, but it is a growing
phenomenon in many so-called southern countries (Guérin,
Morvant-Roux, and Villarreal 2013). At the same time, programs of financial inclusion and microcredit continue to
thrive. While enthusiasm has certainly faded from what it was
some years ago, when microcredit was considered a magic
bullet against poverty, the idea remains that financial services
and microcredit in particular—given that credit is also debt—
are a powerful tool to help the poor better manage their lives,
both to reduce the risks and uncertainties of daily life but
also to build a better future (Collins et al. 2009). Debt, as we
can see, can sometimes be seen as a factor of impoverishment,
a symptom or a factor of crisis, and sometimes as a force for
investment and development, empowerment, and hope. Apparently there are good and bad debts: those that release,
liberate, and enrich, and those that enslave, subjugate, and
impoverish. But how should we define good and bad debts?
Who defines the criteria and why? Is a particular debt intrinsically good or bad, or can it be both? Are the criteria the
same for everyone, or do they vary depending on the context,
Isabelle Guérin is Senior Research Fellow at the Institute of Research
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the social positioning of the debtors, and the lenders or the
periods of history?
In this article I draw on long-term field engagement with
microcredit programs in rural northern Tamil Nadu (southern India) to examine how microcredit is used, experienced,
signified, and interrelated to other forms of debt. I attempt
to define debt from an economic and anthropological perspective and highlight the diversity of values surrounding
debt. Looking at daily practices—not only what people say
but also what they do—reveals how the categories and definitions that have developed out of economic theory are misleading. From an economic perspective, debt is a monetary
transfer between two parties considered equal. It is defined
by an amount, an interest rate, and a deadline. The repayment
is supposed to conclude the relationship. For the borrower,
a debt is positive when it brings financial returns within the
time frame of the transaction and is negative when it is still
owed after the item is consumed or the income earned from
the asset is less than the cost of the loan. These are the definitions found in any economics textbook and in many of
the financial education programs currently in fashion for the
prevention of household overindebtedness.
If we analyze practices and the feelings and emotions associated with them, we can see that debt is much more than
a material transfer over a limited time span. The history and
anthropology of debt reveals that debt is both shaped by and
constitutive of social relationships, moral values, and culture.
Debt has no universal meanings but a variety of meanings
and formulations within particular contexts.1 Debt occurs
1. See, e.g., Aglietta and Orléans (1998), Akin and Robbins (1999),
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within dependency chains that may extend far beyond monetary repayments. Depending on the relationship with a creditor and how the money is spent, the experience of debt can
generate many sorts of feelings and emotions: shame and
disgrace or pride and honor (Shipton 2007; Villarreal 2009).
Debt may produce solidarity and social cohesion but also
exploitation, hierarchy, and domination (Malamoud 1980;
Mauss 1993 [1950]). And a crucial feature of debt is its ability
to link the present to the future, from immediate or shortterm consumption purchases or investments to long-term
questions of status, reputation, and social worth (Peebles
2010). Beyond its material dimension, debt thus has social
and moral meanings that are key if we want to understand
how people get into debt and to whom and for what purposes.
Most of the literature on microcredit attempts to assess the
effect of microloans on borrowers’ well-being or to deconstruct it as a new form of power and control over the poor.2
These two approaches are undoubtedly useful and necessary.
The lived experience of microcredit as debt remains a relatively neglected area, however. Only scant literature examines
how norms, institutions, and values influence demand for
and use of microcredit (Morvant-Roux et al. 2014).
Notwithstanding the literature on debt, our work here echoes two strands of literature, the first of which considers the
question of values. Gudeman (2001) argues that the economy
has two realms: the anonymous, short-term exchanges of “the
market,” and the wide set of locally specified relationships,
commitments, and obligations that link people together
within “the community.” The relationship between these two
regimes of value is complex: sometimes they “are separated,
at other times they are mutually dependent, opposed or interactive” (Gudeman 2001:2). The analysis of how microcredit
is used, how it links to other financial practices, and how it
becomes integrated within social relationships sheds light on
how these two regimes of value can coexist, overlap, and at
times come into opposition. The second strand of literature
concerns the discrepancies between normative prescriptions
of development initiatives that are based on universal notions
of autonomy and self-determination on the one hand and
actual practices in contexts of dependence and structural inequality (Cornwall et al. 2007; Kalpana 2011; Mohanty 1988)
on the other.
Starting from here, with a focus on the complex social
context of contemporary rural India, I will examine how
emerging methods such as microcredit are enmeshing with
women’s constraints, aspirations, and hopes. Poor rural Indian women overwhelmingly adhere to microcredit but for
reasons that ultimately have little to do with those of microcredit advocates. In India as elsewhere, microcredit has been
Baumann et al. (2008), Bloch and Parry (1989), Gudeman (2001), Guyer
(1995), Hann and Hart (2011), Servet (1984, 1995), Shipton (2007, 2009,
2010), Thérêt (2009), Villarreal (2009), Weber (2000), and Zelizer (1994).
For a review, see Maurer (2006) and Peebles (2010).
2. See, e.g., Elyachar (2005), Fernando (2006), Karim (2011), and
Rankin (2002).
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celebrated as a powerful tool for the eradication of poverty
and informal debt, the promotion of popular capitalism, and
women’s empowerment through collective action.3 In the case
studied here, if women adhere to microcredit, it is neither to
create jobs nor to move away from informal finance nor to
openly challenge men’s domination or organize collective action. As we shall see, microcredit is both shaped by and constitutive of women’s frameworks of calculation, which in turn
reflect varied and sometimes conflicting regimes of value.
Women are mostly using microcredit for survival purposes,
to accumulate debt ties and social relations, and to negotiate
a better position within local spaces of sociability and wealth
distribution, be these family spaces or local networks of clientelism. Caste and class hierarchy and patriarchy are still an
essential component of everyday life, both from a material
and an identity perspective. The nature of the debt ties in
which women and their households are embedded, which go
far beyond microcredit, reflects this social interdependence.
But dependency and social hierarchy are also constantly negotiated and challenged, and the ways microcredit is appropriated and combined with other debt ties are illustrative of
this.
The first section of this article sets out the research context,
which is essential to understand the meaning and consequences of the debt relationships discussed later. Next I explain why microcredit does not keep its promises. I then
discuss how women subvert microcredit and join it up to
countless other debt ties whose meaning varies according to
different social categories such as caste, class, kinship, and
gender. The final section focuses on the processes of differentiation produced by microcredit, while the conclusion discusses the theoretical implications of this study.

Debt in Context
The findings of this paper are one outcome of a long-term
research program on labor and finance in various districts of
north and coastal rural Tamil Nadu (Villupuram, Cudallore,
Vellore, and Thiruvallur districts) that began in 2003 and is
continuing today.4 I lived there for 2 years, from 2003 to 2004,
spending part of my time in four villages with a research
assistant who helped me both as a linguistic and cultural
interpreter. We spent time with the women, sharing parts of
their daily life, both at their homes and in their neighborhoods. We also spent time in microcredit nongovernmental
organization (NGO) offices to observe their day-to-day ac3. For a detailed description of official rhetoric, see Garikipati (2008),
Pattenden (2010), and Rao (2008).
4. This research program is located at the French Institute of Pondicherry and is funded by various sources, mostly public French research
funds. A large part of the fieldwork was done within the project “Rural
Microfinance and Employment: Do Processes Matter?” (http://
www.rume-rural-microfinance.org), funded by the Agence Nationale de
la Recherche.
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tivities and had many discussions with founders, managers,
and some of their partners and allies such as public officials,
donors, local associations, and informal networks. We also
spent time with microcredit officers both during their field
visits and outside their work. After that I returned there once
or twice a year to follow up and meet again the various people
with whom I had built strong relationships.5 The most recent
fieldwork dates from January 2012. This position of immersion, observation, and proximity in a small number of villages
was combined with other forms of data collection undertaken
in collaboration with a team of Indian and French colleagues.
This included case studies of lenders, NGO staff and managers, small entrepreneurs, bonded laborers, and other overindebted individuals or households. Several household surveys were also conducted in the same districts in order to
quantify trends. Various specific results came out of this research program and have been published elsewhere, and this
paper is an attempt to offer a global perspective of the processes surrounding microcredit practices and uses.6
In rural India, agricultural labor has declined over the past
few decades owing to the adoption of capitalist technology
and less labor-intensive production, and the result has been
a severe crisis faced by peasants (Ramachandran and Rawal
2011). The total share of agricultural work in rural labor was
77.7% in 1983 as opposed to 63% in 2009/2010 (Srivastava
2012). This in turn has created a reserve army of both vulnerable and incredibly malleable labor (Lerche 2010) while
allowing historical ties of dependency related to agrarian
structure to erode (Harriss et al. 2010, 2013). In Tamil Nadu
in particular, the decline in agriculture has been partly compensated by the development of industry and a variety of
social policies. Development indicators are better than in most
Indian states, although average indicators conceal considerable regional disparities (Vijayabaskar et al. 2004). Social policies have a wide range in terms of food security, education,
health, housing, employment, and social protection (HarrissWhite and Janakarajan 2004; Heyer 2012). The implementation of these social government schemes is mostly carried
out through political patronage, defined here as the use of
state resources to reward individuals for their electoral support, and clientelism, which refers to relationships based on
political subordination in exchange for material reward
(Chandra 2004:47–82; Harriss-White 2003; Pattenden 2011).
5. It is difficult to estimate the number of interviews held during this
research because it extended over a long period of time and drew heavily
on informal interactions and observation. What can be said, however, is
that over time I built close relationships with about 20 people from
various places and backgrounds (village women, microcredit group leaders, male and female credit officers, founders and managers of microcredit
NGOs, local notables). The regular discussions I had with them, especially
after my departure and on my regular returns, played a key role in my
understanding and interpretation of the practices and processes I was
looking at.
6. This is why the paper regularly refers to other publications that
explore in more detail certain topics that are mentioned here but not
dealt with extensively.
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As a consequence, and as we shall see later, participating in
these clientelist networks is one of the most common forms
of political mobilization.
Even if inequalities remain remarkably intractable, the
poorest and lowest castes are expressing a growing desire for
social mobility or at least integration. Such aspirations for
integration create an increasing culture of consumerism, including in rural areas (Kapadia 2002), and serve to loosen
and reconfigure ancient bonds of dependence, or at least alter
expectations, bringing about the desire for a better position
within existing local hierarchies. Housing is a relatively clear
indicator of social differentiation. Some Dalits (former untouchables), for instance, still live in huts, while others live
in small brick houses, and a few have been able to build large
dwellings, sometimes with two floors and embellished with
arcades. Social hierarchies are based on not just living standards, however, but also on dependency (whether in terms
of labor, credit, land, water, or access to governmental resources) and rituals and ceremonies, the impressiveness of
which demand financial resources and networks that people
can use to call on well-known local personalities, who may
also take part.
The villages I studied have variable physiognomies illustrating these trends. Agriculture has been in crisis and declining to differing extents in the villages depending on agroecological conditions and the extent of real-estate speculation.
The villages also differ according to their proximity to the
city and their inclusion into the wider economy. This in turn
affects levels of social stratification, which serves to shape
identities, the intensity of dependency ties, and the extent to
which caste and class overlap. Alongside such variability, there
are many shared characteristics. Spatial segmentation based
on caste membership remains the rule. Short-term migration
for farm labor remains a male preserve and concerns 60%–
80% of all households. Women are either unemployed, especially among upper castes, or local agricultural daily laborers. Relatively few women—rarely more than 10%—run
microenterprises.
It is important to contextualize debt relationships within
such socioeconomic and political change. Debt, the Indologist
Charles Malamoud writes, “organizes social life, and therefore
the life of man as a social being: it makes its presence in the
world of network links, a net that both traps and supports”
(Malamoud 1980:14). This founding text describing debt as
the structuring force of human existence is very close to the
uses, practices, and meanings of debt observed here. As mentioned in the introduction, debt has material, social, and
moral values. It plays a crucial role in negotiating daily survival, investment, and preparation of life-cycle related events,
but it also plays a role in access to services and multiple
resources. At the same time, as has been observed in other
contexts (Shipton 2007), villagers define and perceive themselves in terms of their indebtedness. People’s personal worth
is inseparable from their debt.
Over the second half of the last century, debt sources have
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significantly evolved and diversified in rural South India. “Traditional” forms of rural debt based on the extreme dependency of labor on landlords are fading away (Cederlöf 1997).
Male, but also to some extent female, laborers now have a
wide range of borrowing options. Empirical studies in the
early 1980s highlighted the dynamism and diversification of
the rural financial landscape (Bouman 1989; Harriss 1981).
In rural Tamil Nadu, for instance, professional lending, which
had historically been the preserve of specific castes, has opened
up to other communities. Many local elites also used their
cash surpluses to invest as loans (Harriss 1981). Over the last
two decades, the financial landscape has continued to diversify
with two main features. First, credit-lender relations continue
to greatly facilitate access to complex patronage networks,
given that many lenders also act as intermediaries in the access
to a wide range of resources. Second, the arrival of new forms
of lenders such as labor recruiters, finance companies, and
microcredit officers gives hope for decreasing the extent of
local dependency ties and for the acquisition of previously
lacking goods. It is in this context that I shall approach the
various, frequently ambiguous ways in which microcredit interacts with daily village life.

The False Promises of Microcredit
In Tamil Nadu, microcredit organizations focus mostly on
women, who account for around 95% of the clientele in rural
areas, and they mainly use the “self-help group” (SHG) model
(Sa Dhan 2009). SHGs consist of 15 to 20 women who circulate money among themselves and who are then eligible
for external loans provided by NGOs, banks, or nonbanking
financial companies. With active public policy and multilateral agency support, SHGs in Tamil Nadu have seen unevenly
distributed levels of growth since the early 2000s. In March
2009, the outstanding credit of the microfinance industry in
Tamil Nadu was estimated at 463.4 million Indian rupees
(around 7.7 million euros), out of which 74% was disbursed
under the SHG model. It is also estimated that 730,092 SHGs
were created (Sa Dhan 2009).7
In India as elsewhere, microcredit draws part of its legitimacy from the expectation of job creation (Roy 2010; Servet
2010). Microcredit is posited as a means to finance incomegenerating activities with higher profitability than the 24%–
60% of microcredit interest rates. It is argued that this should
result in a virtuous cycle allowing borrowers and their families
to escape from poverty. Here, this virtuous circle simply does
not play out. Many studies from India and elsewhere have
shown the difficulty that microcredit has turning the poor,
7. NGOs and governmental programs mostly drove microcredit supply. This may explain why I did not observe the commercial malpractices
that have been observed in Andhra Pradesh, another southern Indian
state, where private and for-profit organizations are now leading the
market, some proving very commercially aggressive both in finding clients
and enforcing payments.
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and women in particular, into entrepreneurs.8 Our case study
is no exception. While some women have tried to start a
business, very few have succeeded, and many have failed.
These failures are for various reasons: a lack of local demand
and customers, restrictions on physical mobility, difficulties
accessing raw materials, competition from manufactured
products, market segmentation along gender and caste lines,
and so forth. As a result, microcredit has mostly been used
for nonbusiness purposes. According to various surveys I have
conducted with colleagues over the last few years, the share
of “business purposes” ranges from almost 0 to a quarter of
usage at most, depending on location and the profile of microfinance organizations. Microcredit is primarily used for
food security, health, ceremonies, paying off past debts, and
investments in statutory expenses such as ceremonies. It
would be misleading, however, to classify them as “nonproductive,” as many microcredit promoters do.9 In the medium
or long term, health or housing expenditures may improve
households’ productive capacity. Furthermore, consumption
expenditure on durable consumer goods or rituals and ceremonies ought to be seen as productive actions insofar as
they strengthen or even create social status and social relations
(Douglas and Isherwood 1979).
Microcredit also derives its legitimacy from its supposed
ability to replace informal finance and eradicate dependency
on “usurers.”10 This has also proven illusory. Microcredit
amounts to only a very meager share of the outstanding debt
of households.11 Villagers already have ancestral, if largely informal, borrowing and saving practices. These are poorly recorded by the state at best and do not comply with official
regulatory laws. Tamil Nadu’s villages are full of lenders of
very diverse status with whom men and women, whether rich
or poor, engage daily. The most common of these are employers and labor recruiters, consumer finance companies,
pawn shops, door-to-door lenders, community leaders, neighbors, and family. Not only do household and individual needs
far exceed the amounts proposed by microcredit, but so-called
informal finance sources often serve other economic and social purposes, to which I shall return later.
In India, where group lending is still the most common
8. See, e.g., Kalpana (2011) for rural South India, Karim (2011) for
rural Bangladesh, and Servet (2010) for an overview.
9. Field microcredit officers most often turn a blind eye to this as they
perfectly well know the constraints that women face. Managers of microcredit organizations, however, still stick to a very narrow definition
of “productive purposes.” Note, however, that the focus on so-called
productive purposes also relates to repayment capacity: it might be more
difficult for borrowers to repay when microcredits do not generate immediate income.
10. Helping poor people “get rid of the clutches of moneylenders” is
a very common statement put forward by microcredit promoters or by
the media.
11. According to the various household surveys conducted with a team
of colleagues, microcredit represents on average 10%–20% of household
debt. For more details, see Guérin et al. (2012b) and Guérin, D’Espallier,
and Venkatasubramanjan (2013).
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form of microcredit through SHGs, microcredit is also
thought to boost women’s collective action capacities and help
them to assert their rights (Pattenden 2010). Here, too, actual
practices are very far from expectations. Some collective actions have emerged; we came across movements for obtaining
land certificates and for raising local agricultural wages. Both
were strongly supported by microcredit NGOs, but they never
translated into concrete results and quickly stopped. Moreover, in the villages I studied, borrowers’ groups existed mostly
on paper. Most of the time, one or two women ensured the
good functioning of financial transactions through individual
interactions with each member. Women have other forms of
political campaigning, however. Instead of organizing themselves collectively to claim their rights, they look to engage
local networks of patronage and clientelism, which offer more
concrete and immediate returns. While microcredit groups
may not lead to collective action on their own, they can serve
as powerful tools to negotiate participation in local networks
of allegiance and wealth redistribution.
The weight of social commitments does not necessarily
depress aspirations for other values, such as the desire to be
free of oppressive social structures such as caste or kinship
and possibly male domination. There is a permanent tension—which varies greatly according to personal and family
histories—between the desire to get out of these hierarchical
relationships where debt is the most visible expression and
the social and moral values of debt, starting with the trust
the creditor grants to his/her debtor. Debt, as debtors are very
well aware, is a potential source of social relationships, employment, resources, and respect. Whatever the material consequences of debt, debt expresses the size of one’s social network and people’s ability to activate this network and gain
the confidence of their potential creditors. Despite the possible
consequences of dependency and exploitation inherent in
debt, it is therefore a kind of wealth. Debt can also help bring
recognition and respect when it allows holding social and
religious rituals, renovating and extending housing, and at
times educating children. Beyond the uses to which debt is
put—rituals, housing, and education are the main symbols
of social recognition and promotion—the act of indebtedness
itself can be a source of recognition and respect. To be in
debt is proof of the risks that the debtor bears to assume his/
her responsibilities and obligations. One father told us that
if he had not borrowed for his daughter’s marriage, it would
have meant he was unable to make “sacrifices” for her. Unless
debt exceeds a certain limit—some parents are criticized by
their neighbors and relatives for going beyond their means—
the fact of being in debt is not a symptom of poor management or financial illiteracy but a sign of responsibility.
In this burgeoning financial landscape, microcredit does
not serve as a substitute but as an additional source of liquidity
to better manage the time lags between revenues and expenditures, to better articulate and combine several types of financial relationships, and to negotiate a better position within
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certain spaces, be this on the level of the household or of
local networks of clientelism.

The Uses and Subversion of Microcredit:
Juggling with Debt, Social Ties, and Values
Given that hierarchical and oppressive debt remains a powerful marker of dependency and subordination but also protection, adhesion to microcredit first and foremost results
from the need and desire to multiply and diversify debt ties,
both in number and nature. How it is used reflects the continuing and probably growing tension between the weight of
social institutions and aspirations of autonomy. Female microcredit clients often combine several loans: microfinance
organizations talk about “cross borrowing” and often tend to
consider this as a symptom of overindebtedness or mismanagement. Our observations instead indicate that the combination of several loans responds to economic, social, and
moral calculations.
Lending and borrowing presupposes that the two parties
already share a relationship of trust, but it also serves to
maintain, reinforce, and renew such relationships. In many
cases, financial practices reflect deliberate choices and strategies geared to multiply and reinforce social relationships to
maintain a certain balance, considering the inherent ambiguity of all debt relations. This ambiguity lies in the fact that
while debt can provide protection and solidarity and a means
of expressing reciprocal trust and respect, when it is not honored or is too imbalanced, it can be a source of humiliation,
shame, exploitation, and servitude. These are the reasons for
the subtle game of regularly reducing one’s debt while taking
on debt elsewhere.
It is common for microloans to first be used to repay old
debts.12 Microcredit can be used to pay off financially expensive debts. This is often the case with loans from door-todoor lenders, whose incomparable advantage is their availability and convenience—they come to individuals’ homes
and require no material guarantee—but in return they are
rather expensive.13 Microcredit can also be used to repay debts
that are socially degrading or which threaten a family’s reputation. Social relations of caste, kinship, and gender play a
key role here. As indicated above, substituting one debt with
another is only partial and provisional. When it comes to
repaying microcredit, insofar as it only very rarely generates
new revenues, the most common option is to reborrow elsewhere. Households are thus entangled in endless debts. We
12. According to the various household surveys I undertook with colleagues, the share of microcredit used for the repayment of past debts
varies between 6% and 26%.
13. Financially speaking, loans cost between 0% and the equivalent of
5% per month. Door-to-door lenders are often the most expensive. Loans
from local landowners and local elite may be free or charged between
1% and 3% per month. SHG loans cost between 1.5% and 2% per month
but may include additional costs (insurance, shares, informal commission
for the credit officer or SHG leader, etc.) so that the final cost may be
much higher. For more details, see Guérin et al. (2012b).
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shall now see in more detail how microcredit is structured
within relations of caste, kinship, and gender.14
Caste and Class
While moneylending is no longer the preserve of specialized
groups, caste continues to regulate debt relations: it is unusual
to borrow from a lower caste. Dalits remain largely dependent
on the upper castes, although less so for employment, but
still in large part for borrowing.15 Debt relationships between
upper castes and Dalits are often embedded within wider
relationships. In such cases, debt is used either as labor bondage (among big landowners and mainly in irrigated areas)
and/or for social and political purposes. While traditional
bonded labor has almost disappeared, certain forms of agrarian patronage still exist, and the long-term relationship between landowners and their labor or tenants is frequently
linked to debt. Financial conditions are quite favorable, with
low interest rates, flexible repayments, and only rare full repayment of the principal. But money is just one aspect of the
cost, with the debt inscribed into a series of rights and obligations requiring multiple forms of compensation. In contrast to the past, workers are not obligated to work exclusively
for one owner, and they have freedom of movement. However,
they are still obliged to work first and foremost for the lender
and to offer multiple services.16
Lending money also serves social and political purposes.
Many landowners have shifted from agriculture to specialize
in money lending (and possibly other activities). They lend
to their former circle of workers (who can also act as guarantors for other borrowers from their own caste). They can
also lend to the workers, or former workers, of landowners
of their caste. Here, too, financial conditions are often favorable. Some of these lenders clearly state that they do not
have workers any more but that they still “give” money to
them and “help” them to maintain “self-respect.” Some are
highly involved in politics, and this is also a way for them to
ensure a certain allegiance.
Lending money is not restricted to dominant castes and
landowners. It is obviously used as a tool for differentiation
within social groups, between those with a cash surplus to
14. The way debt is shaped by and constitutive of social institutions
such as caste, class, gender, and kin is developed in more detail in Guérin,
D’Espallier, and Venkatasubramanian (2013).
15. This is largely confirmed both by testimonies and household surveys (Guérin, D’Espallier, and Venkatasubramanian 2013; Guérin et al.
2012a).
16. For men, these sometimes include irrigation or numerous everyday
services such as running errands to the shops and caring for children or
elders. Women have to make themselves available for domestic work
when there are ceremonies, visitors, or when the master’s wife is ill. Time
costs can be considerable. For landowners who still cultivate the land,
lending money or leasing out land serves the same purpose of bonding
labor. Landowners clearly state that because of the scarcity of labor in
agriculture nowadays, the only way to ensure the availability of laborers
is to bind them with debt.
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invest and those without. Differentiations arise on financial
and social grounds. Here, too, debt is frequently one service
among others and money only one component of the price.
Whatever their profile, many lenders are well connected
both with the administration and local political leaders and
provide what can be broadly qualified as “political support.”
This may facilitate access to public programs (bicycle distribution to adolescent students, electric motors for irrigation,
free gas connections, subsidized housing, etc.), whether for a
family, village, or neighborhood. This may also mean obtaining administrative certificates (certificates of residence, age,
caste, property, etc.). Very few directly approach the administrative bodies but instead pay an intermediary in cash or
by offering a service in return. “Political support” also includes negotiating with the police or the court (vendor without a license, neighborhood or intercaste conflicts, etc.).
Such relationships have multiple costs for the borrowers,
however, which include providing a large range of free services. These might be offering occasional services to facilitate
daily life (going to school to pay for school registration, dropping a document or money at the bank, going to subsidized
food shops to get food, getting a document or information
from administrative services, distributing advertising flyers,
etc.). It can also include favors related to the borrowers’ job
such as free services or rates, from electrical maintenance to
the completion of horoscopes. In some cases borrowers offer
permanent services, such as helping the lender in his/her business (maintenance of an electric motor for irrigation, farming,
monitoring of labor, washing dishes in a restaurant, replacing
a taxi driver, etc.). It may also include supporting the political
activity of the lender and his/her allies, such as supporting a
political candidacy and recruiting people from their own
neighborhood or caste through public meetings. Lenders have
close relations with politicians or are politicians themselves
because they need to build alliances with influential people
in order to circumvent the administration and taxation or to
pressure their debtors in case of default. In return, the lenders
mobilize their clients for their political allies. Costs for the
borrower also include respect and deference. These social
bonds of dependence are often publicly recognized at the time
of public events such as ceremonies. Lenders are the first to
be invited and are treated as guests of honor. Debtors are
meanwhile often expected to provide assistance with domestic
tasks. In a household survey conducted in 2010, we found
that almost 90% of household loans included additional services by the lender and by the borrower.17 As we can see, debt
is thus a crucial aspect of allegiance relations, and lenders are
a crucial link within patronage and clientelist networks.
Attitudes toward these forms of interlinked transactions
vary a great deal. Some households are still extremely dependent on one or more local patrons, financially and socially.
They put up with it and just try to make the most of it. Others
deliberately try to get rid of such bonds of dependence, even
17. For more details, see Guérin et al. (2012a).
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if it means taking on very costly debts, financially speaking.
For instance, some do not hesitate to go into debt in the city
from financial companies, most of which are very expensive.
In other words, low castes and low classes (here, mainly
casual laborers) face a tricky choice between a certain, relative
form of protection that entails moral and social dependency
on the one hand and a relative sense of freedom at a high
financial cost on the other. The same is not the case for
microcredit. Despite the frequent rhetoric of microcredit as
a tool to “free the poor from the clutches of moneylenders”—
whether from microcredit practitioners, the mass media, or
policy makers—it has very little effect on these interlinked
relationships. Some borrowers echo the official line that microcredit is a “right” that will enable them to move beyond
village hierarchies. A detailed analysis of practices, however,
shows that such substitution is only an illusion. Informal loans
are accessible in an emergency, with repayment terms that are
very flexible and therefore suited to highly irregular and often
unpredictable income. Indebtedness to local notables or urban
financial companies has another incomparable comparative
advantage: discretion. For local notables, an unwritten rule is
that both borrowers and lenders are very discreet about the
existence and terms of the transaction. Microcredit, however,
insofar as it relies on group lending, forces customers to publicly disclose their needs. “Unsustainable expenses”—here I
use the terms used by loan officers—such as ceremonies or
consumer goods, are strongly vilified. Local lenders by contrast prioritize financing ceremonies.18
Borrowers are also fully aware of the role of protection
provided by their lenders, and whether they like it or not,
they may not have a choice. As we have seen above, borrowing
from an employer or a recruiter may guarantee employment;
borrowing from a local patron may facilitate access to various
forms of resources, especially governmental schemes; borrowing from to a door-to-door lender allows one to maintain
the relationship, as some prefer loyal customers. This is not
to praise informal finance, which is clearly shaped by and
constitutive of hierarchy and inequality. Informal finance represents a powerful method of regulating employment relationships and results in considerable modes of exploitation
(Breman, Guérin, and Prakash 2009). But in a context of
chronic underemployment and where redistribution and protection mainly draw local social networks of allegiance, the
idea of eradicating informal finance is delusory. What we do
observe, however, is that women use microcredit groups for
a better position within these clientelist networks. We shall
return to this later.
Kin
Some of the most sensitive debts are kin debts. While family
support is crucial for ceremonies and rituals, the role of kin18. A detailed survey of the uses of debt depending on the debt source
clearly shows this (Guérin et al. 2012b).
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ship in everyday protection is, in fact, limited. Family support
frequently raises reservations and suspicions. Its role switches
continuously between being a support and a burden, between
solidarity and conflict. Conflicts are underpinned by secrecy
of financial arrangements and misunderstandings about such
opacity. These can concern whether loans have been left unpaid or badly repaid, misunderstandings about cash transfers
(was it a gift or a loan? is there an interest rate or not?), and
loans used for “immoral” purposes or diverted from the initial
purpose.
The nature of financial arrangements and the conflicts they
generate are also shaped by the status and rank of each party
within the kin circle. The most sensitive debts are those that
do not respect the rules of rights and obligations dictated by
blood and alliance bonds. For instance, borrowing money
from the bride’s kin is often a last resort because it admits
that the groom’s family is unable to meet its responsibilities.
Sometimes individuals may have no choice, but they will be
prompt in repayments.
Here, too, microcredit can rarely substitute for family loans,
but it can temporarily ease some tensions. I encountered various cases where women were using microcredit as a means
of repayment or to avoid having to ask one of their relatives.
For women, trying to reduce their dependency on their sistersin-law, for instance, is common, but there may also be tensions with their own kin. We came across the case of a woman
who was trying to use microcredit to distance herself from
her own son. As many microcredit groups are partly based
on family ties, microcredit can also catalyze preexisting relationships. It may either build relationships of solidarity—a
stepmother who pays instead of her stepdaughter or agrees
to transfer her loan to her stepdaughter—or stir up latent
conflicts. For example, two sisters-in-law with a tense relationship from the outset may openly fight if one benefits from
a microloan while the other does not or if one is failing to
make repayments, forcing the group to pay on her behalf.
Gender
Calculations and arbitrations between the financial and social
costs of debt are also gendered (Johnson 2004). As managers
of the household budget, women most often specialize in
emergency loans, which are essential to family survival but
are socially degrading (Garikipati et al. 2014). As they are
called on to manage budgets without having any control over
income, they have no choice but to multiply the sources and
routes of debt, which are often strictly feminine. As observed
in many other parts of the world (Bruce and Dwyer 1988),
women have little control over their own incomes in the cases
where they have one and even less control over their spouses’
incomes. Whatever their allowance amounts, which are often
uncertain and arbitrary, spouses and children have to be fed
and dressed, school fees paid on time, and social and religious
ceremonies decently organized. Women are also expected to
respond to unforeseen demands such as health problems, vis-

Guérin Everyday Use of Microcredit in Rural South India

itors, or unexpected ceremonies. In the event of a shortfall,
women are readily accused of bad money management or of
being spendthrifts. Assuming this role of manager without
complaint or “begging” is often taken as a question of personal honor. Women are evaluated and judged according to
their capability to “adjust” (the English term is used). This
implicitly means that are they able to borrow quickly and
without disturbing other household members.
Faced with this permanent paradox of having to manage
expenses without controlling income, any additional source
of liquidity is greatly appreciated and enables women to better
fulfill their role as manager without being obliged to beg from
their surroundings. As noted above, a large portion of the
loans is used for daily living expenses. Microcredit is also an
opportunity to allow certain expenditures for women: gifts
or school equipment for children, gifts to the uterine family
(between the two spouses, aiding their respective kin is a
permanent source of conflict), junk jewelry (but also some
gold jewelry, which is the main women’s savings), clothing,
underwear, and beauty products. Dalit women, who have long
been excluded from this type of expenditure reserved for
higher castes, give these expenses a considerable symbolic
value. This is also the argument that some use to assert their
reduced inferiority (compared with before) to higher castes
(“they are no longer the only ones to wear bras” is something
I heard repeatedly. This occurs, however, provided women
control the use of credit, which is far from always being the
case. A survey of some of the villages studied here indicated
that half the women controlled the use of microcredit. A
quarter reported making decisions with the accompanying
spouse or another family member, while the final quarter felt
they had no control.
Women’s clandestine expenditures predate microcredit.
Most have an infinite number of tricks—clandestine sources
of income, arrangements with neighbors, pilferage from their
husbands’ pockets—to make their own expenses. But access
to microcredit provides an additional opportunity, and on a
larger scale. Most financial circuits in which women are engaged are female based and entail similar forms of exchange
to those already described, namely, reciprocity between close
circles, market-based relationships with professional female
moneylenders, or hierarchical relationships with the wives of
landowners and also among kin. There is, however, a strong
gender specificity related to the control of women’s bodies.
When women have to borrow from male providers, they have
to contend with the specific demand of preserving their “morality.” Even if social norms are more “women friendly” in
Tamil Nadu than in other parts of India, especially the north,
there is still strong control over female bodies and women’s
sexuality. Even in low castes, where male control is less strict
(Kapadia 1996), financial transactions easily become suspect.
A woman who borrows from a man from outside the family
is immediately accused of being an “easy women” or a prostitute. At the same time, sexual harassment, whether verbal
or physical, is extremely common among male lenders when
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they lend to women. Thus, women often face a trade-off
between financial costs and the consequences for their own
reputations as women. The gender of debt is therefore a source
of discrimination but also of permanent arbitration by
women: sometimes it is better to borrow at very high cost if
this may help protect one’s reputation. Here microcredit plays
a role of legitimization: it is one of the sources of borrowing
for a significant amount that is considered acceptable and
does not threaten women’s honor. In contrast to some local
lenders, it seems that relationships with microcredit officers
(some of whom are women) do not involve sexual abuse. As
one woman once told us, “with microcredit, my husband
doesn’t question me for hours.” Conversely, some women
having extramarital affairs and borrowing from their lovers
now may claim that they got the money from a microcredit
organization.
In other words, there is no doubt that juggling debts is a
form of financial calculation that attempts to substitute cheap
debts for expensive ones. Juggling debts is also a matter of
temporalities, as lenders impose different timescales. But social motivations also count. Juggling practices often reflect
deliberate choices, strategies, or tactics for multiplying and
diversifying social relationships and strengthening or weakening the burden of dependency ties whether in terms of caste,
class, kin, or gender.

Juggling, Political Mobilization,
and Social Differentiation
Although juggling is more the rule than the exception,
women’s practices vary. The few women who manage to create
or stabilize a business through microcredit are of middle or
upper caste.19 However, I observe that some women, including
some among the Dalits, have managed to appropriate the
system remarkably well and have relied on microcredit groups
to become local leaders or to strengthen a preexisting leadership position. By leadership I mean organizing and mobilizing women from their neighborhood (rather than claiming
their rights directly or openly challenging male domination)
and participating in the networks of loyalties discussed above.
Official NGO, donor, or even mass media discourses describe
SHGs as efficient “citizen” counterpower and as “civil society”
stakeholders that are thought to be independent of the state
and political parties.20 But given that a large number of resources are channeled through the state and political networks, women have a greater interest in negotiating their
involvement in those networks than in challenging them. The
(relative) control women leaders exert on monetary flows and
on the members of microcredit groups allows them to become
active links in local circuits of wealth distribution, patronage,
and clientelism.
19. For more details on this, see Guérin, Kumar, and Agier (2013).
20. For a description of NGOs and donors’ discourses on Indian SHGs
as a motor for civil society, see Pattenden (2010). With regard to the
mass media, see Guérin and Palier (2005).
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To explain further, in the areas studied, competition among
microcredit organizations is largely played out in terms of
their ability to collaborate with public authorities. For populations, a “good” microcredit NGO is often judged on its
proximity to the state and its ability to facilitate access to
particular services or schemes. Such proximity is official when
NGOs combine the supply of microcredit with the implementation of government programs. It is informal when the
social skills of NGO staff enable access to government programs. In a context where political patronage is still the main
electorate retention strategy, the legitimacy of NGOs with the
state depends largely on their ability to organize mass events
that are potential sources of bank votes. Therefore, loan officers and microcredit group leaders also serve to ensure the
loyalty and fidelity of borrowers, who can be mobilized at
any time for these mass events. They manage this double
constraint first by mobilizing the women of the groups they
are in charge of and second by offering a wide range of services
of which microcredit supply is just one component. The most
common forms are access to other funding sources: loan officers and group leaders are often lenders themselves and act
as intermediaries for moneylenders. Other services include
coaching through mazes of paperwork, protection against vagaries of the legislative system, and assistance with communal
conflicts and sometimes domestic violence. Clients meanwhile
see microcredit as a source of additional debt to facilitate
preexisting juggling practices and as a link to access new forms
of protection. In return, they have to show loyalty and gratitude, and most importantly, they have to participate in the
various mass events mentioned above.
The relationships produced by microcredit are, however,
highly skewed and often conflicting, because some borrowers
are looking for contractual relations. Conflicts regularly occur,
as the rights and obligations of each party are unclear and
are continuously negotiated and bargained for. Women often
complain about the numerous constraints that microcredit
organizations impose on them. Some women drop out of
microcredit for this reason. Those who stay accommodate the
rules and try to get as many “benefits” as possible (the English
term is used), and they clearly state that it is a “give and take”
policy. Usually, the women leaders I describe above play a
key mediating role: they adapt the expectations of both parties, look for compromises, and try to lessen frustrations and
bitterness by offering help and support of various kinds, such
as those described above. The role of these leaders is ambiguous because it is through their involvement and complicity
that the whole system works. They play a central role in the
staging of the official success of microcredit. At the time of
the mass events mentioned above, these women publicly testify about positive achievements in terms of entrepreneurship
and collective action. In return there is no doubt that they
receive material and statutory compensation, but for which
they have paid a large price.
Insofar as patronage and clientelism remain the main
means of wealth redistribution, the ability to act as an inter-

Current Anthropology Volume 55, Supplement 9, August 2014

mediary is one of the most common ways of getting upward
mobility (Pattenden 2011; Picherit 2009, 2012). The way microcredit is used and appropriated is an illustration of this:
it reveals the ways in which wealth circulates while actively
contributing to the reproduction of this circulation and its
complexity. In other words, microcredit does little to fight
against social discrimination—be it caste, class, or gender—
but participates in a process of social differentiation within
these groups.

Conclusion
This case study highlights how diverse the criteria and values
behind debt are. Economic theory conflates debt value with
price. In contrast to economists’ transactional definition of
debt as self-contained, anonymous, and short-term, the close
analysis of people’s practices and testimonies shows debt first
and foremost to constitute a relationship between individuals
wherein debtors and creditors are endowed with unequal resources. Both of these categories of individual work toward
economic gain or toward minimizing losses, but they also
have a specific identity and status that they look to preserve
or to enhance. Debt has a material value. It facilitates flows
of money, goods, and services and is an essential part of the
diverse coping mechanisms to which the poor resort to sustain
a living. However, as several ethnographies on debt have already noted, financial ties are a driving force in social life and
social structures.21 Echoing this body of literature, the study
presented here highlights the variety of ways in which debt
produces social worth in the context of poor rural Indian
women. First, because debt is inseparable from power, it places
debtors and creditors within local systems of social hierarchy.
Depending on the preexisting relationships between borrowers and lenders and on how the money is used, some debts
are a source of social recognition while others can result in
shame and disgrace. Second, debt is closely related to trust:
it draws from preexisting trust and strengthens it in return,
but it may also damage it when commitments are not respected. Third, debt places people within local networks of
wealth distribution while strengthening dependency, clientelism, and patronage.
From the borrowers’ perspective, “good” debts are not only
those that are cheap, which allow financial returns or savings.
These aspects are there—the poor more than anyone are sensitive to prices and material issues. But “good” debts are also
those that enhance personal and social status. For some this
might mean strengthening preexisting relationships of rights
and obligations. For others this might mean breaking such
preexisting relationships. “Bad” debts are rarely the most financially expensive but are those that tarnish the family’s or
the borrower’s reputation and threaten its future. Borrowing
from beneath oneself in local hierarchies—be it in terms of
caste, class, or kinship—is particularly degrading. For women,
21. See n. 1.
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borrowing from men seen as strangers to the kin circle may
damage their reputation as women. This case study highlights
the multiple meanings of lending and borrowing, which are
constantly manipulated and negotiated for individual purposes while remaining inseparable from local culture and
structural constraints.
We have seen ongoing and often highly subtle arbitrations
but also negotiations, contestations, and struggles around financial, social, and moral values surrounding debt. There is
a permanent tension between the individual and the group
and between personal aspirations and collective responsibilities in debt and its modalities. The multiple logics of debt
are under constant tension, with subtle, complex reasoning
and trade-offs. This leads to a plethora of complementary and
often incommensurable, nonsubstitutable financial practices
with which the Indian rural women juggle. Microcredit uses
are an illustration of this.
The way debt is interpreted also depends not only on the
identity of the borrower but also on what he or she aspires
to become. Debt is not only a marker of identity but is also
constitutive of social aspirations and hope, both for the purpose of expenses (e.g., with social and symbolic investments
whose cost can be considerable) and in the will to diversify
debt ties and get rid of, or at least attenuate, links of subordination. There is high demand among the laboring poor
for the contractual and anonymous credit relationships offered by finance companies and private lenders in the city.
This is despite the fact that they have a much higher financial
cost than debts contracted in usual circles, whether from relatives or employers. This is also where the appeal of microcredit lies. Many clients see it as an opportunity to free themselves from oppressive debt relationships, but in many cases
this hope is only an illusion, as we have seen. To emphasize
the social regulation of the debt is not an argument for any
kind of determinism. Although access to debt and its use are
codified, borrowers, as dominated and marginalized as they
might be, have a capacity for action and reflection. Neither
the social significance of debt nor its social regulation are
fixed, but they are instead continually discussed and negotiated. Through its multiple forms, debt is a powerful reproduction of power relations but also a potential vehicle for the
reconfiguration of forms of dependence. Certainly the marginalized (Dalit, women, and lower classes) only have access
to certain sources of debt, and this restriction is the result of
their inferior status. There are, however, processes of differentiation within marginalized groups: diversified debt ties and
being able to lend or to act as a financial intermediary play
a major role in these processes. This is how we should understand the effects of microcredit.
Far beyond the specific case of microcredit, this study calls
for the rethinking of debt practices in general. It confirms the
ambivalent nature of debt while showing the necessity to
abandon classical economic definitions of debt. Any debt tie
is a potential source of enrichment and impoverishment, materially and socially. But the outcomes and values of debt are
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neither set in stone nor determined by objective criteria. They
emerge through practices, social interactions, and emotions.
Both structural factors and specific circumstances, such as
personal and household histories and sensitivities, are central.
Debt is both a “lifeline and a death knot” (Malamoud 1980).
Analyzing practices and processes is essential for understanding the reasons for this ambivalence and how it plays out in
specific historical contexts for situated subjects.
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Trusting and Transcending
Sacrifice at the Source of the Nile
by Parker Shipton
This essay describes commonalities between religious and economic thought from an independent cultural perspective
concentrating on sacrifice as practiced among Luo speakers and others in and around western Kenya. Several features
appear in common, including concepts of flow, of giving to gain, and of surrogacy. As a response to crisis and to
perennial uncertainties, animals have been offered to spirits and divinity for diverse motives and reasons and with
varied evident functions. Some explicitly involve notions of conditional exchange, as in entrustment and indebtedness.
These can be likened to gambling, investment, or insurance. But the acts that get called sacrifice have other
dimensions, behavioral and emotional, that economic terms and quantification hardly reflect. More basically, sacrifice
is a polythetic class (or family resemblance without a single core feature) and an idea without simple, direct translation
into the Luo language. Nor, indeed, can economy or religion easily be translated either as naturally discrete domains.
Under demographic and ideological pressure and amid concerns about rights, animal sacrifice has been supplemented
and supplanted by other forms. Remaining unanswered questions concern the origins and future of sacrificial
custom, the neural overlapping of religious and economic thought, and ways to balance human and animal sentiments.

Most humans hope to grow and survive. Many also hope to
reproduce or otherwise be remembered. These things depend
on communication. But communication can become a challenge when some people express their hopes and fears in
economic terms and others express them in religious ones.
This happens often in Africa’s interior, in settings heavily
missionized by churches but challenged by poverty, inequity,
and related episodic crises. There, clerics and financiers, along
with government authorities, vie for authority over territories
and people, and this involves control over idiom and terminology. Their differences widen when they seek to implement reforms or restrictions based on ideological presuppositions—whether about trade, employment, and efficiency
or about divine love, repentance, and resurrection. To read
their reports, and to hear their speeches and sermons in the
African interior, one might think they came from different
planets. Sometimes they dismiss each other, explicitly or more
often just tacitly by omission, as irrational, irrelevant, or superstitious.
But what makes each so sure? In this paper I both compare
and contrast economic and religious perspectives. I aim to
bridge an epistemological chasm, one interpretable as a sacred/secular divide but one with other dimensions. I use the

term “epistemes” to mean different sorts of science (in the
original Latin sense of knowledge, scientia): things deemed
knowledge or belief, depending on one’s perspective. To cross
between them, I pick a topic that has fascinated and puzzled
many, sometimes occasioning cross-cultural misgivings, but
that belongs to no single discipline. It is a topic not just of
economics and theology but here—from a more neutral vantage—one of anthropological study, too.1 The topic is sacrifice,
sacrifice at the source of the Nile.
The origins of offering or sacrifice are hard even to approximate in time, in Africa or elsewhere. We know of prehistoric cave drawings of animals, and sometimes of humans,
and weapons, but we can usually only guess their meanings
or uses (Bataille 2005; Ocholla-Ayayo 1980). We know that
one of Africa’s most widespread indigenous terms, nyama (or
njama), found in variants in many languages from South
Africa to Senegal, can refer to animal, meat, mystical power
from killing, or divinity (Morris 2000a, 2000b). And we know
that not just from hunting people who pray to and thank
animals they kill but also and especially from people who
farm and herd. Even people who trade or live in towns and
do none of these things often speak of animals in origin stories
and moral tales and of the idea that many on all continents
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1. This paper alternates between my own ideas as a sometime ethnographic participant and observer in western and central Kenya, those
of Luo and neighboring people there, and those of religious practitioners,
economists, and others there and elsewhere. I have sought to suggest
where these differ, but there is enough overlap that a complete sorting
would be impossible.
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have conducted animal offerings or sacrifices.2 Feelings on the
topic can be as strong and complex as any.
For our people at the source of the Nile—or anyway, at
one of them, the farthest upstream and the farthest south—
let us look to the Luo ethnic community in Kenya, one now
over three million strong. Famous nowadays for some of their
politicians (not least Oginga Odinga, his son Raila, and Barack
Obama’s father) and authors, they need less introduction
abroad than when I first went to live among them. Straddling
the equator, around the eastern side of Lake Victoria (Nyanza), Luo are members of an ethnic group and wider language family of the same name and a bigger one still (Nilotic)
that stretch across nations, including other groups with their
own individual ethnonyms.3 They farm and herd, and some
fish, buying and selling some of their food; while more than
a few also trade, travel, and do other things for a livelihood.
They live, though, at much higher densities than most of their
kindred groups, including Nuer, Shilluk, and Dinka in South
Sudan to the north and northwest, related by language and
descent, who are also known for animal keeping and also, in
the past, for sacrifice of animals (and allegedly also, in some
cases at times, of humans). Some of these and closer kin,
notably Acholi in Uganda, have seen much recent civil strife
and mass resettlement. Although Luo have some Niloticspeaking neighbors in Kenya (Nandi, Maasai), they live otherwise surrounded, in Kenya and around the lake, by Bantuspeaking groups (Luhya, Gusii, Kuria). And most Luo live at
the margins of Kenya’s nation and state, with fewer economic
advantages than found in its central or western highlands.
During colonial times, from the first few years of the twentieth century, when missionaries and British colonial administrators first arrived, until independence in 1963 and beyond,
ox plows were introduced to supplement hand hoes. But landholdings, gradually titled since independence, have shrunk
under a quickly growing population. For many people, labor
emigrations, one-way and return, have become vital, while
traders, missionaries, government workers, aid workers, and
others have entered and become established.
Ever since first English colonization, growing numbers and
now a large majority have partaken, many avidly, in Christian
traditions. These include Roman Catholicism; Anglican and
other Protestantism (including Jeshi la Wokovu, or Salvation
Army), and others implanted; and literally hundreds of their
own offshoot and Christian-hybrid independent faiths and
2. The theological and ethnographic literature on sacrifice since Frazer
(1924) is vast. See De Heusch’s roundups (1976, 1985) on Africa and
Bourdillon and Fortes (1980), Girard (1977 [1972]), Lambek (2001),
Malefijt (1968, chap. 8), and Carter (2003) for other more general and
comparative treatments on sacrifice in religion. Agamben (2003) distinguishes between kinds of lives, subject or not to state control and to
sacrifice.
3. To avoid confusion with the lakeside Luo speakers, in Kenya and
Tanzania, members of the macro-Luo (or Lwoo) language family still in
South Sudan and Uganda are called by their separate ethnonyms from
here on.
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denominations with names such as Roho Maler (Holy Spirit),
Legio Maria, or Africa Israel Nineveh Church and (more originally local) Nomiya Luo Church. Some of these last include
many economically less privileged members, and some cross
ethnic lines. Luo and other western Kenyans have built markets and schools, and Luo have taken well to higher education.
But none of these, whatever their leaders’ or adherents’ intentions, has really expunged the observance of ancestors or
their graves or of local spirit-based faiths. Neither have they
stamped out local “witchcraft” (juok), “evil magic” (nawi), or
accusations thereof. Far from it. These all have modern variants and dimensions. Western Kenya’s systems of understandings remain a richly diverse, complex, and changing
mix.4
Cattle, sheep, and goats as well as chickens have lost some
of their central importance to livelihood under rural crowding. But in many Luo minds, they still have had other work
to do—much as among more northerly Nilotes and around
the lakes region. They serve as companions and as transferables in marriage (as bridewealth) while alive, as media of
communication when dying, and as symbols in both life and
death. Since time unknown there have occurred practices that
Anglophones now call animal offerings or sacrifices (as we
may call them for the moment), just as among the more
northerly Nilotic kin. They include sacrifices of oxen and
bulls, of sheep and goats, of black and red roosters here or
of white hens there by rules locally varied and often arcane
except to elders and specialist diviners trusted to know about
such things. Early British colonial administrators, including
Charles Hobley (1903) and G. A. S. Northcote (1907), were
struck by these customs. Sacrificed with supplication, animals
were used in times of drought, famine, disease, and war and
were offered to spirits or divinity for aid or relief. This might
mean food, health, money, safety, or general well-being. The
use of a sacrificial victim could mean, more personally, an
offering to a vengeful spirit of a dead neglected child or youth
to stop it from bothering a family or its crops or herds.5
By the time of my longest stays, in the early 1980s and
early 1990s, commercial butcheries with concrete slaughtering
slabs in open air were commonplace in rural communities,
and meat was available in towns. But ceremonial sacrifices
involving animal bleeding and killing had virtually vanished
from open view. Only at funerals and second funeral (buru,
“ashes”) ceremonies, or at initial boat launchings or other
4. For more general ethnographic background on Luo, see Cohen and
Atieno Odhiambo (1989, 2004), Shipton (2007), and Geissler and Prince
(2010). This paper elaborates on some points raised by Shipton (2007,
esp. chap. 9, on sacrifice, entrustment, and obligation, and 2012, on
animals in social and spiritual movements for revitalization, relocalization, and redignification). For more background on Luo relations with
economists and others, see Shipton (2009 on land matters and 2010 on
credit, debt, and international aid agencies).
5. See also Hauge (1974), Kirwen (1987, esp. 6), Northcote (1907),
and Ocholla-Ayayo (1976) for other general discussions of Luo sacrifice,
and Evans-Pritchard (1950) and Abe (1978) on some family-specific offerings for vengeful spirits.
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ventures into danger with high stakes, were they likely to be
seen. They were and are widely spoken of and thought about,
though, as part of local history and crisis response and probably continue partly in secret for fear of criticism. Because
customs come and go, it would be unwise to call this one
dead, and something of a mystery remains in its decline during a time of crisis. But let us first pause to ask what to call
it in the first place, and later what to call a crisis.

Terms, Types, and Intents
The Luo language has no words of its own that translate neatly
to “religion” (as encompassing, say, as both “church,” dini,
and “faith” or “belief,” yie). Nor does it have an English
equivalent for “economy”: the standard English-Luo
dictionary skips right from “eat” to “edge.” Local tradition
does not compartmentalize economy and religion as aspects
of life, but both are part and parcel of it, and Luo speakers
who speak of these usually code-switch, inserting the English
(or sometimes Swahili) words.
Similarly, there is not a single, generally preferred Luo term
for all of what Anglophones call “sacrifice” (the dictionary
again skips from “sack” to “sad”; Stafford 1967:154, 181). For
this topic, no single language and no single dictionary will
do. Luo use four main nouns for it: liswa, misango (pl. misengini), dolo, and msiro. All carry different but overlapping
denotations, depending on whether the act is done by oneself
or a hired specialist; whether to placate an angry spirit, atone
for a misdeed, cleanse a polluted home, or remove a curse;
whether using a large or small animal or a poured libation;
and other distinctions. The first three Luo terms are used for
larger-scale offerings or sacrifices. But they can all carry other
meanings as well or instead. Misango can be a purification,
or dolo a libation or cicatrization; neither, then, need imply
sacrificial or offertory acts. Liswa preceded by the verb podho
can mean to commit an antisocial act or sacrilege. Other
terms, including dilo (or dhilo) and dhimo (for exorcism) or
wido (or widho) for purifying a killer or conducting certain
marriage rites, and tum are heard in local variants in Luo
country. The verbs chulo (to plug, as a whole; or to [re]pay;
to get revenge) and golo (as in golo richo, to pardon misdeed
or remit, or golo osuru, to pay or collect tax) combine with
nouns for varied meanings, only some religious or economic
meanings, by context.6 Many powers Luo and neighboring
people attribute to magicians or spiritual adepts are double
edged: helpful or harmful to others by intent (a main theme
of Ocholla-Ayayo 1976; see also Cohen and Atieno Odhiambo
1989:102). Compare the ambivalence of the English “payback,” as in to “pay” versus “put paid to” someone.
6. Definitions combined from Odaga (2004), Clarke (n.d.), and Blount
and Padgug-Blount (n.d.); see also Shipton (2007, chap. 9).
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A Polythetic Class or Continuous Category
Whether sacrifice is one phenomenon or many could be debated a long time. Some authorities, for instance Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss (1964 [1899]), wrote of the “generic
unity of sacrifices,” (13) “they are all the same in essence
. . . they are the outer coverings of one single mechanism”
(18). Luc de Heusch (1985) takes a stab at it as well: “It is
always . . . a debt of life to be paid . . . to outwit death”
(215). Arguably so.
But a better way, I think, is to conceive of sacrifices as a
“family likeness,” in Ludwig Wittgenstein’s (1958) way of
thinking, or, to say the same thing, a “polythetic class” in
Rodney Needham’s (1975). That is, they consist of a wide
repertoire of elements (e.g., rope, knife, chalice, or maybe
anointing, praying, killing, feasting, etc.) found in different
members (the occasions, enactments, ceremonies) such that
no single element defines all members and no single member
contains all the defining elements.7 This way one need not
worry so much about what to include or exclude when faced
with a variety of acts such as, say, spray-blowing a prayer of
breathy water or saliva, pouring a libation, spearing an ox,
tasting wine and wafer, mobbing and burning a suspected
witch, and sending a conscripted battalion to war. For these
may contain no single shared “essence.” Instead, each may
be called a sacrifice insofar as it shares elements with other
things called sacrifice.8 These have all been in the past or
become part of local and region-wide traditions in eastern
and central Africa.
Moreover, all those things we might call “sacrifices” in a
Luo or other interior African context vary widely in expressed
intents.9 These range from appeasing supernatural beings or
forces and bringing good things through their agency—rain
from ancestors or divinity and a good harvest, for instance—
to enticing or bribing them away or ridding a house or settlement of spiritual pollution or of angry, vengeful spirits of
persons who died as neglected or unmarried young kin, or
just atoning for regretted misdeeds or “sins” (kwer, chira) as
personally or locally perceived. A hydra-headed topic such as
this takes more than one perspective, and more than one
discipline, to make much sense—or, for that matter, to cogently criticize.
The occasions for Luo, other Nilotic, and Bantu speakers
to sacrifice animals in recorded history defy enumeration.
Solving human and animal infertility, curing illness, purifying
killers or those who commit incest of contagious perceived
pollution—these include both general and personal crises. In
7. See Bourdillon (1980), Burton (1980), and Sperber (1987 [1982]:
24–26) for other applications. These overlap in some ways with mine.
See also Shipton (1989) on polythetics and the symbolism of money.
8. None of this, of course, assumes that participants deem all these
aspects of a sacrifice equally important. Salient may be its aesthetic,
political, economic, spiritual, social, tactile, or psychotherapeutic dimensions, among others; all might be parts of a Maussian “total social fact.”
9. Even “offering” and “sacrifice” in English may mean different things
(because one can make an empty offer, e.g., with no real or likely loss).
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addition, there is protection from supposed sorcerers and
blessing and sanctifying rites of transition such as namings,
marriages, funerals, and postfunerary celebrations.
Other occasions include boat launchings and motor vehicle
initiations. Boats and their associated spirits have been offered
beer, fowls, goats, fruits, beads, jewelry, and money as gifts
in ceremonies for their naming and “marriage” or taming
(riso).10 Here the aim may be no less protection from storms
than gains by hook or net. And control over storms means
control not just by humans.
As for attendants, living people certainly do attend funerals
and other big ceremonies in part so that they can eat meat
from cattle and other ruminants, traditionally not common
to kill or eat on other occasions (though increasingly so of
late, in towns especially). This, along with participation in
collective work gatherings in fields for food supplied, is one
of the ways poorer people can help themselves stay fed. But
there are limits. The funeral-hopping glutton is an object of
ridicule and derision on op-ed pages in Kenya as elsewhere
in Africa, just as the “free rider” is a stock figure of economics
textbooks anywhere. It is better, socially if not morally, to
give.

Religious and Economic Overlap
Religion, like economy, is not something just left for its own
day of the week or for special places of practice; as already
suggested, it is part of the day-to-day lives of ordinary people.
For visitor arrivals or departures, prayers are offered; for casual spoken references to the future, “divinity” (Nyasaye, or
Ruoth Nyasaye) is invoked all day long as ultimate creator,
knower, helper, or all-powerful being. Lesser spirits, if less
often mentioned, are kept in mind by graves outside home
doorways and are thought of often.
Not often, by contrast, are such divine or spiritual entities
spoken of by the economists mainly in charge of the larger
international aid agencies, in Luo country or elsewhere in
Africa. These are likely to speak and write instead of “market
forces,” such as supply, demand, or inflationary pressures (or
of regulations on those forces by governments).11 The difference will be readily apparent to anyone living awhile among
Luo or just about any other farming-herding people in East
Africa and who has been exposed to economic aid agency
officials and their reports about them.12
10. A. B. C. Ocholla-Ayayo (1976:176 passim) and Cohen and Atieno
Odhiambo (1989:99–103) offer much commentary on Luo “traditional”
custom in these ways.
11. Of course, some economists are expressly religious, too, and surely
there are Luo speakers who fit both descriptions. Economists who cite
“spirits” of the dead tend to cite other economists.
12. My experience in western Kenya, among Luo (or JoLuo) and
nearby Luhya (AbaLuhya, AbaLuyia) and others occurred mainly between
1980 and 1983, in 1991–1992, and in briefer revisits there, supplemented
by experience in The Gambia and Senegal in 1987, 1988, and 1992 and
elsewhere in Africa at other times (but not mainly chasing sacrifices). At
Harvard I worked directly among development economists between 1984
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In some ways, though, the presumptions discernible behind
economic and religious ideologies are not so far apart. Anyone
who studies the language of economic texts, for instance, sees
plenty of theological-looking, indeed canonical verbiage. One
sees the invisible hand that creates or distributes wealth, for
instance, or the “miracle of the market” as a way out of crisis
or even as an ultimate hope.13 From another side, perusing
one of the well-thumbed Bibles (or hymnals or prayer books)
in inland equatorial Africa is likely to reveal not only a moneychanger table overturned in a temple or a betrayal for pieces
of silver. It also reveals gifts and charities, contracts and covenants, and credits and debts of many kinds, such as economists deem to be the heart and soul of their discipline. It
is easy enough, too, for African and other Anglophones to
perceive both economic and religious meanings in a concept
such as “providing” or “provisioning” when it becomes Providence, or one such as “redemption” (in the Luo tongue,
warruok) when it is by a Redeemer (jawar). While few might
think, say, about “communion” and “communism” in a single
frame of reference, both ideas may suggest a common concern
with unification. “Taxing” (state collecting) and “tithing”
(church collecting) have something of the same principle in
them: a transfer for pooling and redistribution, whether at
giver’s or taker’s behest (and it is only when funds get collected and not used for local purposes that the payers grow
resentful—true historically, for taxes and labor tributes, in
Luo country and much of rural Kenya). A notion such as
“saving” divides into two: “savings,” something you can do
with coins in a box (v.t. kano), and “salvation,” something
that might be done to you by a savior (v.t. waro, to save or
ransom, or v.t. konyo, to help). But they both express a hope
(geno). Sacrifice, too, expresses hope. Not all speakers, of
course, bear in mind these common roots or confluences of
ideas consciously at each use, whatever language or translation
they use. But in their momentary daily prayers and brief
benedictory rites in farming, eating, and all sorts of other
activities, people do express both religious and economic
ideas.
These likenesses are not all just coincidental. Some seem
to derive from conscious metaphoric borrowings, though by
whom first can seldom be known. What neither religious
practitioners nor economists so easily accept—where wealth,
poverty, and attempts at aid touch African lives—is the substructure of the epistemes themselves. That is the notion that
another’s more basic understanding of how the world works,
or what makes knowledge knowable, might be just as plausible
or satisfying—as scientific, sensible, sound, or experientially
and 1994, with other exposures at Boston University since then, and in
consulting research intermittently for the World Bank, U.S. Agency for
International Development, and other international aid agencies at times.
13. In Adam Smith’s famous The Wealth of Nations (1852 [1776]),
the “invisible hand” of self-interest creates wealth; but in his earlier work,
The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1984 [1759, 1790]:184–185), it distributes wealth instead. In a third, more obscure tract of his, it refers to
classical deities. His “spirit” gets cited selectively.
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rewarding—as one’s own. Disciplinary or professional barriers risk compounding ethnic, linguistic, and other barriers.
This is why it makes sense to look for some more commonalities.

In Common, in Sacrifice
Economic and religious thought share at least three main ideas
bearing on sacrifice as Luo people, other East Africans, and
outsiders speak of it. One is an idea of “flow”: the circulation
of blood or other humors in the body; of smoke in burned
offering; of grain, cowrie, or money in economy; of unseen
forces or blessings in cosmos; or something metaphorical or
metonymic linking these up. Idioms and ideas linking the
workings of the body, the economy, and the cosmos are ethnographically discernible on more than one side of the lake
(Geissler and Prince 2010; Shipton 2007; Taylor 1992, 1999).
A second is the notion of “giving to gain,” or investing,
or, to spell it out a little more precisely, giving up or voluntarily offering, losing, forgoing, spending, or disposing of
something, material or immaterial, in order that the giver
and/or someone else might obtain, receive, or benefit from,
as an individual or a collectivity, something deemed bigger,
better, or more important—like or unlike the thing given or
offered. Related is a presumption, not particular to any culture
or tradition, that there can be no genuine reward without
payment or suffering. In one way of looking at it (as in Galatians 6:7–9), “Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also
reap”—but then, it need not be all about just a male individual
or a return in like kind. From an economic perspective, the
basic idea of giving to get is something like what Keynesian
policy makers prescribe for stimulating an economy in times
of recession or depression: no flow, or “multiplier effect”
downstream in a circulatory system, without some spending
(be it from saved, begged, or borrowed wealth, from public
or private sources) to “prime the pump.”
Third among the similarities is a notion of surrogacy, or
proxy.14 The idea is that one being can be made to substitute
for another, as one coin might do for another in a purchase,
or as an ox bled to death can be construed to do for a human.
At a stretch, and in times of animal shortage, a principle of
surrogacy does lead to situations where a small animal or
even a vegetable is made to stand in temporarily for a large
animal—not as an attempted counterfeit but as something
more analogous to a promissory note.15
Just about any kind of human action or transaction can
be conceived in terms of production, exchange, or consumption; or payment and repayment; or at least cost and benefit.
These are familiar terms of calculation and transaction to
14. Economists sometimes call surrogacy or proxy “agency,” not to
be confused with the common anthropological meaning of the term,
referring to any willful action.
15. A famous instance is the Nuer’s wild cucumber occasionally substituted for an ox in sacrifice (Evans-Pritchard 1956:128; Hayley 1968
adds a psychological perspective). See also Lienhardt (1961).
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anyone who participates in monetary economy, as most of
the world currently does at least at times. But this is far from
the only way of thinking about a topic such as sacrifice. Similarly, it is also possible to reduce sacrifice to an idea of making
something sacred or separate—the word’s original Latin
meaning—of doing or engaging in something mystical or
holy. But this is far from the only way of understanding our
topic either. And this is where our discussions of economy
and religion, in the middle of Africa’s interior, begin to diverge.

And Now Some Differences
A sacrifice or offering can seem a gamble if there is doubt
about whether or how well it will work. Or alternatively, it
can seem a form of investment or insurance if it seems likely
to work. But let us be careful in our analysis and judgment.
Not all sacrifice, and indeed not all gambling or investment,
either, need be judged according to standards of practical
efficacy or “working” just as much of the motivation behind
a sacrifice or offering might be the experience of doing it or
showing that one does it.
Moreover, all these terms can carry different moral valence
depending on usage and context. “Sacrifice” in English can
carry a noble ring, connoting high-minded generosity and
service; or it can seem frighteningly foreign or alien, inviting
judgments such as savagery, wanton cruelty, or senseless waste.
Similarly, “investment” is often a term of admiration, but
“gamble” is more often one of disparagement—for what
might be in fact the very same hope or act. Both these last,
for instance, might describe a purchase of a new hybrid cow
who might yield more milk but die of tick-borne disease, or
a nitrogenous fertilizer that might raise maize yields but might
just as well burn out the crop. These are common dilemmas
in equatorial Africa.
Whether to turn to religious or economic idioms to understand sacrifice brings to bear weighty issues such as commensurability, amenability to quantification, and probability,
where one form of rationality, or some deeper sense of
things—such as providence, for instance—challenges another.
It also brings up philosophical issues about symbols and substances. In some Christian understandings, for example, one
human (or part human, part deity, or deity incarnate) is
imagined to bleed and suffer for millions in something like
the way the right sort of miracle may multiply loaves and
fishes to fill any number of stomachs present. This is a kind
of thinking that can challenge narrowly economic reason.
As many in the eastern and central African tropics speak
of it, it is not just humans, and not just abstractions such as
supply and demand—or algebraic principles linking value and
measurement that humans can understand—that are really
in control. A Luo-speaking man from a gold-prospecting family in the southwestern corner of Kenya, near Lake Victoria,
explained to me a common understanding there that gold
extracted from a mine keeps disappearing, even from the
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miner’s pocket, unless one consults a diviner (ajuoga) and
returns to feed ram or rooster blood (not female blood) to
the spirits of any persons who might previously have died in
the mine. When pressed on just how the spirits make that
happen, he simply answered, “ok inyal’ ng’eyo”—”you can’t
know.”
I have suggested that not all sacrifices, or all gambles, either,
are performed with costs and benefits in mind.16 Not all are
expected to “work” in any direct economic sense. Some gamblers in any of Kisumu city’s casinos by Lake Victoria (just
as in Nairobi, or Las Vegas) seem to gamble mostly just for
the companionship of an outing, the solitary retreat, or the
addictive rush of it. Many know well they will likely exit with
lightened pocket. And some who sacrifice chickens on new
motor vehicles or goats on graves seem to do it, as much as
for any reason, to show conformity to tradition, and hence
belonging.
The splitting of a dog or goat and the opening of its stomach is a peacemaking ritual, a Luo and East African tradition
that sometimes involves spreading the chyme—that is, the
stomach contents—on participants’ bodies as though to symbolize their potential unity. In a different kind of sacrifice,
conventionally specified parts of a slaughtered bovid are distributed to persons in particular kin roles (mapped out in
Ocholla-Ayayo 1979 for Luo). But both rites of uniting and
of dividing serve to define groups and their boundaries (Jay
1993; Schatzberg 2001). Solidarities and separations are hard
to measure or price.
Certainly some of the terms used for sacrifice, notably singruok (contract or covenant), can imply credit or debt (Hoehler-Fatton 1996). But a term such as “loan” cannot contain
the idea because, unlike an ordinary debt, a sacrifice may pay
off future as well as past obligation (or, as some Christians
say, “Jesus died for our sins”). And it may benefit a third
party, even a public, if conducted on their behalf. Hence, a
broader term such as “entrustment”—potentially encompassing persons past, present, and future, or directly or indirectly involved—can fit sacrifice better than a narrower one
such as “loan” (Shipton 2007, chap. 9). In the Luo country,
trust and hope (both called geno), like blood, wine, or a river,
can have their own flow.
In some faiths, adherents draw their own distinctions between economic and religious idioms. A very small but growing minority of Luo and other western Kenyans have converted to Islam. Many Muslims around the world do slaughter
sheep at Eid al-Adha, commemorating the story of Ibrahim’s
(Abraham’s) offering of his firstborn son, and the son’s willingness to be sacrificed, before receiving divine consent to
substitute a lamb or a sheep. But few Muslims like to speak
of such sacrifice as a gamble or speculative investment, things
generally forbidden (haram) in Islam.

For Christians, Muslims, or members of unnamed faith
communities and traditions, I have suggested, enacting a prescribed ritual sequence makes a strong impression about sociality, inward and outward. It demonstrates conformity to
normative sequences probably established by others before,
ones that will recur in future. As such, it binds people to
others.17 This effect is neither directly tangible nor easily calculable, but some deem it vital for a good life, whether it
involves killing or not.
In all, as we attempt to explain the “why” of sacrifice as
economic and religious action, there are several ways to proceed. Origins alone are likely to be both hard to find and
unsatisfying as causes. In terms of communication with spirits
and (in the past, less often, directly) with divinity, the reasons
or expressed purposes for sacrificial offerings include requesting, thanking, commemorating, and showing appreciation. In economic terms, they can be for protection or gain,
for surety or profit. But the motives and functions—not the
same as reasons or purposes—may take more digging out.
These can include making a public statement about oneself,
bringing together a gathering of people useful in other contexts (arranging marriages, investments), finding an acceptable outlet for violent impulses, coming to terms with human
mortality, breaking a humdrum routine, or just eating meat.
Or, in a more abstract way, making life seem more coherent
by joining the past, present, and future, the human and animal, and the living and the nonliving.

16. Bourdillon (1980:12) discusses sacrifices without economic intent;
cf. Firth (1963:xiii). See also Beattie (1980), Sykes (1980), Rogerson
(1980).

17. Rappaport (1999) insists on religious ritual sequencing’s (“liturgy’s”) central role for humanity. See also Fortes (1980), and on secular
ritual, see Moore and Myerhoff (1977).

Crisis, Value, Hope
Let us here relate the context of the Lake Basin and the topic
of sacrifice as it conjoins economic and religious thought to
some key terms and themes of this special issue of Current
Anthropology. The theme of “crisis” (a term from the Greek
krisis, meaning separation or turning point) has to be treated
delicately in discussions of tropical Africa, where Greek is
seldom heard but English is becoming widespread. Mass media depictions of malnutrition, disease, and squalor should
not blind us to African people’s joyful music, dance, and rich
mythic narrative or to their refined forms of etiquette and
humor or to their ready and lightning-quick adoption of devices such as mobile phones, now used for money transfer
and remittance. More generally, one should not ignore the
successes of human adaptation, reproduction, and growth.
And yet the hardships, too, are undeniable, both the chronic
and the episodic. They are political, economic, and ecological.
They derive from confinement within borders and from being
shoved aside by settlers and game reserves. They come from
unevenly fertile soils, varied rainfall, and diseases such as malaria and HIV/AIDS (Setel 1999). They stem from genocide
attempts around several election times in independent Kenya,
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as land titles have proved to be no protection. Woes such as
these, atop the gross landholding disparities left over from
colonial times and only widening lately and the oppressions
and insurrections related, hardly need rehearsing (see Kitching
1980). But subtler ones, such as the overburdening of grandmothers and the depressing effects of family separations and
abuses, deserve more attention than they have so far received.
“A crisis of development is very real” (Bradley and Weisner
1997:xxx–xxxi, xxiv; see also Cohen and Atieno Odhiambo
1989, chap. 4). Short-term crises such as occasional insect
plagues add to longer-term ones such as water hyacinth takeovers in the lake from fertilizer runoff. All this is as true in
western Kenya, where some say that “the land is dying”
(something I have at times heard as well) with “a dark outlook
indeed,” reflecting “a continent-wide sense of crisis” (Geissler
and Prince 2010:2, 32, n. 6).
Even there, though, there have been signs of a “family
adaptive project” of communities in Kenya, one showing
“some hope and . . . real achievement” (Weisner, Bradley, and
Kilbride 1997; esp. Bradley and Weisner 1997:xxxi). It was,
and is, also a hope and achievement not just of aid agencies
self-beckoned and justified by verbiage of “crisis” or “emergency” to begin with, though that occurs plenty. And not just
of biological families either, it has been a hope and achievement of individuals and “dividuals”; of cohorts, clubs, and
gangs; of ad hoc “families” of migrant roommates; of
churches, firms, and unions; of chat rooms and the blogosphere; and of other associations of endless variety. In short,
it comes in large part from belonging.
Hope lies suspended between expectation and wish. It also
raises the question of who or what might satisfy it: a marriage,
a microfinance program, a dance party, an animal sacrifice,
or more often of late, a eucharistic rite. Kenyan people invest
hope in both self-help and spiritual help. Animals have long
helped them do this.
An animal’s own value, no less than money’s, can depend
on what one calls “value.” We borrow our first two categories
from Aristotle. First comes the animal’s “use value,” as for
milk, plowing, hide bedding, meat, or horn medicine, or just
for congenial company. Then there is his or her “exchange
value,” as for swapping, sale, loan, or a funeral contribution
for immediate use. There is “symbolic value,” as in a young
adult’s bull or ox or a woman’s heifer as a kind of alter ego,
boasted about in praise singing, or the value of a full enclosure
as a sign of wealth and a source of prestige. These last two
combine to make up “connective value,” as in the marriage
transfers or the entrustments of cattle (from groom to bride’s
kin, mainly), or the entrustments of cattle, sheep, and goats
between trusted friends (“stock associates”). These add to
what David Cohen and E. S. Atieno Odhiambo (1989) called
the “often intimate solidarities and oppositions among kin
and comrades that give form and direction to Luo culture
and society” (132). Then there is inherent or “existential
value,” the value of being just to be or to do. If Luo people
sometimes dismay foreign visitors by kicking domestic dogs,
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many can certainly be said to love cattle and goats; and some
highly sensitive, empathic statements about human-animal
likenesses can be heard from Luo people, as in one early
middle-aged man’s, Emin Ochieng’s, statement to me that
humans resemble not just cattle or birds in different ways but
even ants, as we collaborate well in large, orderly groups but
disband in chaos in crises.18 All living things (to interpolate
from his idea) have inherent value, even in crises. Finally
comes the unknown “reproductive value,” that of an animal’s
potential progeny, one of the many “opportunity costs” of a
sale or a sacrifice. Luo people devote much attention to reproductive value, assessing the worth of potential spouses and
of marriages by it and devoting most respect to those with
most offspring or descendants.
Some of these forms of value—indeed most of them—defy
calculation, like a life, breath, or heart pulse offered up—or
the life expected to be given or safeguarded in return. Deepening crisis can call for bigger or more valuable animals to
sacrifice, while it may also call for a distress sale among others’
distress sales (making animal prices drop). Or it may make
it more urgent to entrust them to a distant friend to keep
them safe from disease or raiding. As the stakes rise, so can
the tension and anxiety to try to transcend. So, of course, can
the hunger for a meat feast for a change; but real people
hunger for safety, stimulation, and company no less than for
food.
Sacrifice expresses not just economic and spiritual hopes
but also political ones. In agrarian and herding settings, where
observed most often, sacrifice can buttress patriarchal values
and assumptions by redirecting attention from childbirth and
nurturing from a woman to successions of male actors and
to male spirits and gods (Carter 2003; Jay 1993). There is
truth in this in Luo country, where most land and large animals pass, at least ostensibly, from father to son. (Women
might counter by sacrificing animals themselves [see Hutchinson 1996:329 for a Nuer case] or by saving them from
sacrifice.)
If some scholars have criticized sacrifice as male biased,
others have cogently criticized economics, too, more broadly
as being male biased in its heavy emphasis on exchange over
nurturance and self-sacrifice (Vaughan 1997), among its other
gender-related problems (Folbre 2009; see also Schatzberg
2001). Most African women in the lake region do, as it happens, nurture their offspring partly in hope of being cared
for later in life, and many do engage actively in simultaneous
market exchanges too. Still, the critiques of ideologies merit
serious attention.
What most real people hope and strive for, though, is not
just economic coping, not just political upholding, resisting,
or subverting. It is also, often, something that transcends their
daily experience, if only in ways facilitated by group com18. On humans as “God’s ants,” see also Evans-Pritchard (1956:12
passim) on Nuer and Burton (1981) on Atuot.
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pany—as, ironically, in large African funerals. Something on
occasion especially reassuring, transporting, or uplifting.

Role Interdependencies: Of Persons,
Perceptions, and Parts of Systems
If an understanding of sacrifice and overlapping economy and
religion involves looking beyond measurable things, it also
can mean looking beyond material evidence. A common Luo
understanding that spirits get angry when their descendants
refuse to cooperate with each other probably functions, over
generations, to help ensure collaboration in farming, herding,
fishing, and raising the young. Whether or how they actually
drink the blood (remo) or eat the meat (ring’o) they demand
the way humans might is debated, because what they take
can be the life or breath.19 This means that if no meat visibly
disappears when offered, no onlooker can say this proves a
spirit does not exist.
Sacrifice can be a private, personal process, but in a large,
collective sacrifice, roles get parceled out, making for a kind
of “division of labor” and interdependence as in Adam
Smith’s famous pin factory.20 The persons doing the directing,
sponsoring, killing, meat dividing, and so on may differ, as
noted earlier. That elders and juniors and especially males and
females get allocated separate but interdependent roles is
pretty typical for tropical African farming and herding societies.
Similarly, and in a more abstract way, the ancestors, free
spirits, witches, and divinity as well as impersonal principles
of natural-seeming order that ought not to be contravened
all have their various roles to play in a general system of
understanding. They have, that is, a kind of loose “division
of labor” of their own for accounting for all the unpredictable
things that can happen in life. If an ancestor’s chagrin ordinarily explains a herd’s illness or a house fire, a witch’s envy
a co-wife’s barrenness, and divinity a drought or flood, one
of these spiritual actors might cross another’s turf, so to speak.
That their domains of activity may overlap means that none
of these can ultimately be disproved, because a failure of any
one of them to do a particular expected thing could always
be explained as an intervention or blockage by another of
them. Usually, indeed, in severe misfortunes such as car accidents or lightning strikes, there is doubt about what kind
of supernatural causation might be involved. Logically, then,
as well as emotionally, there are ways for such a system of
perception and understanding to make sense in terms of its
own premises and with or without recourse to material explanations. This is something that many critics, scientists, and
19. See Evans-Pritchard (1956:212–213) on Nuer; cf. Hoehler-Fatton
(1996:127) on Luo, who use chiemo, food, with meanings literal and
figurative, including for bribes. See Burton (1981:84) on Atuot, Middleton
(1960:97–98) on Lugbara, and Beattie (1980) for comparisons.
20. Division of labor is also, of course, a favorite topic of Plato, Adam
Smith, Karl Marx, Herbert Spencer, and Emile Durkheim, each so central
in several now more—dare we say—divided disciplines.
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would-be scientists have failed to understand about the thinking of people they deem irrational or superstitious.
Another thing they neglect is the strictness of ritual stipulations and their functions. Typically, where an animal is
sacrificed, the specifications that elder diviners hand down
about what species, sex, color(s), and so on to use and just
who may do the acting are quite specific. So are the instructions about siting it at a grave at home, at a shrine such as
a rock tower (e.g., Kit Mikayi, near Kisumu), at a grove in
the bush, or somewhere else.21 So are the prescriptions of
taboos that must be followed (e.g., food or sexual contact to
be avoided). In fact, it can be impossible in practice to follow
all the rules (or “secondary elaborations,” as Evans-Pritchard
and others have called them) without making compromises
or substitutions. The exigencies thus make it easy to explain
away cases of failure: ones where prayers seem not to be
answered, or the desired effects otherwise not attained (where,
e.g., the baby’s health does not improve, or the crop fails
anyway). And this kind of “out,” in turn, gives the system of
understanding some resilience and adaptability.

Material and Immaterial
Animals can connect past, present, and future, and they may
help reassure humans who use them in sacrifice that wellbeing will be ensured. A being expiring in life can be deemed
a portal of communication with the dead or the living beyond—their spirits. It can serve as a subjunctive (Whyte 1997:
24, 131, 2002), positing desired economic conditions as if in
hopeful dream or reinforcing real relations of power and prestige.
Giving hope, in crisis, a material form is a part of the flow
of trust and a part of transference and exchange. Part of the
point of using sacrifice to gain certainty or security, economic
or psychological, is to give the invisible a dimension that is
visible, the inchoate a dimension tactile, and perhaps the inaudible a voice—a multisensory experience⫺and to bring to
bear something that can be materially offered or exchanged.22
William Pietz writes of the material-spiritual connection, the
reification, in economic terms. To him, sacrificial blood stands
materially for the life of the still active dead and the living
together. “Blood as such no more is this substance than money
as such is capital,” he writes, but stands for it “in the same
sense that, in commercial exchange, money is the objective
realization of the social value substance called capital” (Pietz
1999:75; see also Pietz 1985, 1987, 1988). In another analogy,
money and price are to value as the movement of objects
over distance is to gravity (Inayatullah 2007:100). The suffering and the substitutions that seem so central a part of
sacrificial tradition (not least eucharistic ones) seem to rely
21. See Sheridan (2001) for cases and comparisons of African “sacred
groves,” including sacrificial sites. See also Frazer (1924).
22. On other offerings with exchange proposals among Ugandan Nyole, see Whyte (1997:229, 100–101 [goat for health] and passim). See
also Lienhardt (1954:155–156) on Shilluk.
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Challenges to sacrificial custom have been formidable in the
Luo country or elsewhere in inland tropical Africa. Numerous
observers have noted a decline since the 1930s (paralleling an

evident decline in “blood brotherhood” rites, too).24 That
squares with my strong impressions later in the century.
Christian campaigns to stamp out animal sacrifice as supposedly heathen, idolatrous, superstitious, or distracting have
their own ironies. But bread and wine for some faith communities (Roman Catholic, Anglican) as its own commemorative, symbolic sacrifice and ecstatic faith profession for
others (Pentecostal, evangelical) seem to have supplanted
much animal use (Morris 2000a; see also Freeman 2012).
Economists’ campaigns against animal rearing as supposedly
wasteful of tillable land and against ceremonial contributions
and feasting as unaffordable, too, have done their part. Animal
rights groups in Europe, America, and the world at large
increasingly broadcast on the web, and with some strong advocates in Africa, they have used words such as “torture” and
“murder” to drive home their messages. New science on animal sentience, cognition, and emotion strengthens their case.
Other research pointing to health advantages of vegan diets
may strike an odd note when arriving, as some of it has, from
lands of industrialized stock rearing and slaughter overseas.
(These last methods make older African methods of animal
rearing and care look positively benign in comparison.) But
the influences combine.
Other lines of explanation, less direct, involve the problems
of shrinking lands and commercial landgrabs, the rise of commercial butcheries in towns, and the hunger of consumers
overseas, all drawing down herds. One last line of possible
explanation: the distractions of mass media that feature traffic
accidents, bombings, shootings, and the like, as if to absorb
all interest in killing. Any or all these things might have reduced animal offerings and sacrifices (and likely driven some
of them underground into more secretive goings-on). The
trend, if it is one, may indeed have been “overdetermined”:
brought by more than sufficient causes.
What we cannot say, though, is that sacrifice is just a casualty of the advance of reason or science in humankind, such
as economics claims to represent. Anyone who remembers
the compounded fictions and fabrications of Wall Street and
other financial capitals that came to light in the 2008 debacle—the derivatives, the debt swaps, the Ponzi schemes—
knows how far human faith, trust, and wish to conform can
stretch in economics and finance no less than in religion.
Anyone who ponders the back pages of World Bank project
appraisal reports about production and incomes or news stories about the bleeding of Africa through corruption and capital flight, with their tables of “indicators” in patently spurious
precision down to a percentage point, knows how easily a
yearning for certainty can take over our thinking.25 Belief just
takes different forms.26

23. See Wipper (1977) on the Mumbo movement, Ogot (1971) and
Hoehler-Fatton (1996) on the Roho churches, and Schwartz (1989, 1994)
on the Legio Maria church. See Shipton (2007, chap. 9, 2012) for further
discussions of these and other western Kenyan and northern Ugandan
movements that have involved sacrificial practice and imagery. Barrett
et al. (1973) surveys Kenyan churches more generally.

24. See Geissler and Prince (2010:76, n. 42, 103–104) and Mboya (2001
[1938]). See also Hutchinson (1996:300, 325) on Nuer.
25. Patrick McGroarty, “Crimes Found Sapping Billions from Africa,”
Wall Street Journal, March 13, 2013, sec. A.
26. Benoı̂t de L’Estoile (2014) also discusses the dangers of assuming
economy to be natural or factual, foreclosing alternative explanations.

heavily on metaphor in practitioners’ as well as analysts’
minds. This means a blurring of distinctions between being
and resembling.
In the formation of religious movements and churches, too,
in the lake region, distinctions between being and resembling
blur, but they do so as much by metonym as by metaphor.
New events and organizations assimilate older conceptual
models. The Mumbo movement in the early twentieth century, founded by prophet Onyango Dunde, demanded largescale sacrificial cattle drives into Lake Victoria and turned
Christian rhetoric against Europeans, whom it purported to
expel wholesale for a new order. New independent churches,
such as Legio Maria or the Roho (Spirit) Church, which focuses on the martyred Alfayo Odongo Mango (ca. 1884–
1934), build on but adapt and transform Christian models.
This latter has subdivided into several churches with Roho
in their names. In and around the Luo country, a succession
of new faiths, both emulating and protesting against imported
forms of Christianity, have continued appearing for over a
century. They have differing strictures about individual
achievement and sharing, about the cash crop tobacco, and
about marriage payments and other economic things. They
typically appear as prophetic and millenarian movements and
formalize as churches, and these divide and subdivide all the
time.23 In a way, it is plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.
Some other things, too, do not change so fast underneath,
such as the evident premise that one must give, or give up,
to get (as in “no pain, no gain”). That seeming assumption
may help us to explain why, in Luo country and a much wider
region, people who get rich too fast and too easily become
targets of sorcery or are accused of it themselves. It can help
explain local suspicions of aid projects offering miracle seeds
and fertilizers, fuel-efficient stoves, or rewards without “sweat
equity,” for their rewards can seem too easy, even unfairly so,
if they involve no costs of any kind for users but may seem
unfairly distributed between homes. It helps explain why
windfall fortunes, for instance from lotteries or extortion,
need to be purified or “anchored” in homesteads (guro gueth,
fixing down blessing) with sometimes costly ceremonies.
When the guests, after eating and drinking, disperse with full
stomachs, their hosts may hope the occult dangers will depart
with them. Such rumors abound. Where sacrifice and ceremony are concerned, there is always room for speculation.

Suppression and Combination

S60

Religious understanding can influence economy, as Max
Weber (1930 [1904–1905]) once suggested. Economy, too, can
affect religion, as R. H. Tawney (1948 [1922]) countered,
completing a circle of a sort. But many questions about economy and religion and about sacrifice remain unanswered.
Might sacrificial custom trace back to an agrarian understanding that requires burying seeds underground for new life? Do
crises make us more inclined to accept authority, be it temporal or mystical, for hope? Do some of the same complex
neural circuits and hormonal balances that serve our cognition and emotion about giving and taking also serve thought
and feeling about prayers and blessings?27 Questions such as
these will take research beyond current disciplinary bounds.
Economists and theologians both inspire big hopes and
fears, realistic or not. Economists call their predictions forecasting (their critics call them pseudoscientific pretense).
Theologians and other spiritualists call predictions prophecy
(their critics call them superstition). A more neutral thirdparty vantage, from a cultural standpoint, shows us they overlap. In some ways, as I have sought to show, economy is a
kind of religion, and as such, it is looked to for predictions,
for rules on how to behave, for hidden or final truths.
A gulf between an ostensibly scientific discipline such as
economics and an ostensibly spiritual one such as religion—
as epistemes, professions, or institutions—can be traversed.
Attending to linguistic translation is a way toward understanding. Inquiry must not run aground on overrigid single
definitions or stall in the backwater of overexclusive categories. Key terms such as “economy,” “religion,” and “sacrifice”
in English or chulo, liswa, and juok in DhoLuo belong to
particular traditions of thought. They carry their own cargos
of connotations, defying translation one to one. Meaning risks
getting lost, and with it a chance of fellow feeling, in cataracts
of impatient translation.
Those are straits where big, multifaceted ideas get reduced
to simple, one-dimensional ones. It is too easy, even for the
Anglophone, to reduce sacrifice to gambling or waste, animals
to stock, lived experience to costs and benefits. It is easy to
reduce blessings to gifts, supplication to begging, protection
to insurance, and salvation to mere saving. Luo Anglophones
sometimes do it themselves.28 But doing so always leaves
something out.
Missionaries, aid workers, and officials keep arriving in
Africa’s interior, and local converts proffer ideologies from
afar with no less zeal. Most people, seeking to grow, procreate,
nurture, and manage their lives for meaning and rememSee also George and Sabelli (1994) on something like this at the World
Bank.
27. We do now know that circuits and hormonal systems for cognition
and emotion that evolved as if for one purpose can and do get used also,
or instead, for another (Churchland 2012; Iacoboni 2009; Sapolsky 2010).
Our brains are thus “layered” for multipurposes.
28. On Anglican Luo “saved,” contrasting with less affluent but less
anxious local traditionalists, see Geissler and Prince (2010; cf. Weber’s
1930 [1904–1905] debated classic on Protestants and Catholics).
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brance, have no luxury of a recognized discipline or profession
such as economics or theology, set apart for respect or retreat.
But all must somehow be and do, and most would like to do
better than just cope or survive. And one way that may happen
is by more patient understanding between the living, whether
about the living, the dead, or the ones in between. Trusting
and tolerating, more than telling what to do, are a way to
make not just a better living but a better life.
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“Money Is Good, but a Friend Is Better”
Uncertainty, Orientation to the Future, and “the Economy”
by Benoı̂t de L’Estoile
Based on a long-term ethnography in state-run settlement projects on former sugarcane plantations in Northeast
Brazil, in this paper I question the evidence of “the economy” as a privileged framework for understanding the life
situation of the poor, which is structured by precariousness and uncertainty about the future. Exploring the polysemy
of Portuguese esperar (to wait, to hope, and to expect), it analyzes the plurality of orientations to the future among
former sugarcane wage workers included as beneficiaries in land reform projects and their strategies to mitigate
uncertainty in various configurations. If radical uncertainty lies out of human hands, relative uncertainty may be
acted on by mobilizing people. While money is desirable, it has a transitory character, and the value of friends lies
in their potential to help, especially in case of a crisis. Ethnography thus suggests moving beyond an “economic
anthropology” that aims to analyze “other economies” and set out to explore the fields of opportunities and frames
of reference that structure life situations and the local versions of oikonomia in its original meaning of “government
of the household.”

Maybe it had been a mistake not to sue the union, reflected
Tatã, a former worker in sugarcane plantations. “Had I
brought the union to court, it would have been good!” In
the 1980s, he had worked informally for 5 years as a driver
for the Coqueiros branch of the Rural Workers Trade Union,
thus failing to receive entitlement to social benefits. A former
colleague, who had also worked informally for the union,
later claimed compensation in court and received a significant
sum of money. Zézinho, the president of the local union,
“owes me this favor up to now,” said Tatã. However, “I didn’t
lose,” he added; “the guy says that money is good, but I think
a friend is better.” Zézinho, elected mayor at the end of the
1990s, was indeed instrumental both in favorizing the implementation in Coqueiros of the federal land reform program
and Tatã’s inclusion in it as a beneficiary, allowing him to
gain a “tract of land.” Tatã justified his conduct by mobilizing
a familiar scheme of local “popular wisdom,” often heard in
the proverbial form “a friend on the market is better than
money in your pocket.” Why would a friend be more valuable
than money? Is Tatã a utilitarian, moved by economic interest
and calculating the more profitable course of action? Is he,
on the contrary, articulating a “moral economy,” asserting the
superior moral value of friendship over money? Or is something else altogether at stake here?

I met Tatã and Zézinho a number of times in the course
of a long-term ethnography in sugarcane plantations turned
into settlement projects in the southern Zona da Mata region
of Pernambuco along the northeastern coast of Brazil.1 I argue
that interpreting Tatã’s predicament in “economic” terms, or
even in terms of “moral economy,” prevents us from grasping
the complexity of the world in which it makes sense. I suggest
it is rather a statement about the adequate way to conduct
one’s life in a situation of structural precariousness and radical
uncertainty about the future. This situation of uncertainty
and unpredictability is associated with a specific form of orientation to the future, epitomized by the polysemy of the verb
esperar (to wait, to hope, and to expect). Personal relationships and resources are mobilized to respond to expectations
about the future, which are defined by fields of opportunities
and frames of reference. Changes across time in fields of
opportunities and in frames of reference produce various configurations of uncertainty.
At a more radical level, I suggest that ethnography, by
paying attention to the ways people conceptualize their practices, leads us to question the very framework of “the economy” as a taken-for-granted framework for perceiving the
world and acting on it for scholars (including anthropologists). This would allow us to go beyond “economic anthro-

Benoı̂t de L’Estoile is Directeur de recherche at the Centre National
de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS)–IRIS, Institut de Recherches
Interdisciplinaires sur les Enjeux Sociaux (48 boulevard Jourdan,
75014 Paris, France [blestoile@gmail.com]). This paper was
submitted 10 IV 13, accepted 6 II 14, and electronically published
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1. In 1997 in the place I call here Coqueiros, I started to study three
sugarcane plantations that soon thereafter turned into settlement projects
as part of the Brazilian land reform program. I have continued fieldwork
since then, gaining increasing intimacy with the families involved, in
1999, 2003, 2006, 2008, 2010, 2011, and 2013. The three settlements
officially accommodate 94, 38, and 59 families holding plots of between
4 and 9 ha.
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pology,” itself a product of such a framework, to look more
precisely not at “economic practices” in other settings but at
other ways to construct the world and live in it, or, following
Wittgenstein (1953), other “forms of life.”

Modern Economy and Its Other
It is tempting to read such statements as “a friend is better
than money” in light of the long-familiar discussion on money
economy versus personal relationships. Modern capitalist
economy has often been associated both with a process of
rationalization of time and depersonalization, encroaching on
the world of personal relationships. There is an extensive
literature linking the expansion of money economy to the
development of a calculating, rational, depersonalizing attitude toward life (Simmel 1903; Weber 1968 [1922]). In such
accounts, calculability appears as one—if not the—defining
feature of our modern world. Calculation implies a common,
stabilized frame of reference defining expectations. Both predictability of the future and calculability thus appear essential
to our notion of the modern economy. This involves a specific
mode of relating to the future premised on constant efforts
to reduce uncertainty or, when that is not possible, to estimate
the probability of an occurrence so as to reduce its effect.2
Uncertainty, while not altogether avoidable, is to be contained
by rationalization and calculation.
It is by contrast to this idealized conception of the (modern) economy that economic anthropology and economic sociology emerged in the first place. Following Malinowski, anthropologists, and others have amply demonstrated that this
was too narrow a view of economic practices, and they taught
us to pluralize our understanding of the economy. A host of
notions used by economic anthropology and sociology as
qualifiers of “economy,” such as “primitive,” “peasant,”
“tribal,” “of the gift,” “house,” “moral,” “popular,” and so
forth, suggest that these are unorthodox and subaltern economic conceptions and practices, with specific rules that we
set out to elucidate in order to produce a more pluralistic
picture of “economic practices” than the oversimplistic one
provided by “standard economics.”3
While this body of work has greatly enlarged our vision,
it remains constrained by being a counter-discourse, mirroring its antagonist, and rooted in a deeply entrenched belief
that “the economy” exists in itself everywhere and at all times,
underlying all situations, even if it takes specific forms in
noncapitalist settings. This ontological belief is shared not
2. This is basically the actuarial principle of the insurance system since
the seventeenth century: while nobody can predict a shipwreck or a
sudden death, it is possible to estimate its probability, and based on this,
to calculate a premium that offers the security of (monetary) compensation for the incurred loss (Hacking 1975). On the notions of “uncertainty” in economics and finance, see also Brian (2009).
3. These various dual concepts may be taken as variants of Max
Weber’s ideal-typical distinction between “natural economy” and “money
economy” (Weber 1968 [1922]:100).
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only by the extollers of market economics but also by their
staunchest critics, such as the two Karls, Marx and Polanyi,
and their followers.4 For the latter (following Weber 1968
[1922]), the “economy” that is the process of satisfaction of
material needs was for a long time “embedded” in social
relationships but, substantively, was already there, even if not
recognized as such before Aristotle, who “discovered” it and
named it (Polanyi 1957; see also Finley (1984 [1970]). Following Polanyi, Aristotle has been enlisted as a pioneer of an
alternative understanding of “economy” in the sense of what
Gudeman and Rivera (1990) call “domestic economy,” by
contrast with “market economy.” However, while “economy”
is of course etymologically derived from oiκoνoμια (oikonomia), Aristotle coined this notion in his Politics to refer to
domestic rule of the oikos (household/domain) by contrast
with the politiké, civic government.5 For Aristotle, governing
the oikos (household/domain) was essentially to be a good
“house master,” insuring the autonomy of the oikos: this involved primarily the rule (archè) over living dependents
(slaves, spouse, and children) and only secondarily managing
things. A more adequate translation of “oikonomia” would
then be “government of the household,” thus bringing the
political (in our modern understanding) dimension to the
fore.
The very notion of a “substantive economy”—that is, the
belief that material conditions of life (production, exchange,
and consumption) are logically distinct from political or spiritual ones (even if they happen to be entangled)—is an essential ontological tenet of our contemporary world.6 To go
further, we need to challenge the very notion of “the economy” as a taken-for-granted frame of reference. I take here
my cue from Timothy Mitchell, who states boldly that “the
idea of the economy in its contemporary sense did not emerge
until the middle decades of the twentieth century” (Mitchell
2002:4). While Mitchell’s thesis’s historical accuracy is debatable, I take up his contention that “the economy,” far from
having “always been there,” a necessary component of any
world, is, despite its central position in our own world, a
contingent one.

Expectations, Fields of Opportunities, and
Frames of Reference
In the economic framework, issues of orientation to the future
have been usually formulated in terms of “expectations.” “Expectation” is an important analytic concept in economics but
4. Such a conception informs the very project of economic anthropology, as is apparent, e.g., in the recent synthesis by Hann and Hart
2011.
5. Aristotle, Politique (bilingual French/Greek version: http://
remacle.org/bloodwolf/philosophes/Aristote/politique2a.htm [accessed
June 6, 2012]).
6. Bateson (1935) warned us long ago against such “misplaced concreteness.” See also Bohannan (1967).
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also in the social sciences.7 Mauss (1969 [1934]) suggested
that “expectations” (attentes) are the essence of social life and
that this notion “generates economy and law,” while Weber
(1968 [1922]) gave a central place to expectations (Erwartungen). However, such notions of expectation are too often
generic and abstract. To get closer to lived experience, I appropriate Reinhart Koselleck’s (1995 [1979]) dual notion of
“space of experience” (Erfarhungsraum), “the past insofar as
it is present,” and “horizon of expectation” (Erwartungshorizont), “the future as it is present.” As Koselleck points out,
the fruitfulness of these notions is related to their metahistorical and “anthropological” character (the human condition
is necessarily in time) but also because they must be historically and socially specified. To do so, it is useful to complement them with two other notions: “field of opportunities”
and “frame of reference.” I use the notion of field of opportunities to refer in the widest sense to the set of possibilities
and constraints that define at a given moment the “conditions
for life,” both material and symbolic, for a group of individuals, what Weber (1968 [1922]:927) called “life opportunities”
(Lebenschancen). “Frame of reference” is the cognitive and
normative frame used by people to make sense of their world
and act on it. This corresponds broadly to what in the anthropological and sociological literature is variously referred
to as “worldview,” eidos, “common sense,” “frame of constructs,” “interactive frame,” “definition of reality,” “mental
structures,” “cultures,” or even “ontologies.”8 Frames of reference are partly shared within a given social world (thus
allowing mutual orientation) and partly defined by singular
collective and individual experiences. They involve ontological, ethical, and political aspects, entailing values and beliefs
about what is the world, what constitutes a “good life,” and
what it is to be a “good person” (Redfield 1965). Frames of
reference are typically associated with a given field of opportunities but in part are autonomous from it; in particular,
more than one frame of reference may be associated with a
given field of opportunities. This formulation does not imply
that the “field of opportunities” somehow exists “outside” of
any frame of reference; the very form of any field of opportunities is structured by frames of reference (legal, economic,
political, etc.). The opportunities actually available to an individual are indeed constrained by both her own and others’
expectations and perceptions of what is “adequate” in a given
situation.
These frames of reference (incorporating individual and
collective experience) define both the ways the world is experienced and interpreted and expectations as to the future.
The combination of a given field of opportunities and a spe7. Following Knight’s (1921) famous distinction between “risk” as
“calculable uncertainty” and “uncertainty” (as uncalculable), economists
argued over “uncertainty” and “expectations.” See especially Keynes (1974
[1937]), von Hayek (1937), and von Mises (1949).
8. I am aware that these notions are far from being equivalent and
relate to different theoretical frameworks, but as this is not central to
my present purpose, I use here a loose definition of “frame of reference.”

Current Anthropology Volume 55, Supplement 9, August 2014

cific frame defines individual and collective “horizons of expectation.” These notions are, of course, reflexive: they apply
not only to those we wish to understand but to our own
“form of life.”

Land Reform and the Economic Framework
for Planning the Future
In this section I will start by describing structural changes in
the field of opportunities in terms of the familiar “economic”
framework while attempting later to move beyond it. Pernambuco sugarcane plantations, involving the large-scale use
of slave labor, have been integrated in capitalist economy since
the sixteenth century by Portuguese and Dutch colonization
(Schwartz 1985). Indeed, Sidney Mintz (1974) argued that
the plantation system had pioneered a form of capitalist industrial organization on subject peoples long before industry
itself in Europe. Pernambuco sugarcane workers have been
living in a monetarized world for a long time, typically receiving weekly wages, paid either directly by the boss or by
a subcontractor.9
Pernambuco sugarcane agro-industry became largely dependent on the Brazilian state through the Federal Institute
of Sugar and Alcohol (Instituto do Açucar e do Alcool [IAA]),
subsidizing Northeast sugarcane producers, where productivity is lower than in other regions, and from the 1970s on, the
Proalcool Plan, fostering the production of ethanol from sugarcane as fuel.10 In the early 1990s, neoliberal policies suppressed the IAA, and Pernambuco cane was soon hit by an
acute crisis and a sharp fall in production.11 This slump led
to sugar refineries going broke and massive unemployment,
especially among those who were seasonal workers for the

9. I entered this field thanks to my late friend Lygia Sigaud, with whom
I organized in Coqueiros in 1997 a transnational “fieldwork training
experiment” involving faculty and graduate students from the École normale supérieure and École des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, Paris,
and the Programa de pos-graduação em Antropologia Social (PPGAS)/
Museu Nacional, Federal University of Rio de Janeiro (de L’Estoile and
Sigaud 2006). My own work has been made possible by the previous
work of a group of Brazilian anthropologists who set out to study the
Zona da Mata region in the late 1960s, producing a remarkable body of
scholarship (for an overview, see Sigaud 2008). A key insight of these
studies was that the development of local “markets” (feiras) in the Northeast had affected both “peasant economies” and “forms of domination”
(Garcia 1993; Palmeira 1971). Grounded in economic anthropology and
Marxist studies of “peasant economy” (Chayanov 1966; Kula 1970; Tepicht 1973), they analyzed forms of “peasant accounting” among small
producers (e.g., Garcia 1983, 1989; Heredia 1979). Their account of “peasant economy” is similar to the logic described by Gudeman and Rivera
(1990), albeit in a different analytical language.
10. State subsidies to plantation owners started in the late nineteenth
century; see Eisenberg (1974).
11. In Coqueiros district, sugarcane production was in 2000 one-third
of its 1994 level.
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harvest.12 Some refineries offered to settle their debts with the
Bank of Brazil by transferring part of their estates to the
federal state. This coincided with a significant increase in the
Brazilian land reform policy, prompted by the pressure of
social movements, and the federal state expropriated significant tracts of land (compensating the landlords) and divided
them into small lots under the supervision of Instituto Nacional de Colonização e Reforma Agrária (INCRA), the Federal National Institute for Colonization and Land Reform.13
The ideal of land reform in Brazil, topic of heated debate
and conflict in Brazil since the 1950s, entails a horizon of
expectation oriented by the belief in progress led by a rational
and modernizing state.14 Rational planning is the means to
master the future. Ideally, land reform settlements should
allow for the development of a healthy “family agriculture”
providing the Brazilian population with quality products.
“Planning,” “rational use of land,” “development,” “organizing,” and “management” are keywords in official definitions of the state policy of land reform. A striking feature
of the projects is the claim to control time and to plan the
future rationally. This is to be attained through a specific tool,
the Plan for the Development of the Settlement (Plano de
Desenvolvimento do Assentamento [PDA]).15 This document
sets out to define a systematic plan in order to reach the stage
of “emancipating” the settlement from state tutelage once it
is economically and socially developed. It consists first of a
“diagnosis,” successively examining “physical aspects” (soils),
“social aspects” (population, social organization, habitation
and sanitation, health, culture and leisure, education), “economic aspects” (covering “productive system and commercialization” and “agro-industry”), and finally “environmental
aspects.” This division under various “aspects” is essentialized,
as each of them is associated with distinct specialists and fields
of expertise. The PDA then outlines a “plan of sustainable
development” starting with “a plan of economic exploitation”
by evaluating the costs of implantation of various development projects, “basic social programs,” and an “environmen12. During the cane harvest (September to March), plantations hire
large quantities of (mostly male) labor to cut the cane, while during the
winter months, opportunities became scarcer, and people look for small
jobs or eat from the mangrove. Especially for those who lived in the
outskirts of the small towns, the field of opportunities was structurally
marked by this seasonal character.
13. The federal state was then headed by the social democrat Fernando
Henrique Cardoso and later by the Worker’s Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores [PT]) under the presidency first of Lula and now of Dilma
Rousseff. INCRA is a semiautonomous agency (“autarchy”) within the
Ministry for Agrarian Development (Ministério do Desenvolvimento
Agrário [MDA]) and is in charge of developing “familial agriculture”
while the parallel Ministry of Agriculture is fostering agribusiness.
14. A crucial element of the redemocratization process in the mid1980s was the elaboration, in which rural anthropologists took a prominent part, of an ambitious national plan of land reform that finally failed
to be implemented (Pereira 1997).
15. It has been a protracted process. While the plantations have been
expropriated in 1997, the PDAs for the three settlements were elaborated
in 2004.
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tal program.”16 The urge to control time rationally through
“planning and strategy” features prominently in these documents. INCRA officials, NGO agents, and agricultural technicians in charge of “projects” typically complain about the
fact that people are “unprepared,” that they have “no sense
of administration”: having been for centuries “administered”
by the landlords made them unable to “administrate themselves.” Earnestly trying to foster the “economic development”
of the settlement and of beneficiaries, they strive to make
them “change their minds” and learn to “administrate themselves.” Thus, the PDA suggested that “commercial agents”
be “trained” in order to adopt a “strategic” behavior of controlling the production schedule in order to maximize profit
and learn to master the laws of supply and demand. For these
specialists, organizing the future implies the framework of
“the economy” because it is a constitutive part of their world.17
At a larger scale, the same broad categories underpin evaluations of agrarian reform that typically make large use of
“economic indicators” (or “socioeconomic” ones). The use
of such a framework is directly linked to the political importance of the topic. The assessment of land reform as “economic success” (or failure) has been a critical issue in Brazilian
politics for more than half a century. Conservative critics have
been prone to denounce land reform as economically inefficient, suggesting that the Brazilian state could better invest
its resources in other sectors, such as commercial agriculture.
It is against this background that a major nationwide study
of land reform, funded by the ministry in charge of it (MDA)
and conducted by leading Brazilian scholars (anthropologists,
rural sociologists, economists, and agronomists), aimed to
evaluate both “economic” and “social” “impacts” (Heredia
and al. 2004). A significant part of the report was devoted to
an analysis of the “impact of settlements in regional economic
dynamics,” considering successively the following items: creation of jobs; agricultural production; effect on local production; productivity, technical assistance, and technological
models; access to credit; effects on commercialization; and
effects on the life conditions of settled populations.18 The
thrust of the report was that while the state has failed to
deliver adequate policies insuring full economic success, the
material conditions of beneficiaries had distinctly improved
in relation to their prior condition.
“The economy” is thus not only a frame of reference for
understanding the world and acting on it, it is also a set of
social practices and cognitive tools that constitute a “social
world.” These various actors—even if they do not always act
or think in “economic” terms—live in a world defined by the
economy as an overarching framework. Scholars share this
16. This is a summary outline, with the understanding that more
detailed projects would be drawn up later. An estimated budget for the
implementation of various programs is included.
17. While these various actors are divided along professional, political,
and ideological lines, they share a common belief in “the economy.”
18. A parallel section was devoted to “the presence of the settlements
in social and political regional dynamics.”
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framework because they belong to this world. Their (our)
projects and actions are premised on the assumption that “the
economy” determines the very basis of our existence.

Esperar: Structural Precariousness, Radical
Uncertainty, and Orientation to the Future
Such visions of the future contrast with the ways time is
experienced by beneficiaries. This specific mode of orientation
to the future can be illustrated by the polysemy of the verb
esperar. Portuguese-speaking learners of English and Englishspeaking learners of Portuguese usually struggle with the difficulty caused by the nonequivalence between Portuguese esperar (broadly similar to its Spanish equivalent) and the
English verbs “to expect,” “to hope,” and “to wait.”19 In English, these verbs convey distinct, even opposed meanings: “to
expect” suggests a high probability of occurrence, while “to
hope” conveys both a greater uncertainty and an active longing for; by contrast, “to wait” suggests a more passive attitude.
While not claiming this linguistic feature as causal, I use it
as a tool for the ethnographic exploration of modes of relating
to the future among Pernambuco former sugarcane cutters.20
What one might call “radical uncertainty” and unpredictability are structural features of life in rural Nordeste. People
in Coqueiros have been living for generations in a state of
structural precariousness, on the verge of sliding below the
level of survival.21 This condition is, however, “normalized”
in the sense that it is experienced as part of normal life, not
as a “crisis,” a word used to describe situations of acute difficulty.22 When the situation of privation is dire, people say
they are “experiencing need” (passando necessidade) or “experiencing hunger” (passando fome).
One can define two broad areas of uncertainty on which
humans hold quite distinct possibilities of control: one relative
and one radical. The relative one is constituted by one’s own
social world, the people one knows and to whom one can
have easy direct or indirect access. In normal circumstances,
expectations about what others will do are defined by a common framework, a set of shared norms and values. In rural
Pernambuco, interactions within interpersonal and interfamilial relationships are relatively predictable insofar as they are
in principle oriented by the norm of reciprocity (both positive
19. This linguistic characteristic in Spanish and Portuguese is a legacy
of Latin sperare, meaning both “to hope” and “to expect.”
20. Obviously, this structural linguistic feature of Portuguese is not
specific to the Zona da Mata.
21. This has partially changed since the implementation of new federal
programs of redistribution from the year 2000 on (Lautier 2007).
22. For most Europeans, “precariousness” is associated with a situation
of “crisis” and the prospect of growing uncertainty because we perceive
it as an abnormal discontinuity unsettling previous expectations. However, structural precariousness has been the “normal” condition for most
of humanity most of the time. In many ways, it is similar to the situation
of the European poor in Europe before the nineteenth century (Fontaine
2008).
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and negative): if one helps someone, one is entitled to expect
to be helped later; if one kills someone, one should expect
the relatives to exact revenge, killing the murderer or one of
his close kin. This is, then, an area of relative uncertainty:
one cannot predict with absolute certainty how one’s partners
in an interaction will react, but one has definite expectations
as to their possible actions.
Other areas of life are in principle completely beyond one’s
control, thus defining areas of radical uncertainty. Uncertainty
and unpredictability are defining features of peasant life anywhere, as agriculture is highly dependent of climatic accidents.23 While some beneficiaries of the land reform program
are more skilled than others, unpredictability is highlighted
by one of them exclaiming, “Agriculture is a shot in the dark!
You may as well plant and get that [large] production or get
nothing.”
Unpredictability extends to other areas of life. The poor in
Brazil have learned to live in the absence of an efficient social
security system, without access to health or life insurance.
The poor in Coqueiros live with the constant risk of getting
ill, having an accident, or being murdered. The experience of
sudden death is of course a common feature of the human
condition, but its frequency imprints a specific quality on life
in Coqueiros. My interlocutors refer to several cases of apparently “successful” trajectories brutally ended by a traffic
accident or murder. Such tragic destinies are a painful reminder that rational plans for the future are fragile and are
not in human hands.
Uncertainty, both relative and radical, is then a basic feature
of life, framing daily expectations. Esperar suggests that something more than “expecting” is involved, embodying the experience that waiting is often frustrated. It has an open-ended
quality, linked with uncertainty, implying one has to “wait”
while hoping.24 Esperar refers to a realistic hope, while sonhar
(to dream) suggests that it is theoretically possible (especially
with the help of a miracle) but with the implication that it
is unlikely. However, there are distinct substantives: esperança
(hope) and espera (waiting). As in other places with a Christian history, hope is associated with life and is imbued with
a religious ring.
Esperar in this context refers to a horizon of expectation
hardly reducible to calculation. People do use some accounting or compare expected returns when deciding whether to
settle for planting sugarcane on their plot rather than some
other crop. It would, however, be overinterpretation to read
this as an “economic calculation.” In fact, some crucial factors
may not be calculated at all.

23. While it is a common feature, it is especially stringent in the
absence of irrigation and pest control.
24. The notion of “waiting” may also be conveyed by the term aguardar, which is unambiguous but belongs to a more formal linguistic code.
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Coping with Uncertainty:
Three Configurations
While uncertainty is thus a structural feature, its specific distribution varies according to each setting. I shall describe three
configurations of uncertainty, associated with their own fields
of opportunities and frames of reference, that at different
historical moments have structured the life of those living and
working on the same territories, that used to be sugarcane
plantations and are now settlement projects: life in the plantation world, the moment of crisis leading to expropriation,
and life in the settlement.25 While radical uncertainty remains
constant (despite progress in social assistance over the years),26
the forms of relative uncertainty are in part defined by these
changes in configurations and in part by a geographical and
social continuity, because the same land, and in part the same
people, are involved. For each configuration, I shall first outline structural changes in the field of opportunities and then
sketch out the ways they shape people’s experiences.
The World of the Sugarcane Plantation
For a rural worker, the field of opportunities in the Zona da
Mata was mostly defined by the world of the large sugarcane
plantation (engenho), which also defined the taken-forgranted frame of reference. The plantation was not only an
economic institution but a political, social, and cultural world
structuring the whole life of its dwellers and characterized by
a basic assumption of continuity (Garcia 1989). After the
abolition of slavery (1888), the most common way for the
poor to stabilize the future was to enter into personal relationships of obligation with landlords, following a pattern of
“preference for security” clearly laid out by Scott (1976).
While highly personal, these relationships followed socially
sanctioned patterns premised on the expectation of reciprocity. In the standard model until the 1960s, a worker did not
ask the landholder for a “job” or a “position” but for a casa
de morada (house to dwell) with the mutual understanding
that dwelling (morar) on the engenho entailed the obligation/
opportunity to work for wages on it and that the morador
(the resident worker) was to have access to a small tract of
land to cultivate food crops such as manioc and corn (Palmeira 1977). In exchange for his loyalty, a morador could
expect protection, benefits in kind (e.g., access to wood, fish
for Lent), and “help” in case of “crisis” (a car to take somebody ill to the hospital, money to buy a medication, credit,
etc.). When describing the “time of the engenho,” former
workers are often ambivalent, insisting either on domination,
calling it “captivity,” or on the protection granted by the bom
25. This is but a highly stylized account, ideal-typically schematizing
a much more complex situation, changing both across time and space,
in the Zona da Mata region and beyond.
26. Since 1991, a system of rural pension has been gradually implemented. In 1999, retirement age was lowered to 60 years for men and
55 for women.
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patrão (good boss); the “economic” aspect is rarely singled
out. The ultimate ideal of a morador was to be granted a sitio,
a small tract of land including a house, together with a garden
and the right to plant fruit trees, which, by contrast with
annual crops, entailed long-term occupation and relative autonomy. From the 1960s on, however, it became gradually
undesirable for landowners (in part as a result of the implementation of new labor legislation) to maintain a large labor
force on plantations, and most stopped the practice of “giving
houses,” encouraging their moradores to move to the small
towns.27 However, in one of the engenhos I study, this configuration remained in place virtually until its bankruptcy in
1996.
In this configuration, relative uncertainty (that could be
acted on) concentrated on the relationship with the landlord,
because the quality of the personal relationship was essential
in mediating access to opportunities and resources: the morador had no legal guarantee of stability (he could be told to
leave at once) but could expect stability and protection in
exchange for his loyalty. In the hegemonic frame of reference,
proper relations between a “good boss” and a “good worker”
were expressed in the morally loaded language of reciprocity
and “friendship,” and expectations were fairly well defined,
which of course did not prevent conflict and occasionally
open violence.
Unions provided an alternative frame of reference in terms
of exploitation and class struggle (Sigaud 1986). Labor legislation opened up new opportunities and legal protection,
and union leaders encouraged workers to challenge the landlords in court and “claim their rights.” However, personal
relationships between union leaders and rank and file usually
followed a similar pattern, described as reciprocity and
“friendship” (Sigaud 2006).28 Significantly, Tatã used this term
to qualify his relationship with Zézinho while he considered
suing him as a former boss.
Shaking Frames of Reference: Sugarcane Crisis
and Land Occupations
The crisis of the sugarcane agro-industry in the mid-1990s
led to dramatic changes defining new constraints and opportunities. A portion of those faced with unemployment,
desperately looking for a “way out” of a situation of “crisis,”
took part in land invasions led by the Coqueiros branch of
the rural workers’ union.29 The occupation of a plantation
27. From the late 1960s on, the possibility of migration to the southeast
of Brazil (Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo) also opened up alternative fields
of opportunities (Garcia 1989).
28. Local trade unions have become in rural Brazil the de facto mediators to the state for pensions and social benefits.
29. In Brazil, rural workers’ unions are organized at a municipal level.
In Coqueiros, the movement was led by the local Sindicato dos Trabalhadores Rurais (STR [Union of Rural Workers]), linked to the Federation
of the State of Pernambuco (FETAPE [Federação dos Trabalhadores na
Agricultura do Estado de Pernambuco]). On rural workers’ unions in
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triggers the official process of expropriation by the federal
state. It opens a protracted and uncertain period over various
months or years with the possibility of judicial interruptions
or violent eviction by pistoleiros, entailing long periods of
esperar for those involved in occupations, until the eventual
creation of settlements (a stage in some cases never reached)
and the definition of a list of beneficiaries.30 It was a moment
both of maximal uncertainty, creating anxiety, and of hopes,
with different meanings for the moradores who lived on the
land and for the ones who took part in land occupations. For
moradores, the “frame of reference” was shaken, because the
very assumption of continuity of the engenho, until then their
taken-for-granted world, ultimately crumbled. Expectations
about the future, hope of accessing new opportunities, and
fear of losing protection were formulated in various frames
of reference as moradores and workers were entangled in conflicting loyalties toward their “good boss” and union leaders
(de L’Estoile 2001). Many voiced their concern regarding protection when life was in danger. “Who will send a car to take
someone ill to the hospital?” was a repeated query, as the local
landlords had always taken this responsibility on themselves.
When asked about the future, most people formulated
“dreams” rather than “projects.” The very ability to formulate
“projects” and strategies is dependent on the field of opportunities.31
At the same time, others expressed “hope” (esperança), a
positive orientation to the future, which opened up a possibility of action and in some cases the formulation of individual and collective projects (de L’Estoile and Sigaud 2006).
“Hope” to get a piece of land was for many a driving force
in joining the movement and incurring the hardships and
risks involved in participation in a land occupation, while
others were looking for a temporary “way out”of a situation
of deprivation. New leaders emerged who tried to foster beliefs
in a collective future and enlist them onto the path of “land
reform.”
“On the Moon”: Land Reform Settlement Projects
The third configuration of uncertainty is associated with a
dramatic transformation in the field of opportunities brought
about by the implantation of settlement projects. Eventually,
three engenhos in Coqueiros were expropriated by the federal
state in late 1997, handed over to INCRA, and three settlement
projects (projetos de assentamento) were created. The beneficiaries (drawn both from the former moradores and from
those who had taken part in land occupations) had to sign
a contract of “concession of use” of a plot of land in exchange
for agricultural development of the land by the beneficiary
Pernambuco, see Palmeira (1979), Pereira (1997), Rosa (2004), and Sigaud (1986, 2000, 2010).
30. With slight differences between plantations, this process happened
in Coqueiros over a period of 2 years from 1997 to 1999.
31. The possibility of formulating strategies is dependent on a minimum level of “distance to necessity” (Bourdieu 1997:262).
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and its family. This “concession of use” is supposed to evolve
into provisory ownership and later become legally guaranteed
by a title. There is thus some expectation of ultimate ownership, but its timing (or indeed, actual happening) remains
highly uncertain. At first, it was widely believed that this
would occur within 10 years, but 15 years after the beginning
of the process, this transitory stage has been dragging on.
The early period of the settlement project was one of high
hopes and deep anxieties. In September 1999, as trucks discharged the bricks for the houses that were to be constructed
on fields where sugarcane had recently been cut, beneficiaries
described with gleaming eyes the plans for their new houses
and their future lives in them. The horizon of expectation in
this new setting was modeled both on past experience and
on the utopian ideal of the “freed engenho,” combining the
security of the engenho and the autonomy of the sitio (Sigaud
1977). Access to the status of beneficiary of the land reform
settlement was especially valued, because it was associated
with “freedom,” that is, with greater autonomy. For those
who had, voluntarily or not, left the plantations, land reform
offered an opportunity to “go back to the land” and realize
their dream of having (or having back) their own sitio. One
beneficiary significantly called his plot “Good Hope” (Boa
esperança); another put a signpost “Farm of the Joy of Morena” at the entrance to her land. While land reform is officially geared toward agricultural production, what many
beneficiaries valued above all was the opportunity of becoming “one’s own master” (dono)—the possibility to act as a
master in one’s own house and on one’s own piece of land—
by contrast with their former situation in the engenho or in
the townships. While dono is often translated as “owner,”
stressing the legal and economic aspects, “master” is a better
equivalent, highlighting the (political) ability to make autonomous decisions (government of the house or oikonomia in
the Aristotelian sense). “Autonomy” takes on a very significant meaning in a region marked by the secular experience
of slavery and followed by the experience of personal dependence. It is expressed by the possibility of controlling one’s
time and mobility, “work at the time I want,” as well as “go
wherever I want.” Such formulas make sense by contrast with
the previous experience of being “ordered” to some particular
task by the plantation foreman. Becoming one’s own master
was strongly associated with a recovering of dignity. Questioned in 1999 by a fellow beneficiary about “freedom,” Mario
replied, “we became persons.”32
The creation of the assentamento defined a space where
specific rules obtain in stark contrast with both the order of
the engenho formerly ruling the territory and its inhabitants—
now abolished—and with the plantations surrounding the
assentamento. Beneficiaries soon met the bureaucratic world
of the Brazilian state, which up to then had been mostly
mediated by the trade unions. While INCRA is officially in
32. “A gente passou a ser gente”; gente refers to “human” as opposed
to “animal.”
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charge of the settlement, the actual practice is much more
akin to some kind of indirect rule, the association’s president
playing a role of intermediary reminiscent of colonial chiefs.33
Beneficiaries had to face a new uncertainty regarding the very
definition of the adequate frame of reference. As the former
president of one settlement association commented retrospectively, referring to what followed the “implosion” of the
plantation world, “it was like being on the moon”; he added
“everyone goes forward blindly.”
On the one hand, life in a land reform settlement reduces
structural unpredictability by giving some security and stability. Even if beneficiaries are not “owners” of their plot or
their house and may (in principle) be expelled if they fail to
meet the criteria set by INCRA, most of them, after some
time, enjoy a sense of relative security, especially because they
feel “at home” in what they insist in calling “their house.”
On the other hand, their accounts suggest that uncertainty
has grown in other areas of life. Whereas those who were
registered workers on the plantation could count on regular
weekly pay, they were now urged to turn into “small farmers”
able to master a much longer time frame, over a year, and
even a period of years, with the need to balance “good” and
“bad” years. Such a challenge has, however, proven beyond
the grasp of many beneficiaries, who claim they lack the means
to “survive” during the period when one has to cultivate while
not yet harvesting. A former morador said he “used to have
credit in the shops,” because he was sure to receive his weekly
wages; when in need, his employer, a “friend,” would also
lend him some money as an advance on his future wages.
This access to credit on an interpersonal basis stopped as he
became a land reform beneficiary.
The capacity to “manage time” is related to a power differential and to conflicting frames of reference: while “freedom” is for beneficiaries associated with being “master” of
one’s time, “projects” promoters and development technicians aim to teach them how to “make plans” but actually
keep them waiting. Projects of controlled social transformation involve a “rationalization” and “administration” of time
that break with familiar temporalities.34 However, the future
failed to materialize as planned: the first great agricultural
project for the three settlements, in 1999–2000, ended up in
utter failure, leaving beneficiaries in debt and barred from
accessing further credit. Most beneficiaries have since become
dependent on outside sources of income, such as wages or
retirement or invalidity pensions.
Bureaucratic rule has turned into a major source of uncertainty for beneficiaries. A typical situation in assentamentos
33. Associations are the obliged organizational frame for all dealings
with state agencies and NGOs. To most beneficiaries, this was a completely
unknown political form.
34. Such a brutal change in temporality has been observed elsewhere
in a number of peasant societies in similar situations of imposed social
transformation. See, e.g., Bourdieu (1963) on changing orientations to
the future among Kabyles in the context of forced “modernization” under
French late colonial rule.
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is esperar for a new “project” (which, it is hoped/expected,
might bring some kind of benefit or resource) to materialize.
Thus, a beneficiary tells that the district agronomist pledged
himself to try to “get a project” of pisciculture. “He told us
that early next year he will see whether he gets this fish for
us and this project. We are waiting/hoping [esperando].” The
experience of waiting is reinforced by the bureaucratic workings of the agencies in charge of monitoring the settlement
projects. INCRA officers themselves denounce the “slowness”
of the agency and urge beneficiaries to “pursue.”35 Thus, in
2006, INCRA started promising the arrival of a credit for
renovating houses. However, actual payment has been repeatedly postponed for bureaucratic reasons.36
When invited to assess their present situation in relation
to the past, my interlocutors balance losses and gains not in
economic terms but rather in terms of the potentially conflicting values of security and autonomy. In fact, the gain in
autonomy entails a corresponding increase in uncertainty:
when moradores were ordered to perform a task, they had no
real choice but to comply or to leave. Now, choices are much
more open, but many beneficiaries express a sense of confusion as to what to do in the absence of the plantation
framework. So, while life is stabilized in some vital areas, such
as housing, it remains highly uncertain in many other ways.

Facing Uncertainty: Short-Term Money,
Long-Term Friendship
To understand “friendship is better than money” as a moral
statement condemning the intrusion of money in a world of
interpersonal relationships would be off the mark. Rather, it
is used to balance and value one against the other of two
“goods” (in the moral, not the economic sense) belonging to
two different orders of value or “transactional orders” (Bloch
and Parry 1989). Money and friendship are valued differently
because they are associated with different temporalities and
moralities: money is associated with a short-term orientation,
whereas friendship involves a long-term relationship.
Pernambuco sugarcane workers have long been familiar
with capitalist and monetary relationships, and there is no
moral condemnation of money as such. As being “poor” is
precisely defined by the lack of it, money is considered desirable. People strive to earn more money because they need
it to “sustain the house,” providing food, clothes, and whatever is necessary for the life of the family. Money, however,
is seen as utterly unreliable. In the experience of the poor,
money withers away fast. The general expectation is that if
one happens to earn money, one spends it immediately. This
seems confirmed by the experience of land reform beneficiaries: the program entailed in its early stages the payment of
various allowances, which were to cover buying tools and
35. People contrast esperar and correr atrás (literally, “to run after,”
to pursue), the latter implying an active stance to attain the desired end.
36. In 2013, the responsibility for this project has been shifted to
another agency, thus producing further delay.
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seeds, amounting to a total of 2,500 reais (R2,500), about
seven times the then minimum monthly salary, for them a
considerable amount of money. As Dona Morena told me in
2002, “My God, I never got hold of any money! I worked
cutting cane, going out at dawn; when Saturday came, I went
to the market, nothing was left [from her wages]. . . . Then
when I got hold of such money . . . the people up here [told
me]: “Spend! Buy this, buy that, buy, buy!’ I spent it all! I
don’t know how to work with money.” She relates her inability
to deal with money to her previous experience of receiving
weekly wages and to her confusion with the instructions by
the settlement leadership and agricultural technicians on how
to spend the allowance. Money was spent in various ways not
contemplated in the official blueprint: buying additional material for their house (as the official grant allowed only a small
standard house); remedies in case of illness; or beds, furniture,
domestic appliances, televisions, and used cars or motorbikes.
In other words, they prioritized the maintenance of life and
what they saw as the symbols and means of a “good life.”
Money was made to serve life, not the economy.
Thus, money is good, as it is a basic condition for life, but
it is essentially short-term and fleeting. By contrast, friends
are valued as a long-term resource: friendship is a personal
relation, supposedly enduring.37 “Real” friendship is a longterm relationship that involves the willingness (if not the actual possibility) to help, along with mutual consideração (respect). The former boss, still living in the middle of one
settlement and running a tourist joint, commented to me, “it
changed, because the sugarcane ended, but partnership, good
will, friendship, are still the same. Even today, if someone gets
ill, needs a car [to be taken to the town hospital], it continues
the same as at the time of my father, I send my car . . . or I
go myself.” In other words, he claimed to continue acting
according to the frame of reference of the engenho, faithful
to his father’s reputation as “a good boss” (bom patrão) mobilizing the vocabulary of friendship.
“Friendship” is used to refer to a wide range of personal
relationships, both horizontal and vertical (Rebhun 1999).
One needs both friends who are one’s social equal to help in
daily life on the basis of reciprocity and friends who are socially more powerful to help one when “undergoing difficulty.” In fact, need or crisis is an acid test of friendship.
Whereas money, once spent, leaves one basically as deprived
as before, friends (and relatives) offer the nearest equivalent
to a social insurance: they are supposed to help in case of
illness, to take care of the children if someone dies or goes
away. Friends are also important to enlarge one’s field of
opportunities.38 Asking friends for help is a morally valued
and socially recognized way to act on uncertainty. Thus, an
37. Friends are different from “family,” which entails duties seen as
“natural” (especially between parents and children). By contrast, “friendship” includes an element of choice.
38. The networks of kin, friends, and neighbors were mobilized in the
process of the occupation of the plantations (de L’Estoile and Sigaud
2006; Sigaud 2010).
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unemployed beneficiary told me he was waiting (esperando)
for the elected mayor to give him work, explaining that “The
new mayor is a great friend of mine, he likes me very much,
and he told me he would help me, knowing I am in a state
of need.” The socially legitimate language of friendship allows
many uses; it does not preclude the circulation of money and
other resources but inserts them in a moral frame.
In a setting of generalized unpredictability, the one area
where one can reduce uncertainty is by playing on interpersonal relations. Mobilizing personal links is a traditional resource for the poor.39 One cannot constrain a boss to give
you work, but if he knows you, he may choose to hire you
rather than an unknown worker. This familiar pattern is activated in the new configuration of uncertainty: from the
beneficiary’s point of view, bureaucracies (including INCRA,
banks, NGOs, and the federal environmental agency) act in
an arbitrary and inscrutable manner. You cannot control
INCRA, but you might befriend the technician by offering
him a drink at your place. The World Bank is out of reach,
but if one is a friend or relative of the local assistant of the
technician in charge, one may end up on the list of beneficiaries of a development project. So, in fact, building “friendship” appears to be the single best human resource in the
face of uncertainty.
Radical uncertainty is beyond human powers, while relative
uncertainty may be acted on. Thus, when Jo’s son caught a
rare virus, leaving him gravely impaired, the only possible
cure involved a complex operation that could only be performed in Recife; its cost in a private hospital was over
R30,000 (60 times a monthly minimum salary), clearly beyond her reach. Doctor Bernardo, a “family friend” and candidate for mayor, who is a surgeon in Recife, directed her to
a surgeon friend of his in another Recife public hospital. For
about 2 years, she hoped/waited (and prayed) until the operation was finally performed in 2012. “It’s better to have a
friend around than money in the bank,” commented the surgeon, explaining that it was Dr. Bernardo’s insistence that led
him to prioritize Jo’s son over a long list of patients. Jo pointed
out that Dr. Bernardo “did not even ask me to vote for him.”
Not asking for something in return was for her a mark of
consideração, of true “friendship,” as opposed to an interested
move (she of course voted for him). Jo, having converted to
Pentecostalism during her son’s illness, also offered a thanksgiving service.
For most of my interlocutors, hope is ultimately related to
God, who lends it meaning. It is precisely because the future
is unpredictable that one has to trust God. God is by no
means an insurance: He does not always prevent misfortune,
but He may help you to cope with it. God not only offers a
consolation for the evils of the present but also offers a stable
39. “Sharing resources within communal organizations and reliance
on ties with powerful patrons were recurrent ways in which peasants
strove to reduce risks and to improve their stability” (Wolf 1971). Cf.
Foster (1961) and Pitt-Rivers (1971).
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point in an otherwise uncertain world, providing unique certainty. The repeated statement that “God is greater,” “God is
powerful,” especially frequent among Pentecostal believers,
suggests that while God’s plans cannot be known, He knows
what is best and can control the future. God has the power
to release one’s son from prison, to help one find food if one
is hungry, to reconcile wife and husband, or to crush one’s
enemies.40 This is not “economy,” not even a “religious economy,” but an alternative definition of reality.

Conclusion: From “the Economy” to
“Living and Good Living”
“Money is good, but a friend is better” could be construed
as an “economic” formulation (with the utility of a friend
being superior to the one of liquidity). However, I argued
that such a statement instantiates a specific mode of coping
with precariousness, articulating hierarchically two “transactional orders” or “spheres of value.” Uttering formulas such
as this one involves a statement about the state of the world,
where the future is uncertain, about the proper attitudes for
those who face it, and a moral claim to be a “good person.”
The openness of esperar thus reflects the indeterminacy of
the future and the uncertain character of life. While these are
general features of the human condition, they deeply affect
life situations in Pernambuco settlement projects. In this
world, marked by radical uncertainty, the future appears irreducible to calculation. It is a field of open expectation that
involves both espera (waiting) and esperança (hope). While
reducing structural uncertainty is impossible, the poor, in
Brazil as elsewhere, have been devising alternative ways of
coping with structural precariousness and with unexpected
(but probable) accidents. These strategies involve both investment in social relationships (making friends) and trust in
God, who ultimately guarantees that hope is not in vain.
Esperar also makes apparent that expectations, framed by previous “experience,” are attuned to a given configuration of
uncertainty they hold for a given world, being defined by
specific fields of opportunities and frameworks of reference.
When that setting changes, expectations become unadjusted,
producing a sense of cognitive and moral disorientation
(Schutz 1944).
This invites us to challenge more fundamentally the very
framework of “the economy.” Those for whom the economy
is a basic ontological tenet tend to regard those who do not
see the world in such terms as naive, ignorant, or alienated
because they fail to grasp the basic structure of reality. This
is especially the case when referring to the poor, as if, in a
situation of deprivation, they should privilege their most “basic” needs, that is, the “economic” ones. Thus many discussions, both political and scholarly, of land reform settlements
tend to be framed by issues of “economic success” (or failure),
40. I draw here on statements heard during evangelical religious services and daily conversations.
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whereas for its beneficiaries concerns of “autonomy” and protection are much more pressing.
When our interlocutors speak of “work,” “salary,” “selling,”
“money,” “going to the market,” and “sustaining the house,”
our own framework misleads us into understanding these as
primarily “economic.” However, when referring to such realities, they are not articulating a “peasant view of the economy” or a “moral economy”; they are talking about how to
live and live well, how to articulate the striving for autonomy
and the need for protection. The decision to plant or not to
plant a particular crop depends not only on the quantity of
labor one is able to mobilize and on the estimate of future
prices but also on taking into account the possibility of being
robbed of its products or even killed. The concern for security
is not “economic” but regards the conditions and means necessary to “live and live well,” to use Aristotelian categories.41
This Pernambucan version of oikonomia, in the sense of “government of the household”—encompassing concerns for
“sustaining the house” by providing material and social resources and “security”—involves autonomy, morals, religion,
reproduction, politics, and a capacity for maneuvering in a
complex and fluid world.
Phenomena usually accounted for as “economic”—such as
the crisis of the sugarcane agro-industry in the mid-1990s,
the decline of foreign tourism following the rise of the exchange rate of the real, and the policy of social redistribution
of the Brazilian federal state—have indeed been instrumental
in redefining the sets of opportunities and constraints faced
by my interlocutors. Moreover, many of these structuring
factors—such as subsidizing or not subsidizing the sugarcane
agro-industry, investing federal money in buying land for
settlements, or developing agricultural exports—have been
brought about by people thinking and acting within the “economic” framework (Neiburg 2010).
Scholars share this difficulty in imagining a world outside
the framework of “the economy.” Even if along with Polanyi
they are critical of the reductionism of free-market economics,
economic anthropologists typically take for granted in a
loosely Marxian way that “the economy” provides the infrastructure or “material basis” of other (social, cultural, political, religious) phenomena. As inhabitants of the modern
Western world, we have fully incorporated the division of life
into distinct institutional spheres: the “economic,” the “political,” the “social,” and the “religious.” By establishing “the
economic” as a specific level or “sphere” distinct from “the
social” and “the political,” we desocialize and depoliticize it;
compartmentalizing “the economic” and “the religious” prevents us from seeing the ontological and cosmological dimensions of “the economy.” We have incorporated “the econ41. As Bensa (2006:105) writes about gift accounting among his Kanak
interlocutors, “Interest is here to be understood in the widest sense, at
the same time social and vital because strategy is motivated more by a
gain in life than by a mercantile project. It is a ‘life insurance,’ say the
actors” (my translation).
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omy” as a frame of reference, indeed, as an ontological
principle, to the point that we literally project it everywhere,
and when we look at unfamiliar settings, we see “other economies.” Even when endeavoring to pluralize the notion of
“economy,” it is still the latter that provides the explicit or
implicit standard in relation to which we define our critical
approaches.
Naturalizing the use of economic categories as a privileged
tool to understand the world has been binding anthropological imagination in a straightjacket, blinding us to alternative
understandings. In order to “rethink the economy,” we
should, at least as a temporary experiment, suspend our use
of the language of economics and of the economy. What happens if we look at such configurations not as “other economies” but as “something other than economy”? Instead of
trying to qualify standard economic accounts by looking at
what is “lacking” in them, we may want to explore the world
of “the economy” from the viewpoint of other “forms of life,”
other ways of constructing worlds. “Fields of opportunities”
and “frames of reference” are tools that might be used in the
task of analyzing people’s expectations and experiences, in
order to go beyond our own taken-for-granted division of life
into distinct spheres.
If we set out to describe ethnographically the world without
assuming the existence of “the economy” but look instead at
the ways people conceive of and act to live and lead a “good
life,” new understandings may emerge. How do people differently cope with structural uncertainty and deal with the
possible contradictions between longing for autonomy and
needing security? In what situations do they privilege friends
over money or money over friends? Church over family? Going to school over going to the field? What are the requirements to validate one’s claim to be a “good person”? In rural
Pernambuco, this entails for an adult male being “a good
head of family,” one of the duties of which is “sustaining the
house,” while an adult woman is judged according to her
performance as being a “housewife” (dona de casa), taking
proper care of the house and children. If we look at the ways
people struggle to achieve these aims, we will encounter many
practices that are usually dealt with under the label of “economic practices,” but might be more fruitfully approached
as “conditions for life and good life.” What are the conditions
for imagining a future? What makes life a “proper life”? Conversely, at what point does life become “unbearable”? How
do people face radical changes in their fields of opportunities
and frames of reference in situations such as war, revolution,
migration, displacement, land reform, and economic crisis?
Highlighting alternative local frames may in turn allow us
to challenge the way we see the world through this overarching
economic framework. Such an approach might eventually
shed light on the ways people live and interpret their lives in
our own “economicized” world and on the political and social
conditions for the existence of “the economy” as a privileged
frame of reference, such as a sense of “security,” the stabilization of expectations, and a capacity to control the future,
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ultimately guaranteed by the state. I suggest that we use such
alternative frames of reference that do not take “the economy”
for granted, as a lever to decenter our way of looking at our
own world. Esperar in a situation of “radical uncertainty” may
thus open up the hope for a radical rethinking of the economy.
For this, we need first to unthink “the economy” as a given
framework.
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On Not Moving Well Enough
Temporal Reasoning in Sarajevo Yearnings for “Normal Lives”
by Stef Jansen
In this article I investigate ethnographically how people in the outskirts of Sarajevo attempted to reason their way
through a widespread sense of persistent “pattering in place” in postwar, postsocialist, post-Yugoslav Bosnia and
Herzegovina (Bosna i Hercegovina [BiH]). Concerns with household futures were explicitly contextualized within
the everyday geopolitics of life in a semiprotectorate presumably on the “Road into Europe.” Rather than conceiving
of their predicament in terms of “crisis,” my interlocutors diagnosed and criticized spatiotemporal entrapment
through a politicizing understanding of the nesting of these different scales. Yet this politicization ultimately had
depoliticizing effects, encouraging waiting rather than collective action. At this particular historical conjuncture, I
have discerned an economy of temporal reasoning where yearnings for what were called “normal lives” evoked
linear, forward movement as an imperative. Acknowledging that yearnings have their own histories, I investigate
how a specific valuation of existential mobility along linear temporal templates shaped up at the intersection of, on
the one hand, past futures—recalled from lives in Yugoslav socialist BiH and during the 1992–1995 war—and, on
the other hand, futures projected as part of BiH’s ongoing “Road into Europe.”

“I don’t expect anything spectacular here,” Miss A, a 34-yearold web developer said in 2008, 13 years after the official end
of the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Bosna i Hercegovina
[BiH]). “I think that simply too much. . . . I don’t know,
how many years have passed, 20 years, I don’t know how
many years since the war. . . . The same things are happening
to me.” Sighing, she continued: “I talk with the same people,
discuss the same problems. So I don’t think that something
specific can happen that would improve the situation. . . . I
am so desperate and embittered, I don’t know what to say.”
During my research in Dobrinja, an outlying apartment complex in BiH’s capital Sarajevo, the frequency of utterances
such as that of Miss A sharply underlined the play of temporality in horizons of expectation (Kosseleck 1985 (1979):
273) and in perceived possibilities to articulate and act on
certain hopes for the future.1 Struck by ubiquitous evocations
of painful stagnation, I became especially interested in trying
to “sense the political” (Navaro-Yashin 2003) in such temporal reasoning.
Generalizing from developments in economics and Christianity, Guyer (2007) has detected a tendency toward a particular template of temporality in the contemporary United
States. Temporal reasoning, she finds, is increasingly suspended between short-term miniprojects and evocations of a
distant, totally different future. Caught in the interval, the
Stef Jansen is Senior Lecturer in Social Anthropology at the
University of Manchester (Manchester M13 9PL, United Kingdom
[stef.jansen@manchester.ac.uk]). This paper was submitted 10 IV 13,
accepted 10 III 14, and electronically published 24 VI 14.

“near future,” the temporal horizon for the “organisation and
midterm reasoning” of collective action, is reinhabited by
conceptions of time as “punctuated rather than enduring”
(Guyer 2007:416). At least since Bourdieu’s (1979) study of
subproletarianized Kabyle in late colonial Algeria, examples
of such “enforced presentism” and “fantasy futurism” (Guyer
2007:410) abound in the ethnographic record. Yet Guyer
draws attention to the fact that particular regimes of temporal
reasoning may prevail—that is, come to function as largely
hegemonic—at particular historical conjunctures. Her diagnosis resonates with a broader contemporary sense of disillusion with collective, political hope (see Miyazaki 2006). Similarly, Ferguson’s (1999) “ethnography of decline” in the
Zambian Copperbelt foregrounds the afterlives of modernist
temporal regimes, showing how hopes themselves have histories. Alerting us to the coexistence of different modes of
temporal reasoning, his study nevertheless rests, like Guyer’s,
on the insight that such relative hegemonies have real effects.
Ferguson thus embeds the sense of “abjection” he encountered in Zambia in modernist templates that continued to
haunt future orientations.
In this article I address ethnographically questions raised
in this literature from a “semiperipheral” spatiotemporal vantage point in the European Union’s (EU’s) “immediate outside” (Jansen 2009; Spasić 2013). I investigate how specific
temporal reasonings in Dobrinja converged at the intersection
of, on the one hand, past futures—recalled from lives in Yu1. Research was concentrated in two 7-month periods in 2008 and
2010.
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goslav socialist BiH and during the 1992–1995 war—and, on
the other hand, futures projected as part of BiH’s “Road into
Europe.” In a situation experienced as sustained stagnation,
how did household livelihood practices relate to collective
future projections? How did people diagnose their predicament? What was the place of politics therein? Following the
lead of my interlocutors, I focus on an economy of temporal
reasoning structured around the value of linear, forward
movement deployed by people to make sense of thwarted
hopes for what were considered “normal lives.”
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articulated through a distinction between “living” and “surviving.” In the words of Miss A, whose quotation kicked off
this text,
Life is hard [teško se živi, lit. “one lives difficultly”] . . . for
most people. We have lost that middle layer, people who
have permanent employment. People who are living very
difficultly, they are actually surviving [preživljavaju]. Whatever you try to do, to achieve for yourself, I don’t know,
for your child, in whichever segment of life, you run into
all kinds of walls.

Going by what they said they were doing, people in Dobrinja
spent an awful lot of time “chasing” things (infin. ganjati).
They chased medical test results, certified copies of documents, visas, stipends, loans, permissions, and so forth. Like
its English and Brazilian-Portuguese equivalents (cf. de
L’Estoile 2014), ganjati literally refers to a sustained physical
pursuit. Its most common metaphorical use in BiH concerned
engagements with the “hope-generating machine” (Nuijten
2003) of bureaucratic institutions, generally considered needlessly demanding, inefficient, confusing, and slow. Using the
term ganjati implied that one believed—on balance—that a
certain set of activities might lead to a certain objective, yet
it often left open the possibility that they might not. There
was frequent uncertainty about the precise procedure, and
usually it was difficult to estimate when the objective might
be reached (Brković 2012).
Despite its goal-oriented structure, chasing thus defied fully
rational planning, and while its trajectory might be extended,
its actual practices functioned on short-term horizons. Saying
one was chasing something implied one was busy, but despite
the verb’s implications of active, sustained movement, in practice one intermittently made phone calls, visited offices, and
filled in forms, while mostly one waited. The term colonized
domains beyond bureaucracy, too (e.g., “chasing a job”), and
what united different practices and states into chasing was
shared temporal reasoning over an extended period: ganjati
took place under the sign of a fragile hope, in need of permanent rekindling, that one was moving forward.2 Crucially,
chasing always denoted a sense that one’s forward movement
was not fast and smooth enough. In fact, the need to chase,
or to chase so much, was itself seen as a symptom of broader
inadequate movement. Its short-term horizon was thus widely
experienced as enforced presentism.
The term “chasing” flagged patterns seen to structure the
pursuit of many mundane projects in BiH. This was often

References to “surviving” (preživljavanje; also životarenje) thus
denote a sense that in current BiH conditions, one was condemned to chase in order to approach the degree of smooth
movement that normal “living” required.
Loosely based on research among immigrants and white
racists in Australia, Hage (2009) has written that notions of
a viable life “presuppose[s] a form of imaginary mobility, a
sense that one is ‘going somewhere’” (97). After Bourdieu
(2003), he proposes a focus on “the self as it is moving into
a higher capacity to act” (Hage 2002:152) and on its opposite:
a “sense of entrapment, of having nowhere to go” (Hage 2003:
20), a feeling of not moving “well enough” (Hage 2009:99).
Configuring unequal “existential mobilities” in a political
economy of hope, Hage identified “mobility envy” among
white Australians: until recently relatively satisfied, he says,
they now increasingly felt they were “not going anywhere”
and resented the comparative movement of others—for example, immigrants.
In Dobrinja, too, I found inequalities in how well people
were moving—and in how well they felt they were moving.
Some were more successful in their chasing than others, and,
more importantly, some were less reliant on it than others
and thus less condemned to “survive” and more able to “live.”
Some struggled to meet subsistence needs until their next
monthly paycheck, pension, or benefit payment. Many ingeniously assembled resources to approximate what they considered to be adequate conditions for their households. Most
were dissatisfied with their living standards and wary that
they might get worse.3 A minority were content with their
households’ situation, but they systematically qualified this as
“only materially” and “only relative to most others in BiH.”
In an economy of forward movement, many of the latter saw
this as precarious, potentially the “peak of a negative career”
(Bourdieu 1979:62), and some explicitly measured their current movement against an imagined continuation of remembered prewar trajectories. This was possible even for young
people. Reaching back to the prewar movement of his parents,
Mr. B, a single 29-year-old professional and a civic activist,
said,

2. Sometimes a couple that was finding it hard to conceive was said
to be “chasing a child” (ganjati dijete). Referring to someone as “chasing
university” (ganjati fakultet) evoked less acts of studying and more those
of signing up for exams and visiting professors’ offices to collect confirmed, signed marks in one’s report.

3. Dobrinja was part of Canton Sarajevo, which registered relatively
higher average wages than anywhere else in BiH, but this was still under
i500 a month. Unemployment was rampant, and average pensions were
under i200 (figures for 2008). The last official figure (2007) for a fourmember household “basket” for food and hygiene only was i270.

Chasing, Surviving, and Not Moving
Well Enough
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My parents were not poor before, and, well, they were going
upward, so I could have had a better quality of life, not
very much, but perhaps a third better. . . . Personally speaking, I think that everything . . . regardless of the fact that
I also try to fight for the common good, for some other
people, that I personally will continue to swim relatively
well. So I don’t have big fears, although it is uncertain of
course, as always.

Despite differential assessments of one’s own “swimming,” I
found that acknowledgments of unequal movement were
overshadowed by a pervasive sense of shared stagnation. Projecting their resentment outward against the overlapping categories of politicians, tycoons, and mafijaši, who were seen
to move at everyone else’s expense, all my interlocutors felt
that they were “not moving well enough.” And long before
I arrived with my anthropological tools of contextualization,
my Dobrinja interlocutors themselves linked their household
trajectories to collective movement in a broader economy of
possibilities. They did so spontaneously when trying to make
sense of their predicaments and even more so when asked
about their expectations and plans. I thus found a pervasive
sense of inadequate movement on the polity scale: BiH itself,
it turned out, was “not moving well enough.” “Are we going
anywhere?” my interlocutors wondered. “When will things
start moving?”
Mr. B’s careful confidence that he would continue “to swim
relatively well” in the given conditions implies that movement
was seen as at least partly determined by external forces. If
the collective movement of BiH provided the waters in which
people in Dobrinja swam, its currents were considered deeply
unfavorable. Some felt they were moving relatively okay (for
now) despite poor collective BiH movement, whereas most
felt they moved badly because of it. Surveys show that this
sense of inadequate movement—on the household and on
the polity scale—was a defining trait of the historical conjuncture in BiH, shared by most of its inhabitants across
gender, national, and urban-rural divisions.4 The work of such
a horizon of expectation was perhaps most sharply visible in
matters concerning emigration and return. On a Sarajevo visit
from her new life in Western Europe, Mrs. C, a 35-year-old
web designer and mother of one, told me that unlike most
Bosnians abroad, she wished to return. After a pause she
added “I would return . . . if only I felt things were improving
[da stvari idu na bolje, lit. ‘going toward better’].” Meanwhile,
Mr. D, 34, a machine technician who worked as a security
guard, was trying to organize emigration with his girlfriend.
“I don’t see the point of life here,” he said, “because this is
4. In a 2007 survey, only a third of all respondents across BiH expected
things to get better on a personal level, while some 60% thought they
were unchanged from a year previously (UNDP 2007). These scores
correlated with income but not with national or religious affiliation.
Asked about the situation in BiH more generally, almost 90% assessed
it as “quite bad” or “very bad,” some 70% saw no change compared
with a year ago, and about 50% expected no change within the next year.
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just surviving. So you have no back at all [nikakva led̄a], some
protection from the state to organize a family, children . . .
because there’s no chance, here and now, there’s no place for
a family.”
This man had volunteered in a paramilitary formation even
before all-out war and had then spent 4 years in the BiH
army. Like many ex-combatants, he bitterly pointed out that
he had “received nothing” from the state he had fought for.
“During the war,” he said, “when we did look a little forward,
we saw a future, we saw all that could be organized. But, well,
the end of the war and the years after that really turned around
such views of the future in me, so I really don’t have any
vision of a future, of my future in this country.”
How had people’s engagement with the future “turned
around”? Reaching back into Dobrinja’s short history through
informal conversations and interviews, I now reconstruct
emic histories of yearning for movement from the 1980s until
2008–2010.5

Movement and Former “Normal Lives”
A key resource through which my interlocutors tried to make
sense of their predicament in 2008–2010 consisted of recollections of “normal lives” in the Socialist Federal Republic of
Yugoslavia (SFRY). According to these stories, what was
hope’s Yugoslav history? The evaluations of prewar lives I
gathered in Dobrinja were unanimously positive. Major
themes were, unsurprisingly, precisely those at the center of
current dissatisfaction: employment, living standards, social
welfare—all embedded in a “functioning system,” an “ordered
state.” Contrary to Western images of socialist one-party
states, many mentioned the nonpolitical character of everyday
life and, especially, “freedom” (from physical danger, from
worry, and to enjoy life). Additional features of previous “normal lives” that regularly emerged were relative social equality,
international harmony, consumption, coastal holidays, and
foreign travel with the SFRY passport. Most importantly for
my analysis here and in sharp contrast with current precariousness, my interlocutors recalled lives in which one could
reasonably expect to achieve everything associated with “normal lives” in a process of smooth reproduction.6 Asked about
their expectations in the 1980s, many only said that they had
not expected what actually had happened in the 1990s. Others
provided a little more detail. “We were happy,” said Mrs. E,
a 55-year-old seamstress, married mother of two: “Simply, we
had work, we had a flat, and we had a future. . . . I had a
5. In addition to observation in schools, public transportation, and
local authorities, my research included 30 recorded in-depth interviews
with a variety of people who had lived in Dobrinja from before the war
(so between around 30 and 75 years old), carried out in 2008. Questions
focused on “normal lives,” everyday statecraft, and the future. All translations are mine.
6. Elsewhere I have ethnographically documented the importance of
precariousness in postwar, postsocialist BiH (Jansen 2008) and of hope
for the state, and its infrastructural promise of predictability, in wartime
and postwar Dobrinja (Jansen 2014, 2015).
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certain [sigurnu] future and I thought, God, I will guide my
children. My children will go further. I was happy. I was happy,
I believed in the future and in certainty, you know.” Similarly,
Mrs. F, 49, an unemployed typist, married mother of two,
said,
It was normal. I didn’t think about political stuff at all.
. . . We had it good. I had it good. How would it not be
good? I got a flat. I had a job. A flat, a car. I had everything.
. . . It was much, much, much better than this now. . . . It
wasn’t stressful. Now it’s stressful. Now it’s stressful to go
to the corner shop. At the time, I don’t know, it was steadier
[staloženije].

Rather than being condemned to chase “surviving,” then,
in the remembered “normal lives” these people indicated, the
SFRY institutional framework had facilitated movement toward a “certain future,” particularly through work and housing. In Mr. D’s words above, it had provided “a back.” Previous “normal lives” did therefore not simply feature as a
static baseline from where movement was assessed, but they
themselves were recalled as containing movement. Mrs. G, a
retired sales manager of 64, married mother of two, said,
I looked at the future . . . and all I imagined, all that I
thought would come, it really was all realized, materially
and psychologically. It all happened in a positive direction.
And you knew your child would get a job when completing
[an education]. . . . So, since I had a flat and all I wished
for, all that an ordinary person can afford, my wish was that
my children would complete school, start working, get married, and so on. All those wishes of mine eventually collapsed, when the war came.

Mrs. G’s two sons did complete school, got married, and
had jobs, but both of them lived in the United States, contrary
to her expectation of continuation. She thus mourned a form
of familiar temporal coherence (Han 2011) that had been cut
off by war. Similarly, Mr. H, an accountant of 51, married
father of two, said he had thought “that all would run along
its normal course, that life would further . . . , when Tito
died in 1980, that it would all function completely normally.
But it came to a turnaround, war broke out, and everything
went totally upside down.” Hence, the emphasis on reproduction of “normal lives” did not imply a desire for cyclical
repetition but a prolongation of an upward trajectory, a linear
model of continued improvement. In the words of Mrs. I,
59, a retired technical draftswoman, widowed mother of two,
“I hoped I would reach my pension. . . . It was important to
me, my family, how I would school [my children] . . . to
move in the direction in which we had started moving [da
idemo pravcem kojim smo krenuli].” Or Mr. J, an electrician
of 43, married father of one, said, “I thought that life would
continue as it was. Like, everything was going toward . . .
that it would get better. And then, well, 1992 happened. Then
everything turned upside down.” Those whose own “normal
life”—adult version—had not shaped up yet in those days
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could evoke similar expectations of the reproduction of forward movement via their parents. “I hoped for a normal life,”
said Mr. D, the security guard who was 22 at the outbreak
of war, “to find work when I would complete school, to work,
like my parents, that’s normal, to fight for something, for
your family, I mean to organize a family. . . . And then such
thoughts were cut off by the war.” In this way, younger people
often emphasized the interruption of an incipient trajectory:
just as they were about to “take off,” their flight was broken.
My Dobrinja interlocutors, from pensioners to those
around 30, thus tried to make sense of their current predicament through recollections of movement in previous “normal lives” that had suddenly been cut off. They remembered
a past that had a future—steady, certain, normal. Most understood this past future as largely apolitical. While some
recalled their engagements in party and workplace organizations, no one mentioned a radiant communist future. Yet
they did narrate achieved and expected 1980s household
movement as embedded in collective movement and tried to
make sense of their current “far worse” predicaments in the
same way (cf. Pine 2014). In doing so, they selectively omitted
the chasing that had no doubt been part of their previous
lives. Even when probed about unemployment and periodic
shortages in the 1980s—which no one mentioned spontaneously—this was brushed aside as a small discomfort that
had perhaps hit other people but not oneself. Moreover, although I knew it (and they knew it), few acknowledged that
most people in Dobrinja now had access to more and technologically more advanced goods than then. Yet most felt
worse off. In this economy of existential mobility, then, worries about “surviving” did not concern physical survival or
material wealth per se but a brutal end to the movement
associated with “normal lives” with no relaunch on the horizon.
If all this resonated with findings from my previous studies
in the post-Yugoslav states since 1996, it seemed especially
prevalent in my Dobrinja research. Why? Let me offer two
tentative explanations, a demographic one and a temporal
one.
First, my interlocutors were long-term Dobrinja residents.
In the 1980s almost all of them had been allocated residence
rights to their first (or a better) flat through their work organizations, which had financed the construction of this
apartment complex. Mostly originating from other parts of
Sarajevo, they comprised skilled workers, teachers, technical
experts, and so forth. In class terms, notoriously difficult to
transpose straightforwardly to socialist states, they had occupied working-class and middle-class positions. On aggregate, this population had not been especially wealthy, yet it
had been particularly well inserted into Yugoslav institutional
currents of provision. Socialist self-management had shaped
the rhythms and trajectories of their lives more so than those
of, say, most Bosnians in villages or in the old Sarajevo mahale
(hillside neighborhoods around the city center, mainly consisting of private houses). The 1991 census found no absolute
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majority of any national grouping among Dobrinja’s 32,000
inhabitants and a high percentage of so-called mixed marriages. Despite the prewar and wartime exodus of most people
declaring Serbian nationality, the suburb remained less nationally homogenized than most other places in BiH. In the
2008 and 2010 elections, the then oppositional Social Democratic Party (Socijaldemokratska partija [SDP])7—with a less
ethnonationally defined program than most other parties in
BiH—attracted more votes than any other party in almost all
of its 29 electoral wards. Altogether, these long-term Dobrinja
residents thus shared a sociological profile that made it particularly likely they would contrast current stagnation with
smooth 1980s movement.
A second reason for the particular prevalence of the concern with movement in my Dobrinja research lies in the timing of my study. Thirteen years had elapsed since the guns
fell silent, and people felt they were still moving inadequately.
Yearnings have histories, and frustration had accumulated. I
now explore this dimension in detail.

The “O” of “Over”
During the 1992–1995 war, Dobrinja had been besieged by
Serbian nationalist forces. How had my interlocutors related
to the future when “everything turned upside down”? They
recalled extreme enforced presentism and simply stated, “I
hoped my children would survive,” or, as the saying goes, “to
save my living head” (da sačuvam živu glavu). Mr. K, an
engineer who was in his teens at the time, said,
We didn’t hope for anything because everything was oriented toward day-to-day survival . . . get water, collect humanitarian aid, simply actions that would carry us from
minute to minute, from hour to hour, and not being burdened by what would happen tomorrow, and what this—
altogether—could mean. So, [not] where do I see myself,
what will things be like in a year’s time, which faculty will
I enroll in, no normal thoughts at all.

However, after such initial statements, there were indications
that people had desperately longed for an end to the violence
and for much more beyond that. Such recollections now featured mainly as painful testaments to one’s past naı̈veté and
to the cruelty of history. Many bitterly remembered their
initial expectation that the violence would be a short pathological interruption of normal movement. Others went further. Asked whether he had any hopes during the war, Mr.
B, who had also been in his teens during the siege, said, “Of
course . . . I still cry because I had them.” He recalled he had
anxiously waited for a “big party” suited to a “proper liberation,” and he continued,
That’s one thing that never happened. And then, I don’t
know, I had a feeling, probably like everyone because of the
stories they told us, that we had potential for everything
7. The SDP was the main successor party to the League of Communists
of BiH.
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imaginable, that as soon as this would stop everything would
start moving . . . that the things I missed, which I longed
for badly, would come and that everything would in that
same second return to normal. It was like, okay, everything
will stop and something will happen and we’ll all be happy.
. . . I still carried this image of the end of something, like
a war, that it would be something great, spectacular, and
that people would charge up with positive energy and everything would go as it should. Which, of course, did not
have any chance of actually happening, that things would
return to normal, nothing exaggerated.

Men who had fought in the war also recalled thinking
ahead, occasionally at least, about the moment when they
would collectively pick up the pieces and move forward. Here
the rhythms of peace negotiations served to emphasize nonfulfillment. Mr. J, a 43-year-old electrician, married father of
one, said,
We had no future at all. We didn’t hope for anything. Whenever we could, when someone had a generator that worked,
we watched our news on someone’s TV, our 15 minutes
news bulletin. Actually, we did live in some hope: there were
continuous promises by some foreigners, Americans, Europeans, that it would quickly . . . last briefly, that our Alija
Izetbegović and Karadžić and, what was he called, the Croatian president at the time, would come to an agreement.
And all the time we hoped, we waited for some dates, that
until 12 August . . . that it would be announced: “That’s
it.” We were promised all kinds of things, but I never especially . . . I didn’t believe it could stop, and when it did
stop, I didn’t believe it had stopped.

Similarly, the wartime entries of the diary kept by the director of the emergency secondary school in besieged Dobrinja (Jansen 2014) contained regular references to peace negotiations, cease-fires, and the reluctance of “the world” to
intervene. Occasional expressions of timid, qualified hope
were always followed by bitter statements of disappointment.
In late 1995, when negotiations in Dayton (United States) did
actually end the violence, this was not even mentioned in the
diary.
Yet to understand the sense of inadequate current movement in the emic yearnings I gathered in Dobrinja, the immediate postwar period is crucial. Of course, there was relief.
People remember counting their blessings in so far as their
family had survived intact. Some now recalled euphoric expectations, and even most sceptics said they had believed
things could, and would, only get better. As with references
to wartime yearnings, the narrative structure of those recollections was almost uniform across the board: an initial statement of hope for movement (sometimes for “catching up”)
followed by the word “however” (med̄utim) and then an
evocation of crushing disappointment. Those who detailed
the early postwar years in Dobrinja painted a bleak picture
of material and social devastation, partly attributed to its
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proximity to the former siege line, now a boundary zone
between the two entities of BiH, which had become a major
node in black-market trafficking of all sorts and of heroin in
particular. Yet when discussing those years, most of my interlocutors focused on their growing realization that the end
of the war was not only less spectacular than expected (“It
was just the shooting that stopped”) but that it seemed to be
less and less deserving of being defined as an end at all. I
could not put it better than hairdresser Mrs. L, 55:
“It’s over,” I said, “come on, let’s move toward better
things.” However, of that “over” there isn’t even an “o”
(“Gotovo je,” rekoh, “hajmo, idemo bolje.” Med̄utim od tog
“gotovo” nema “g”). . . . So I honestly don’t know, all this
seems somewhat forced to me. Look at that end itself, there’s
something there that’s not clean to me.

BiH’s new constitution—significantly, an annex to the 1995
Dayton Peace Agreement—consolidated the results of the war
in a labyrinthine institutional structure that revolved around
the national representation of three “constitutive peoples” in
a nominally sovereign BiH under foreign supervision. This
reinforced views of the period of war itself as “lost time” for
forward movement. Mr. M, 47, an electrician, married father
of one, served in the BiH army for the full 4 years. When
asked how the war ended for him, he said,
It was stupid. I don’t even know how it started, why it
started. So many people were killed, so many wounded. I
lost eight members of my close family, my brother lost both
legs. Now when I think, it was all stupidity. All of it, in fact,
is now as it was before the war: we have to live, to communicate, to talk, to socialize, to work. So some great stupidity . . . a time that passed in vain. A great emptiness in
our lives.

Pattering in Place at the Dead Point
Emic histories of yearning for movement, I argue, are key to
grasping the sense of stagnation that I encountered in Dobrinja 13 years after the end of the war. As we saw, people felt
reduced to surviving through permanent chasing, itself considered the product of inadequate polity movement. A range
of spatiotemporal metaphors circulated to evoke the sense
that Dayton BiH itself was “going nowhere”: “We are pattering
in place” (tapkamo u/na mjestu), my interlocutors said; “we
are turning around in a circle” (vrtimo se u krug), “nothing
starts moving from the dead point” (ništa se ne pokreće s mrtve
tačke). Parallel to Ferguson’s (1999) “ethnography of decline,”
I now attempt to construct an ethnography of “pattering in
place” to address this valuation of forward movement.
People in Dobrinja had adapted their mundane practices
to long-lasting stagnation, and most saw no end at the horizon. But while they accepted, reluctantly, that their predicament—which, emically, is rarely referred to as a “crisis”—
had become usual for them, they did not consider it normal.
Nor did they categorize the prosperity of their former “normal
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lives” as an exceptional period of stability and predictability.
A global view might show it to be an anomalous blip in
history, but for them that period happened to be the first—
and best—part of their lives, fondly remembered not as exceptional but as normal. They felt robbed of it by the war,
and, although average material conditions in Sarajevo had
recovered somewhat since war’s end in 1995, they felt they
were pattering in place at a low point. Positing Western European populations, who they thought were still moving
pretty well, as the reference group, my interlocutors thus attributed their predicament mainly to an extreme exception:
war.8 While clearly also subject to global political-economic
reconfigurations, their lives remained for the time being
marked as “Dayton,” that is, not quite postwar and therefore
abnormal. The refusal to normalize thus occurred through
contrasts with previous “normal lives” and by embedding
their predicaments in BiH’s political impasse.
Drawing on her research in the unrecognized Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC), Navaro-Yashin (2003)
urges us to resist “normalising” anthropological approaches
that study a sustained experience of “emergency” through
notions of “culture or social structure” (120). Instead, she
argues, our writing must faithfully render the sense of disruption, the catastrophe under the pretence of normality.
When, as in the TRNC, a regime of temporal reasoning keeps
“life on hold,” Navaro-Yashin (2003) says, we should show
how such contexts are contingently “carved out as ‘place’
through specific historical agencies” (120). In Dobrinja I, too,
found a prevailing sense of “life kept on hold,” and I, too,
want to “sense the political” in this experience. Yet instead
of assembling, like Navaro-Yashin, sensory evocations of war
trauma in the “dead zone” of BiH, I work through my interlocutors’ own attempts to make sense (including political
sense) of the “dead point” at which they felt stuck. My analysis
therefore relies mainly on conversations and interviews in
which people were invited to reason their way through their
predicament.9 Which “historical agencies” did my interlocutors consider to be “carving out” Dayton BiH as a “place”?

The “Road into Europe”
A young Dobrinja woman once compared “Dayton” to a
brutal football game in which the referee had blown his whistle and everyone was magically fixed in their positions. Fifteen
8. In the 2007 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
survey, respondents were asked to suggest a country that could serve as
a model for BiH’s future development. 30.2% said BiH needed no model,
21.7% mentioned Switzerland, 10.6% Germany, 10.0% Slovenia, and 7%
Sweden. The United States came way down the ranking, and no one
referred to any of the former Warsaw Pact states that had moved from
Soviet socialism to EU membership. As we shall see, in everyday geopolitical commentary, comparisons with the latter states were used mainly
to lament BiH’s current place in the world (see also Jansen 2009).
9. As in Ferguson’s (1999) Zambian Copperbelt study, I found that,
often, “greater ethnographic knowledge revealed only that, in the end,
matters were as unclear to ‘the locals’ as they were to me” (208).
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years later, she said, they were all still standing there. The
referee—the so-called international community—was still
present, too. The Office of the High Representative retained
considerable powers of intervention in BiH, but apart from
ritually endorsing the existence of Dayton BiH as a sovereign
international subject, it now rarely used the whistle. While it
had “stopped the shooting,” most of my interlocutors in Dobrinja now saw “Dayton” as a major part of the problem, failing
to provide a proper break with the war and preventing the
establishment of a “functioning state” as a platform for renewed collective movement. The referee did, however, relentlessly remind them of the need for such movement, or
more precisely, of the only legitimate path that could avoid
a reverse movement back to war: the path toward membership
in the EU, often referred to as Put u Evropu (the Road into
Europe).
In my Dobrinja research, the EU was rarely mentioned.
Most of my interlocutors referred to desired future trajectories
in general terms, emphasizing the need for decreasing unemployment, for rooting out corruption, for establishing discipline—all embedded in the master trope of a “functioning”
or “orderly” state. Occasional references to EU integration
were directly anchored in this. “I really don’t know when
things will get better,” said Mr. N, a retired professor of
around 60, father of two sons, “Perhaps, but only perhaps,
things will get slightly better if we move toward the EU because then they will be forced to change certain things, to
make a functioning system, and not just to think about how
to fill their pockets.” I suggest that the paucity of references
to the EU was due to the fact that the imperative of European
integration functioned largely as a metadiscourse that did not
require explicitation. Playing on the acronym for their state’s
name, many cars in Dobrinja carried a blue-and-yellow country plate saying “i ja BiH u Evropu” (I, too, would like to
move into Europe; fig. 1). Opinion polls in BiH returned vast
majorities in favor of EU membership, and BiH’s largely segregated public spheres were permeated with the imperative
of the “Road into Europe.”10 Ruling and opposition politicians, foreign intervention personnel, and their EU and U.S.
chiefs and almost all NGOs subscribed to this. All major
media supported it.
I am not suggesting that there was mass support for concrete EU policies in BiH, but in Sarajevo at least, hardly anyone projected desirable polity futures outside of this framework. It set the terms of debate: policies were presented as
steps forward on the “Road into Europe,” and opponents
10. In a 2009 survey, over 70% of the BiH population said they would
vote for BiH membership in the EU in a referendum, with figures over
80% among Bosniaks (Šalaj 2009:54). Asked “what or where will BiH be
in 20 year’s time?” over 70% of the UNDP survey respondents answered
“in the EU” (UNDP 2007). Noting such unusually uniform answers to
an open question, the study’s authors are startled that “respondents interpreted the question as virtually exclusively oriented towards ‘where’
rather than ‘what.’” Leaving aside the poor wording of the question, I
am surprised by their surprise.
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Figure 1. Country plate reading “I, too, would like to move into
Europe.”

rejected them because of their perceived inadequacy in those
same terms. This discourse seeped into everyday talk, too:
people would point out a problem in their surroundings and
sarcastically sigh and say, “Yeah, like that, we’ll move into
Europe!” (Ovako ćemo u Evropu!). This relative hegemony
was thickened by its multiple avatars: alongside the path to
EU membership, there were requirements such as changing
border controls as part of the “road map” for visa liberalization, making food safety standards compatible with EU import regulations, or refurbishing football stadiums along Union of European Football Associations rules. The “Road into
Europe” was thus built around a normative model of progress,
often with measurable performance indicators monitored by
EU institutions, the Council of Europe, NGOs, and others.
As in a computer game, every next “level” could only be
acceded cumulatively. Long before “continuous assessment”
was introduced in BiH higher education—yes, as part of “Bologna” reforms—the country itself was subject to it.
In principle, the “Road into Europe” thus seemed to contain all the ingredients to serve as a remedy for the suspension
of Dayton BiH, structuring engagements with the “near future” around a set of milestones that could provide the
yearned-for collective movement from the “dead point.” On
the above evidence, one would be tempted to think it worked.
Yet I suggest that the insistence on normative forward movement and the ubiquitous EU campaigns promoting the role
of “citizens” in it did not make the “Road into Europe” into
an effective mobilizing device in everyday terms. I now draw
out three reasons for this.
First, the “Road into Europe” was structured around the
ranking of polities, all on the move, and media coverage was
saturated with league tables. Because BiH always came out
unsatisfactorily, this relentlessly reinforced the sense of “pattering in place.” Because of their role in the war, Serbia and
Croatia were particularly relevant others, but the EU accession
of former Warsaw Pact states was also evoked as proof of
BiH’s humiliating inadequate movement (Jansen 2009). And
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the list went beyond that. For example, an article in a Sarajevo
daily was titled “BiH Worse than Kenya, Better than Fiji:
According to a Report by the Heritage Foundation and the
Wall Street Journal, BiH comes 104th out of 179 countries”
(Oslobod̄enje 2012:22). Only in the body of the text did one
learn that the table concerned (unexplained) “levels of economic freedom.” Headed by Hong Kong, the top ten included
only two European states (Switzerland and Ireland). Although
Europe was always held up as BiH’s reference group, this
passed without comment. Then, noting that BiH came 38th
out of 43 European countries, the article sarcastically added,
“On this ladder, our country, with 57.3 points (0.2 point less
than last year), comes under Kenya, Zambia, Cambodia, Honduras, Nicaragua, Egypt, and so on, but we are—look at
that!—better than Fiji” (Oslobod̄enje 2012:22).
Ubiquitous in media reporting, such commentary indicated
that the key lay not in any substantial criteria for such “ladders” (let alone in the neoconservative ideology of the Heritage Foundation) but in the act of ranking itself. And this
merely confirmed what my interlocutors knew already: they
were not moving well enough. A particularly eloquent outcry
of this frustration was provided in a magazine article by the
musician Samir Šestan, subtitled “Broken time-machine”:
While we move with the speed of a snail on Lexaurin, the
world does not stand still. So that, while we are formally
moving forward (although we are actually more running in
circles), the slowness of our movement in relation to all
others means that we increasingly lag behind. In fact, instead
of reducing it, this government increases the gap between
us and the rest of the world. Only thus is it possible that
even the countries who were behind us immediately after
the war meanwhile become unreachable exemplars and that
we are on the bottom of Europe. And in world terms in
the category of notorious losers. . . . In the meantime, children die, pensioners dig through rubbish containers, unemployment is dramatic, collective refugee centers are still
active, the economy dies under crazy public spending, the
state is falling apart, and we—hurt, maddened, and instigated by mafia media—scream at Europe from whom we
expect salvation. (Šestan 2010:19)

This screaming at Europe for salvation leads us to a second
reason for the weak mobilizing capacity of the discourse of
the “Road into Europe” in everyday lives. This one is related
to people’s perceptions of EU enlargement itself. Despite the
sequential, progressive form of the discourse of the “Road
into Europe,” most of my interlocutors believed this clearcut conditionality was undone by double standards or at least
by ambiguity. Every inauguration of a new government in a
“big” Western state elicited concerns about possible implications for BiH’s forward movement. In Dobrinja, comparisons with Serbia were especially crucial, but over time, suspicion grew that the EU might not take in new members for
the foreseeable future regardless of “progress” in aspiring candidate states. The goal posts, my interlocutors thus felt, were
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being shifted, rendering the “steps” of the “Road into Europe”
less than solid.
This leads me to identify—admittedly more speculatively—
a third factor. Guyer (2007) argues that the “near future,”
between the immediate present and a fantasy future, is becoming increasingly “punctuated” by dates that are “qualitatively different” rather than “quantitatively cumulative . . .
position[s] in a sequence or a cycle” (416). Her examples
concern debt payments, temporal limits on legal claims, “useby” dates, contract terms, commemoration events, peacekeeping forces, and the signing of treaties. All these kinds of
dates were relevant in Dobrinja lives, but not in a uniform
manner. On the one hand, in household livelihood practices,
much chasing was punctuated by the interplay of date regimes
of salary, pension, or benefit payments with those of utility
bills. The former were themselves often irregular because of
their dependence on the date regimes of precarious state budgets. Here people tried to coordinate their actions and yearnings with collective calendars (Glennie and Thrift 1996). On
the other hand, the myriad polities of which they were citizens
were governed by yearly cycles of commemorations—particularly of wartime events—but also by seemingly more “cumulative” dates for government formation, budget approval,
policy implementation, legal reform, and so forth. Many of
the latter were anchored in the conditionality of the “Road
into Europe.” Yet in a pattern that had already characterized
the punctuation of the war period by negotiation deadlines,
my interlocutors found that time and again, such dates on
the “Road into Europe” failed to prove “quantitatively cumulative.” Rather than “starting to move things from the dead
point,” they were experienced as merely “qualitatively different.” To name just one example, for years, people yearned
for visa-free travel into the Schengen zone, and when it arrived
in 2010, well, it just arrived.

Waiting and the Refusal to Normalize
While insisting on the links between household and polity
movement, people in Dobrinja engaged with these in very
different ways. In household projects, the temporal reasoning
of enforced presentism and a punctuated near future led them
to continually engage in “chasing” (which included much
waiting). Yet with regard to questions of polity, the same
patterns facilitated a low level of reasoned engagement in
collective action for the “near future.” With the partial exception of a few political-party and NGO activists, most of
my interlocutors did nothing to coordinate their actions and
yearnings with the date regimes of the “Road into Europe.”
And why would they? In this figure of fantasy futurism, the
imperative of forward movement remained, but its regime of
temporal reasoning led them to see their proper role as one
of waiting.
In a newspaper interview, a Sarajevo University professor
commented on people’s “despair that nothing is moving from
the dead point.” Blaming politicians, he also compared or-
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dinary citizens with ostriches, “sticking their heads in the sand
and refusing to see the real situation” (Oslobod̄enje 2008:5).
My Dobrinja interlocutors, however, saw the “real situation”
in similar terms as the professor: they yearned for forward
movement and considered it conditional on a change in BiH
power constellations.11 But that would itself be movement. So
while they had a diagnosis of the political crisis, they revealed
no cure for it, let alone one led by “ordinary citizens.” Occasional references were made to the opposition SDP or to a
“strong hand,” but most of my interlocutors resorted to vague
evocations of giving youth a chance and developing proper
values regarding work, order, parenting, and so forth. For
most, “politics” remained a domain reserved for immoral
politicians (see Spasić and Birešev 2012).
We thus come full circle. People in Dobrinja were deeply
concerned with forward movement as a condition for “normal
lives.” They “sensed the political” in their own experiences
of “not moving well enough,” embedding it in collective
movement on the polity scale. And in this way, they ended
up disabling their own potential political subjectivity. How
can we understand this paradoxically depoliticizing effect of
people’s insistence on bringing politics into the equation?
In his 2005 research in Romania, Hartman (2007) found
that people’s key reference point for “transition” was Europe/
the West. Yet far from projecting a unilinear development
toward Western-style liberal-democratic capitalism, they left
open the definition of the yearned-for “normality to come.”
The latter could not be measured by performance indicators
but was projected as a flawless state of “living decently,” which
Hartman (2007), after Žižek, labels “the utopian object of
impossible Fullness” (208). He found no evocations of past
“normal lives” but an experience of the present as “prenormal
transition time.” Hartman detects a comforting dimension in
this fantasy futurism: the continuous deferral of the utopian
object of normality placed it beyond proof or doubt and
protected people against disappointment.
Let us relate this back to questions of movement. Hage
(2009) speaks of the generalization and intensification of a
sense of existential immobility in the “permanent crisis” of
the 2000s. Highlighting Australian celebrations of endurance
of “stuckedness,” he identifies an ambivalence in the “normalizing” discourse of “waiting out the crisis.” Including both
“subjections to the elements or to certain social conditions
and at the same time a braving of these conditions,” he argues
that this discourse serves as “a governmental tool that encourages a mode of restraint, self-control and self-government” (Hage 2009:102). In BiH, many popular sayings reflected this, from “shut up and suffer/endure” (šuti i trpi) or
“don’t make waves” (ne talasaj) to “Mujo [the proverbial

ordinary Bosnian] has weathered worse things than this” (izdržao je Mujo i gore). The specter of violence was crucial:
“just let there be no shooting” (samo nek’ ne puca), people
said, declaring all alternatives to be superior. Yet such exhortations to restraint coexisted, I found, with frequent articulations of yearnings for forward movement and criticism
of the “politics” that prevented this. Because the movement
of past “normal lives” was recalled in a critique of current
predicaments, both discourses—one centered on endurance
and one on the imperative of collective movement—functioned simultaneously as comforting (perhaps tranquilizing)
demobilizers and as vehicles for a critical refusal of normalization.
Most of my interlocutors who remembered the 1980s in
Dobrinja seemed to approach the projected normative movement of the “Road into Europe” in what we could call a
“knowing” way. It was as if they tried to show me that, if
nothing else, they knew very well what proper forward looking
movement should look like. They recalled a past that had a
future—more precisely, a past in which collective movement
was remembered to have facilitated a “certain” future on the
household scale. Nostalgic, modernist, petit bourgeois as they
may be, a political consideration of the future in BiH, I contend, must acknowledge such yearnings. In particular, people’s recollections of “normal lives” evoked how movement
was embodied in material products of collective labor that
had allowed them to feel it: apartments, workplaces, schools,
hospitals, railways, bridges, and so on. Living among such
landmarks of Yugoslav socialist forward movement—many
now ruined or incapacitated—they were caught in the interplay of the projected normative movement of the “Road into
Europe” and the suspension of the Dayton constitutional
setup. Sure, massive financial aid had flowed in for postwar
construction, some of it invested precisely in housing, schools,
bridges, and so on. Yet my Dobrinja interlocutors did not
“feel” those investments as part of a tangible collective futureoriented project. All over the country, billboards depicting
children under EU iconography announced that “It is time
for us to turn toward the future.” But behind the children
they portrayed European Union Force soldiers, whose presence was meant to be legitimized by these billboards. For my
interlocutors, this undermined the rhetoric of an incipient
future by reinforcing the sense that their lives were still mainly
after something, namely after war. Yet as we saw, even this
“after” was ambiguous, as the “o” of “over” remained disputed and lives were still understood as not quite “postwar.”
They were lives at the Dayton “dead point.”

11. The UNDP survey indicates that it was precisely because few people
believed that BiH had internal political forces that were able and willing
“to move things from the dead point” that the discourse of a “Road into
Europe” appeared as a welcome reminder of the need and desire for
forward movement while also allowing a distance from politics (UNDP
2007; cf. Greenberg 2010, 2011 on Serbia).

I conclude with a note on conventional anthropology’s uneasy
position concerning the prominence of linearity in temporal
reasonings such as the ones I found in Dobrinja. As so often
in BiH, self-deprecating humor provides a good entry. So here
is a joke about Mujo, who returns from a visit to Sweden.

On Linearity
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Mujo. Suljo, it’s amazing, Sweden is 20 years behind us!
Suljo. (Incredulously.) What do you mean, mate, Sweden
behind us!?
Mujo. Yes, 20 years behind! They’re still living well!

This joke crystallizes the normative valuation of linear forward
movement I found in yearnings for “normal lives” and in
critical diagnoses in Dobrinja in 2008–2010. My interlocutors
were concerned with how well they were equipped—as a
household and as a polity—to inscribe themselves, at least,
in movements toward progressively rising living standards,
the establishment of a “functioning state,” and ascendance to
a dignified “place in the world” (Jansen 2009). This should
not be confused, however, with teleological “transition” models from “totalitarianism” to “freedom.” Instead, it was a domesticated modernist template bereft of optimism in which
people yearned for “normal lives,” both remembered and projected.
How do we study this anthropologically? In a cultural relativist tradition, anthropologists tend to focus on the oppressive workings of such modernist temporal reasoning, usually attributed to elites, and to reveal (and revel in) resilient
subaltern alternatives such as cyclical temporality (Connerton
1989; Munn 1992). Yet I found that while cyclical temporal
reasoning features in some post-Yugoslav cultural production,
it was largely absent from mundane formulations of critique
or alternatives. For many in Dobrinja, its association with
nationalism, therefore with war, and therefore with today’s
predicament, made it an unlikely source of critical inspiration.12 “Running in circles,” both at the Dayton “dead point”
and as part of a representation of BiH as a place of recurring
violence, was what people yearned to escape from. For example, Mrs. O, a primary school teacher, married mother of
two, repeated the common line that “every fifty years we have
war here.” Yet minutes later, when critically diagnosing the
situation in BiH, she complained: “We are always late, always
late!”
Confronted with such ubiquitous evocations of linear forward movement, I did not discern a subaltern culture of
temporality. Instead, I traced people’s attempts to reason their
way through a predicament they themselves found disorienting. Suspended at a not quite postwar “dead point,” my
12. I am aware that my approach risks privileging temporal reasoning
of what David Harvey (2000) calls “secular spatiotemporalities” (194).
Alternatives (e.g., those related to religion) were at play in Dobrinja, and
they did underlay some critiques of the current situation. Yet in my
research they always appeared alongside “secular” ones, and, most importantly, not one single person brought them up spontaneously to diagnose or criticize. I asked about hopes and fears, about expectations
and the future, and everyone, it turned out, constructed their answers
around “secular” forward movement without ever mentioning other
modes of temporal reasoning. This, of course, may have to do with my
positioning as a highly educated Western European, but I would be
reluctant to attribute it only to that. Instead, I read it as an indication
of the normative power of the trope of forward movement in people’s
attempts to make (political) sense of their predicament.
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interlocutors relied on the imperative of forward movement
to shift the attention away from cultural otherness to an economy of (unequal) movement. Heeding their “aspiration to
overcome categorical subordination” (Ferguson 2006:20), my
analytical approach followed their lead and was therefore confronted with the same paradox they encountered: bringing in
politics at every step of the investigation, we end up, together,
with a diagnosis of paralyzed political subjectivity. Like Miss
A, I, too, “don’t know what to say.”
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January 13.
Pine, Frances. 2014. Migration as hope: space, time, and imagining the future.
Current Anthropology 55(suppl. 9):S95–S104.
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Producing Value among Malagasy
Marriage Migrants in France
Managing Horizons of Expectation
by Jennifer Cole
This essay examines the long-standing Malagasy role of vadimbazaha, a word that literally means “the spouse of a
European.” Malagasy women have historically aspired to this role to gain status and wealth as intermediaries who
link social networks, enabling the flow of wealth, people, and opportunities among families. Prior generations of
vadimbazaha stayed in Madagascar. Today, in the context of economic hardship, women seek European men and
migrate to France. Their goal is to use their position in France to build a life-sustaining flow of resources back to
Madagascar. Women achieve this goal by managing their French husbands’ and Malagasy kin’s horizons of expectation
with respect to race, gender, kinship, and reputation. Understanding vadimbazaha’s economic practice requires
attending to their ability to manage the meanings associated with their sexual, reproductive, and caring labor as
much as the money they earn through low-wage labor and remittances.

The ongoing economic crisis in Africa has filled the continent
with aspiring migrants. Zambians’ sense of “abjection” and
their desire for a better life prompt many to seek ways to
emigrate (Ferguson 2006), while Ivoirian youth dream of
moving to France, the mythical land of plenty (Newell 2005).
The prospect of migration to Western Europe and the United
States so fascinates Togolese, meanwhile, that they have become a “nation in exile” (Piot 2010:3). Cameroonian women
flood the Internet cafés in Yaoundé looking for foreign husbands (Johnson-Hanks 2007), while one Cameroonian migrant to Germany told a researcher, “Even if the Europeans
build the wall until the sky Africans will still find a way to
enter” (Fleischer 2010:1). Many Malagasy women also dream
of migrating to Europe as the brides of native-born, white
Frenchmen.1 Since the late 1980s, around 10,000 coastal Malagasy women have married and settled in France, Madagascar’s former colonial metropole (INSEE 2011).
Similar desires motivate these different examples of African
migration to Europe. Most migrants want to leave Africa so
that they can obtain material resources, enabling them to care
for others, an important part of what defines full adult personhood (Cole 2010; Groes-Green 2014). Many of these examples also underscore the importance of marriage and family
reunification, a pattern that clearly reflects the power of contemporary European and American migration regimes. Yet
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unlike other examples in which such binational marriages
appear to be a comparatively new phenomenon distinct from
prior, local practices, the case of Malagasy women involves a
more than 200-year-old tradition. Situated at the crossroads
of trade in the Indian Ocean, Malagasy women have long
sought to connect Malagasy families with foreign kin networks
whether or not they have moved to France (Bois 1997, 2001;
Larson 2011).
This essay examines the long-standing Malagasy role of
vadimbazaha, a word that literally means “the spouse of a
European.”2 Malagasy women have historically aspired to this
role in order to gain status and wealth as intermediaries who
link different social networks. Coastal Malagasy, especially,
have long built relationships with foreign men who came to
the island first as traders, later as colonizers, then as French
coopérants, and more recently as tourists and businessmen
(Bois 1997; Cole 2010; see also Tisseau 2011). Before and
during the French colonial period (1895–1960), women who
1. I deliberately specify that these marriages are with white, nativeborn Frenchmen because much government concern about binational
marriage across Europe targets marriages between people of the same
ethnic group, a tendency that many French commentators fear will lead
to communautarianism, or the founding and perpetuation of ethnic communities, which are perceived as threatening to the French Republican
norm.
2. Over the course of my research, I documented the life histories and
experiences of over 50 women, most of whom I met through various
coastal Malagasy diasporic clubs and associations. Of those 50, I collected
life histories and narratives from 25 women; over the course of 2010–
2011, I spent extended amounts of time with 13 different women and
their families, both at home and at work. In addition, I have made two
return trips with women to visit their families in Madagascar.
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forged relationships with foreign men stayed in Madagascar.
They used the material resources and social connections they
gained from these relationships to manage concessions, buy
and sell land, run hotels, or trade luxury items. Their wealth
and social ties situated them at the apex of material and
sentimental networks of kinship woven through exchange,
making them leaders in their families.
Today, in the context of 30 years of economic hardship and
periodic political crises, women seek European men (referred
to as vazaha) even more eagerly than in the past. When they
can, they marry vazaha and migrate to France, where they
imagine that they will enjoy a luxurious lifestyle and have
easy access to money, goods, and other resources. Yet going
to France is only a first step toward achieving a new definition
of what it means to be a vadimbazaha; they must then position
themselves at the center of a flow of goods, resources, and
people that stretches from France to Madagascar and back.
Women soon find, however, that becoming a successful
vadimbazaha in France is far more difficult than they anticipated. To start with, the highly valued category of vadimbazaha does not translate into local French categories of personhood. Instead, women discover that they are likened to
other, less salutary types of people. Most often, women are
simply perceived as African migrants, or marriage migrants,
a category that the French state seeks to regulate as part of
its efforts to police the boundaries of the French nation.
French neighbors, perhaps even their in-laws, may suspect
them of marrying only to take advantage of the benefits that
come with French citizenship. In recent years, moreover,
Madagascar has become known in France as a place for sexual
tourism. Malagasy women thus sometimes find that they may
also be perceived as prostitutes, or at the very least, as women
of little virtue.
Moreover, because women usually come with little wealth
of their own, they are initially dependent on their husbands
for money. As a result, if women want disposable incomes to
send home to be recognized by their kin as true vadimbazaha,
they have to take the low-wage jobs that are available to them.
These jobs contradict their own notions of what it means to
be a vadimbazaha, a status that Malagasy associate with giving
rather than taking orders. A woman who marries a Frenchman
may have succeeded from the point of view of her kin and
peers in Madagascar, but she has been drawn into another
role tied to a different set of assumptions about gender, kinship, race, and economy. For many Malagasy women, then,
being a vadimbazaha in Madagascar requires being a lowstatus African migrant in France, an inversion that reveals the
internal contradictions that structure France’s relationship
with her former colonies and that shapes Malagasy migration.
Malagasy women’s efforts to enable the production and movement of wealth and social value between France and Madagascar rely on their management of competing horizons of
expectation about who they are, what they do, the meaning
of their presence in France, and their right to maintain their
connections with Madagascar.
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My analysis builds on recent efforts to theorize the role of
female migration, care work, and the commodification of
intimacy in the global economy. In recent years, increasing
numbers of women from the global south have sought to earn
their livelihoods and sustain their families by migrating to
wealthier countries where they work as maids, wives, entertainers, or nannies (Constable 2009; Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2003; Faier 2009; Parreñas 2010). Migrant women’s labor often contributes to stratified social reproduction:
middle-class women in wealthier countries work outside the
home, paying poor immigrant women to take over their
household labor, and these women in turn send money to
their relatives back home (Parreñas 2012). One promising
line of analysis attends to the role of gender in mediating the
effect of women’s migration and wage earning. Women’s migration and wages reconfigure gendered hierarchies; or, alternatively, cultural notions of gender limit the effect of
women’s earnings (Faier 2009; Gamburd 2000; Ong 2003;
Parreñas 2001). There is a complex interplay between economic earning power and notions of gendered personhood.
With few exceptions, however, studies focus on women’s experience in either the sending or the receiving country.
At first glance, women’s commodification of their intimate
labor appears to map onto Malagasy women’s marriage to
Frenchmen and subsequent migration. After all, Malagasy
women, too, seek to trade on their caring and sexual labor
to find a husband and enable a flow of resources that they
can use to help their kin in Madagascar. However, Malagasy
women do not generally see intimate care, love, and money
as antithetical social domains (see Cole 2009; Thomas and
Cole 2009). Although there are certainly moments when a
woman might seek to sell her sexual services, ideally, affective
attachments and material resources are closely intertwined
(see also Zelizer 2005). Moreover, Malagasy’s efforts to become vadimbazaha in France involves more than simply migrating and then earning wages outside the home that they
can then send to Madagascar. Rather, in order to sustain their
position they must constantly negotiate competing visions of
who they are and what it means to be a wife, mother, or
daughter. Consequently, they draw attention to how gendered
roles and expectations between a woman’s home and her place
of migration shape her ability to negotiate different value
regimes, earn a livelihood, and accrue social value.
To capture this perspective, I build on Africanist scholarship
that emphasizes the social and cultural dimensions of labor,
highlighting the beliefs and values that are a part of work.
Social and cultural meanings associated with different kinds
of activities become part of the value attributed to different
kinds of labor, which may also be associated with different
types of persons (Cooper 1980; Feeley-Harnik 1984). Indeed,
how one works and who one works for often embody notions
of love, loyalty, and gendered personhood. Such a perspective
extends the insight that gender shapes the effect of remittances
to consider how women’s ability to manage the horizons of
expectation associated with their gender, race, sexuality, and
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settlement in France is a crucial part of the work itself. A
Malagasy marriage migrant’s ability to realize her hopes by
building social connections and enabling the flow of wealth,
people, and opportunities between France and Madagascar
does not happen simply by earning money in a market for
unskilled labor and feminine care, nor does it happen because
she has married a Frenchman and automatically achieves the
role of vadimbazaha, as her kin back home sometimes imply.
Rather, when a woman does achieve her aspirations, it is
because she has managed to shape the understanding of those
around her in such a way that she can achieve stability, accrue
wealth in France, and manage the terms on which she transfers
wealth back to Madagascar. Vadimbazaha’s labor entails managing cultural notions of race, gender, kinship, and reputation.
It is only by managing horizons of expectation across competing cultural frames that these women manage to make
economic earnings and cultural practice commensurate in
such a way as to make their livelihoods and the generation
and sustenance of life from Madagascar to France and back
possible.

Vadimbazaha in Madagascar: Conditions of
Possibility and Horizons of Expectation
Two aspects of local kinship and gender relations enable Malagasy women to knit together far-flung social networks that
cross national boundaries. The first is that in many parts of
the island, including the east and north, which is where most
Malagasy marriage migrants to France come from, kinship is
bilateral and marriage is exogamous to the kin group.3 As a
result, women move between families but never lose their
natal ties. The second is that when men form intimate relations with women, they are supposed to support them with
gifts and money. Such gifts communicate a man’s care and
respect, recognize a woman’s worth, and prove a man’s affections.4 Consequently, women can position themselves as
conduits of life-sustaining resources and opportunities
through the skillful use of their sexual and reproductive capacities.
Although women’s position as central nodes within kinship
networks appears to be relatively constant across historical
periods, the types of resources women want and the precise
economic activities they engage in have varied with time.
3. Each ancestry—a bilateral kin group—is an independent unit, the
members of which are supposed to be blessed by their ancestors and
manage their own familial affairs. Precisely because different ancestries
or families are supposed to be more or less equal, they also compete:
e.g., if a woman gives a gift of sacrifice to her mother’s ancestry, it is
more than likely that either she or another member of her family will
fall sick and learn through divination that her father’s ancestors feel
slighted and want a sacrifice, too.
4. The very word for love—fitiaviana—implies not only sexual desire
but is also commonly explained with reference to the exchange of material
resources: if you love someone, you care for them and their well-being,
which also means that you give them things (Cole 2009).
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During the eighteenth century, Madagascar’s nascent plantation economy emerged in interaction with the neighboring
islands of Isle de France and Isle Bourbon—now Mauritius
and Réunion, respectively. At the time, the Merina queen
decreed that only Malagasy citizens could own land or slaves.
Foreign men seeking their fortune in Madagascar often forged
relationships with local women to access these precious forms
of capital. Women, in turn, sought to draw these men and
their resources into their local kinship networks, gaining prestigious trade goods, money, and social connections through
these relationships.
French conquest in 1895 and subsequent colonial rule
transformed the circumstances in which vadimbazaha operated. While many settlers continued to rely on Malagasy
women to access local social networks, colonial laws made it
easy for settlers to obtain land, which meant that they no
longer needed women to gain access to productive resources.
Nevertheless, from the Malagasy perspective, marrying a vazaha or foreigner continued to offer advantages. In rural areas,
the Malagasy concubines of Creole settlers used their special
status to protect their family members from forced labor. But
settlers also sometimes bought their concubines land, registering it in their name, or gave them capital to start businesses
of their own. Some women managed hotels while others
bought property or invested in gold; still others used their
French husband’s social connections for commerce.5
These diverse examples reveal the close connection between
the role of vadimbazaha, trading, and managerial positions,
which contrasts with the kinds of low-status care work that
contemporary Malagasy women find in France. In Madagascar, vadimbazaha do not work in the fields, clean houses, or
work as nannies. Instead they become landlords, run hotels,
trade gold, and produce and sell lace undergarments. Insofar
as women during the colonial period gained economic and
social capital from their relationships with men, their sexuality
was not irrelevant, but it was not the most important aspect
of how they were defined. Rather, their identities as wives and
mothers, intermediaries and managers, dominated.
Over the course of the colonial period, however, the role
of vadimbazaha also began to carry more ambivalent connotations. As more Malagasy women gave birth to métis
French-Malagasy children, the colonial administration started
to discourage interracial relationships, fearful that they would
negatively effect French prestige (Tisseau 2011). Moreover,
with the rise of the nationalist movement in Madagascar in
the 1940s and 1950s, some nationalist leaders argued that
Malagasy women’s relationships with vazaha were unpatriotic.
Perhaps for this reason, one former vadimbazaha from Antananarivo, the capital of Madagascar and the center of the
nationalist movement, reported that her neighbors mocked
her after her French lover left (Knibiehler and Goutalier 1985).
5. Personal communication, Violaine Tisseau, e-mail, January 15,
2013.
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She attributed their behavior to jealousy, though it may also
have implied disapproval.
The years following 1960, just after Madagascar achieved
independence, and the 1970s, when the government nationalized industry, mark high points of nationalist fervor. During
these periods, women’s relationships with foreign men were
possibly less frequent and valorized. Moreover, as the economy began to deteriorate in the 1980s, more women turned
to prostitution, creating an unfavorable image of women who
went with Europeans in the eyes of some. Nevertheless, in
Madagascar’s stratified sexual economy, vadimbazaha continued to represent a comparatively respectable, middle-class
phenomenon, especially in coastal areas. By contrast with
prostitutes, who simply survive from one short-term encounter to the next, these are women who successfully use
their relations with men to grow networks and social relations.
Still, comparatively few Europeans came to Madagascar during this period. With the exception of women who married
or had relationships with the French legionnaires stationed
in the port town of Diego Suarez, marrying a vazaha was not
a widespread phenomenon.
With economic liberalization in the 1990s, however, more
Europeans came to Madagascar for tourism and business. The
growth of the Internet made it easier for French men seeking
wives and Malagasy women seeking French husbands to find
one another. And a new generation of young, Internet and
media savvy young people helped spread the knowledge of
the embodied practices and skills that were required to make
these encounters successful (Cole 2010). Until the turn of the
millennium, a woman could enter France on a relatively easyto-acquire tourist visa, find someone to marry, and regularize
her administrative status. Many women who succeeded in
settling in France then sought husbands for their sisters,
nieces, even their mothers. They built houses in Madagascar,
helped school their younger siblings. or provided the capital
that their families used to start businesses; these practices are
the quintessential markers of a contemporary vadimbazaha’s
success.
These undertakings potentially enable vadimbazaha to acquire a unique social status. Nana, a woman who had lived
in France with her French husband for almost 10 years, described her cousin’s social success, revealing the kind of authority a vadimbazaha acquires among her Malagasy kin.6
You know for her family in the country, as soon as she says
something they all listen to her. . . . It’s not really power.
It’s like, she has the first word (tô teny) and she says something and I can’t explain it. You see, despite her age, she
can tell someone who is old there (who therefore should
have more social authority), the person who leads the ancestors. No one will go against her in the family. No one
will contradict her.

Clearly, the power that a vadimbazaha accrues extends far
6. All names used in this article are pseudonyms.
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beyond simple economic earning power. Rather, as this
woman explains, vadimbazaha acquire a quasi-mystical force
that ramifies through familial networks connecting a woman
to her ancestors and her kin even as her position upends the
normal hierarchy of gender and generations. Becoming a vadimbazaha gives women the “first word,” namely, the privilege
of shaping family decisions before others have their say, a
quintessential mark of precedence in Madagascar. No wonder
that most parents greet the news of a daughter’s departure
to France by celebrating the success of their child. They eagerly
anticipate both the honor and resources that it will bring to
their family.

Rites of Passage: Reincorporation into the
(Former) Colonial Metropole
In order to acquire and exercise these powers, to become
blessed and “achieve the first word,” however, women must
marry and travel to France. Malagasy women’s position in
France turns on the central contradiction that France both
needs their domestic and caring labor and seeks to police
their presence. Though few of the men these women marry
are truly poor, many live quite modestly. Their options on
the French marriage market are limited because of their jobs,
their family situations, or, as the director of a matrimonial
agency that specialized in French-Malagasy marriages delicately phrased it, “the blessings of mother nature.” In the
past, the prototypical French bachelor was the lonely peasant
who could not find a wife because long-standing southwestern
inheritance patterns compelled him to remain on the family
farm. Staying on the farm in turn condemned him to a life
of hard work and little pay, while the job market meant that
women could more easily move to the city and find work
(Bourdieu 2008; Jegouzo 1991; Perrot 1980). Today, a relatively small percentage of the French population own and
work their farms (Desriers 2007). Still, there are many men,
whether peasant farmers or their sociological descendants,
who have not enjoyed the social mobility that characterized
the 30 years following World War II. Many who seek Malagasy
brides are older low-level government employees such as postmen or janitors, or they are self-employed—tree trimmers,
bakers, taxi drivers. Drawing on discourses concerning immigration, demography, and the renewal of the French population that have circulated in France since the early twentieth
century (Camiscioli 2009), many assume that because Malagasy women come from a poor, underdeveloped country they
are unspoiled by modernity and will tolerate both more traditional gender relations and more modest living conditions
than their French counterparts.
Malagasy women sustain French ways of life by taking jobs
that are essential to the reproduction of communities but that
French people usually do not want. In some cases, when
women marry peasants, they help run the farm. Others work
in fruit and vegetable factories or else find employment in
seasonal agriculture, as did earlier generations of Portuguese
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and Spanish migrants. Many women also work caring for the
growing population of French elderly. Much as in the United
States—where Filipina, Latina, and Caribbean women predominate in the care industry—African migrants feed, bathe,
and change the diapers of elderly French people.
Even as Malagasy women become part of French efforts to
sustain French ways of life, they are also subject to laws intended to police the boundaries of the contemporary French
nation. Since the state stopped encouraging labor migration
in the early 1970s, family reunification has become the primary means through which foreigners obtain legal entry and
citizenship in France. Yet the switch to family reunification
does not mean that some communities do not need these
women’s labor; indeed, their capacities as wives and workers
are intertwined. Women find themselves subject to a contradictory set of policies. Here as elsewhere, the social production
of migrant illegality dovetails with the state’s need for cheap
and available labor (De Genova 2002). Because these women
acquire citizenship through their marriages to Frenchmen,
they are not illegal. Nevertheless, the acquisition of citizenship
has become an increasingly arduous process that depends on
the whims of bureaucrats (Spire 2008). In some cases, mayors
refuse to perform the civil ceremony for “mixed couples”—
the term generally used by the French administration to refer
to marriages where one spouse is French and the other is of
foreign origin—claiming that they fear that false pretenses
motivate the marriage (Association cette France-là 2010; Fassin 2010; Ferran 2008; Robledo 2011).
Moreover, in an effort to justify mixed-marriage policing,
the state has propagated a discourse of fraudulent marriage
or “marriage gris” (gray marriage) that casts suspicion over
all mixed couples (Association cette France-là 2010; Fassin
2010; Ferran 2008). According to a circular sent in May 2005
by the minister of justice to mayors and police chiefs, a “pretend marriage” is “any marriage that is not founded on the
free and enlightened desire to take one another as husband
and wife and has been arranged exclusively with the goal of
migration, professional interests or social, tax or inheritance
advantages in mind” (Robledo 2011:2). The context in which
the circular was distributed implies that such “fake marriages”
only exist among would-be immigrants, not native-born
French people. This discourse reformulates much older, colonial representations of African women as venal, licentious,
and after money.
Malagasy women who believe that their marriage to a
Frenchman has made them a vadimbazaha begin realizing
that others may not see them as legitimate immigrants or
proper wives when they apply for a visa at the French consulate in Madagascar. Like consular bureaucrats across Francophone Africa (Kringelbach 2013), the officials who conduct
the interviews regularly ask women why they want to go to
France and how they met their husbands to test the legitimacy
of the marriage. Consulate employees, who may be of upperclass Malagasy origin, further dismiss women with denigrating
comments. In one case, I overheard a consular official, an
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upper-class Malagasy from the dominant ethnic group, telling
a woman who came from the coast and who did not speak
good French that she should come back when she had learned
the language—even though the official knew full well that she
likely could not afford to pay for French lessons.7 This interaction reveals the competition between different ethnic
groups within Madagascar, to be sure. It also underscores the
assumption that because these women are uneducated and
often do not speak French, they are not suited to life in France.
Such interactions prefigure the vulnerability that Malagasy
women often experience when they arrive in France. Migrants
usually receive a temporary residence card (carte de séjour)
that they may have to renew yearly for 5 years until they
become eligible to apply for citizenship. During this time, the
French spouse, acting as a de facto proxy for the French state,
has to sign the renewal applications. This period is difficult,
because women have little power to negotiate their relationships. If a man decides to divorce a woman, he essentially
revokes the grounds of family reunification, leading to expulsion. Although a woman could certainly contest a man’s
request for a divorce, it leads her into a complicated and risky
set of bureaucratic procedures.
These women thus navigate competing visions of who they
are and how they should behave. In Madagascar, a vadimbazaha is the mistress of her household, running the family
business, managing servants, and giving orders. Her Malagasy
kin expect that their absent daughter, sister, or mother is
wealthy—a real vadimbazaha. They also expect her to benefit
from her relationships with her husband as any sensible
woman should, drawing him into a thick web of reciprocal
obligations. In France, however, Malagasy women carry the
stigma of coming from a former French colony that is now
associated with poverty and prostitution; they must constantly
justify their presence. They marry men of modest means,
often accept low-wage, repetitive kinds of labor, and take
orders from others. Unfamiliar at first with the social value
and skills of vadimbazaha and with a world of Malagasy kinship in which they are expected to support numerous kin,
the French husbands and in-laws perceive them as poor immigrants who have come in search of a better life in France.
They expect women to privilege their relationships with them
over their extended kin in Madagascar. Influenced in part by
the state’s suspicion of migrants, French husbands and their
kin watch expectantly to see whether and how adeptly women
adopt French speech, dress, and values. Like the French state,
they seek proof that women want to become culturally French
and that they are not there only to acquire French citizenship
or to take a man’s money.
Even as women try to carefully craft how their husbands
7. The consular official was Merina, and the woman who had come
to seek a visa was Betsimisaraka. During the nineteenth century, the
Merina conquered Betsimisaraka territory and incorporated it into the
Merina kingdom. Historical memories of Merina domination continue
to shape their relations with other groups on the island to this day.

S90

and French kin perceive them, they must constantly send
goods and resources to their families and work hard to manage their reputations. Their reputations reinforce or diminish
the social efficacy of their positions as vadimbazaha both in
terms of their social status and how their position benefits
their kin. Most women do not want their Malagasy kin to
know the kind of work that they have in France. While some
women go to great lengths to conceal or misrepresent their
work, over time, their kin usually learn what they do. If someone wants to hurt a vadimbazaha, they can make this information public and use it to shame them (Cole 2014). Yet as
long as they act like vadimbazaha when they are home and
share their wealth with others, there is a tacit agreement not
to delve into what really occurs in France. In this respect,
these women and their kin construct an economy of appearances that helps paper over the contradictions that structure their relationships to one another. More importantly,
women’s ability to earn a livelihood in France and become a
vadimbazaha in Madagascar relies on their negotiation of
competing notions of wife, mother, or daughter. Women
straddle different worlds, each with their own regimes of
value. Their efforts to translated between what they take to
be “French” and “Malagasy” practices, assumptions, and ways
of life contribute to the reification of those categories even
though their practice contributes to their further entanglement.

Seeking One’s Fortune in France and
Projecting Power Back Home:
The Case of Franceline
Let me turn to the case of Franceline to explore further how
women’s efforts to inhabit the role of vadimbazaha while
living in France entail the management of meaning in such
a way that they can embody competing expectations simultaneously. Franceline grew up in a small town in northeast
Madagascar. Her father was a chauffeur who spent most of
his time with various mistresses, leaving her mother alone to
raise nine children. She quit school at 16 years of age. At 17,
a local doctor approached her mother and asked for her hand
in marriage. Repulsed by the doctor’s arrogant certainty that
she would accept him, Franceline declined the offer, but feeling pressure to contribute to the household, announced to
her parents that she wanted to work. Her father found her a
job as a maid with wealthier relatives who lived in the northern city of Diego Suarez—the city from whence the custom
of seeking foreign spouses spread in the postindependence
period. On the urging of a cousin, she “tried her luck” at
finding a “correspondent” (koresy)—a pen pal relationship
aimed at finding a romantic partner. After submitting her
name and information to an agency that was run by a Réunionnais woman out of Belgium, she received the names of
four men, three of whom lived in Belgium and one in France.
As chance would have it, only the Frenchman, who worked

Current Anthropology Volume 55, Supplement 9, August 2014

as a tree trimmer, answered. He bought her a plane ticket to
France, where they married after several months.
Franceline’s marriage to the tree trimmer ended after 7
years, by which time she had given birth to a daughter. Looking back on her early years in France, she attributed the divorce to her husband’s depression and her increasing desire,
as she adapted to life in France, to exercise her independence.
As I heard the story from other Malagasy women, she left
the house after a fight, cradling their baby in her arms. She
happened to get into a taxi driven by Pierre, a recent widower
with two sons. Eventually, Franceline and Pierre started a
relationship. For several years, Pierre lived alone in his house,
content to have his independence. Franceline and the daughter, meanwhile, stayed in the subsidized apartment (habitation
à loyer modéré) that they had been assigned to by social workers at the time of her divorce.
After several years, Pierre and Franceline married. Franceline worked two different jobs as a maid, rising before dawn
to go to work. Pierre also helped her by giving her money so
that she could build a large cement house in Madagascar, the
dream of every vadimbazaha. Despite the fact that local custom privileges ties with one’s father, Franceline chose to build
her house in her mother’s ancestral land, signaling her attachment to her mother.
In the summer of 2012, Franceline returned to Madagascar
to perform a customary cattle sacrifice ritual to inaugurate
her house. A day after her arrival, she found herself surrounded by her female maternal kin, several of whom had
begun preparations for the event months before. Each of them
had his or her own idea of how the ceremony should be
carried out to bring honor to the family. Enormously proud
that her niece had done well, Franceline’s elderly widowed
aunt, a devout Catholic, arranged for her favorite priest to
perform the mass. She also recommended a local caterer who
would help with preparing the food, someone she said “all
the vadimbazaha use.” Collectively, the various women ordered the men around, telling them to go buy the bulls for
the sacrifice at the cattle market. Franceline’s father, meanwhile, wounded that Franceline had not informed him of the
event and resentful that she’d built the house in her mother’s
hometown rather than his, stayed away. He was probably fully
aware that, according to custom, Franceline needed him to
perform the cattle sacrifice ritual. Eventually, Franceline went
to make peace by explicitly inviting him to the event.
Franceline’s efforts to shape the event and her own idea of
how it should unfold further illustrate her role as a vadimbazaha and the social expectations she had to manage. As we
went from place to place, first to the caterer’s, then to visit
the man who would act as the master of ceremonies, then to
a meeting with the choir to select the hymns, she carefully
explained her goals to the various participants. Dropping her
use of Malagasy and switching into French, a linguistic choice
that signaled her high status but also, perhaps, her genuine
effort to connect her two worlds, she said that having lived
in France for nearly 20 years, she felt torn between two cul-
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tures. She especially emphasized to the caterers, and to the
kin who accompanied her on her errands, that she wanted
the French style of sitting at table for parties to be respected.
Her hope was that she could share with her kin in Madagascar
a little bit of the savoir faire she had learned to appreciate in
France.
When Franceline threw her party, it was already evident to
many by virtue of her fancy house that she was successful.
At the same time, to be truly recognized, she needed to translate the wealth embodied in her house locally. Women in
France may only be able to send small amounts of money
home, but the public display of wealth and power in a ceremony can extend the social effects of their position, helping
their kin in ways that exceed any simple monetary calculation.
So, too, a woman’s kin know that no matter what happens
while she is away, her return obliges her to share her wealth,
particularly in ritual contexts. Franceline’s favorite aunt, in
particular, took advantage of this fact, insisting that Franceline
invite as many notables in the town as possible, many of
whom Franceline did not know or care about. When Franceline complained to other family members about her aunt’s
outlandish guest list, her cousin remarked that the aunt was
old, alone, and poor and defended the aunt’s right to invite
numerous guests, saying that if people in town saw that the
old woman had powerful, wealthy kin, they would be kinder
and more helpful to her in the future. The aunt’s demand
and the cousin’s defense spoke for all of Franceline’s kin who
lived in the town: they all needed the respect that her status
garnered, a respect that would perhaps be translated at a later
date into new opportunities and new life-giving connections.
In the event, Franceline’s genteel vision of the celebration
was not to be. In part, this was because the caterers appeared
late with the food. But it was also because Franceline could
only minimally control the hundreds of people who came to
the event, some whom she and her aunt had invited, while
others came unbidden. Visitors flooded the house and courtyard, brought by truckload from her father’s village to the
south. Everyone came and partook of the wealth as they assumed was their right, eagerly consuming Franceline’s food
and drink. Few people sat politely at the table. In the hurlyburly, some honored dignitaries of the town did not get to
eat enough of the high-status foods such as cake and whiskey.
Others had to wait a long time before being served.
Not only did the organization of the party and the behavior
of some of the guests cause tensions, but the staging of the
ritual also marked Franceline’s distance from some aspects of
local practice. To begin with, Franceline had wanted to hold
the sacrifice on Bastille Day, which is still considered an auspicious day. Only when she arrived in the town did her aunt
inform her that because the moon was waning rather than
waxing, which is considered inauspicious, the local ritual specialist told them to refrain from invoking the spirits of the
land, a part of the invocation normally considered necessary
to the ceremony. Moreover, after her father had finished the
ritual benediction and the bull had been slaughtered, her aunts
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wanted to mark Franceline and her daughter with the blood
of the bull, as is customary. They also wanted to hang the
horns of the cattle on the roof of the house, another common
practice that signals to all passers by that the ritual has been
performed. In both cases, Franceline refused, protesting that
her daughter, who had been raised in France, fainted at the
mere sight of meat hanging in a butcher’s window, and that
the custom was barbaric. The horns of the bull were tossed
out and left to the dogs to eat, a gesture that others likely
perceived as disrespectful.
Franceline, however, was far more chagrined by the unattended guests than any ritual missteps that might have occurred. The next day, she began to try to set things straight.
She and her aunt and a team of helpers went from house to
house, delivering pieces of cake and glasses of whiskey. At
each household, she explained how the caterers had been late,
apologizing for the oversight. Slowly, house by house, she
worked to repair any damage that might have been done to
her reputation—and by extension to her kin—because of the
slow service. She worked painstakingly to make sure that people appreciated her social efforts, felt respected by her, and
did not blame her for the delays.
In the days following the ceremony, Franceline continued
to intervene in her family’s affairs. She decided that instead
of living with his aunt, her nephew, whose mother lived in
France, should move to live with yet another family member.
She also attempted to undertake a pedagogical project of
teaching her kin how to manage money rather than wait for
her to send money from France. Before leaving for Madagascar, Franceline had shipped a container filled with used
clothes and other household goods. She spent days with her
siblings selling the clothes. The house became a Zolaesque
Ladies’ Paradise, with women trying on clothes, haggling over
the price, and getting annoyed when Franceline refused to
bargain. Her eldest brother recorded each sale in a notebook.
The day before she flew home, Franceline’s niece took her to
see a piece of land that she hoped Franceline would help her
buy. Franceline returned home to France on a Friday and
went back to her work as a maid on Monday.
Franceline’s visit home reveals some of the many hurdles
and hazards that women must negotiate to become vadimbazaha. From the French perspective, Franceline, remains an
immigrant, a low-status person who is tolerated rather than
wanted. Her family in Madagascar also has an ambivalent
relationship to her. They admire her, envy her, and want to
control her all at once. Recall how Nana depicted the successful vadimbazaha as someone who possesses a quasi-mystical power and enjoys the “first word.” Franceline’s experience demonstrates how extraordinarily difficult this ideal is
to achieve. To do so, Franceline had to successfully transform
the attraction and labor power she possesses as a Malagasy
woman into a legal identity, a social status and monetary
income in France. She also had to reconvert those various
assets into respect and a modicum of social power among
her family in Madagascar. Franceline made this association
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explicit when she remarked, “When I go home to Madagascar,
everyone treats me like a princess.” But, as the events make
clear, her “princess” status is fragile and requires constant
work. By the time she returned to France, Franceline was
exhausted, sucked dry by her family. She was also proud.

Negotiating Race, Gender, and Kinship
Much as Franceline’s trip home reveals how vadimbazaha seek
to negotiate their kin’s expectations, so, too, women must
negotiate their relationships with their husbands so as to create the conditions in which they can care for others. Whether
consciously or not, men may find the imbalance of power
between them and their Malagasy wives appealing; as I suggested earlier, men may enter these relationships with the
implicit idea, built on centuries of French men taking temporary wives in the colonies, that Malagasy women do not
merit the same rights or respect that a native-born French
woman does. In some cases, men seek to keep their wives
dependent, although these relationships usually do not last.
Recall that Franceline walked out of her first marriage because
her husband sought to control her, while her horizon had
grown. Alternatively, men sometimes take up the paternalistic
position of guide and teacher, informing women about French
cultural life. Part of the reason that Pierre and Franceline’s
relationship worked was that unlike her first husband, Pierre
enjoyed using his position of wealth and relative cultural competence to teach Franceline about France. He remarked,
“Franceline’s ex-husband never took her out. It was probably
so she’d remain ignorant and so he would be able to spend
less money. To control her. Many men, they feel vulnerable;
they fear that if they know too much, the women will reject
them. But I like teaching her. I would take her to the market,
take her around the area. . . . Now she is much more independent.”
Pierre’s desire to teach Franceline was both paternalistic
and generous. Much as French settlers in Madagascar taught
their concubines foreign habits and practices, which could be
seen as part of the more general colonial dynamic of bringing
civilization to their colonial subjects, so, too, Pierre taught
Franceline about life in France. Franceline, in turn, enjoyed
and benefited from what he taught her.
Even so, Franceline’s position as the mistress of the house
was hard won, the result of her effort to redefine the terms
of their relationship, assert her rights, and prove that she
transcended stereotypes of African women. When Franceline
first met Pierre, he was a widower. According to French law,
as long as he did not remarry, he received his wife’s pension.
Pierre enjoyed his personal freedom and the pension. He also
had an affinity for women of African descent (he had been
dating a woman from Martinique when he first met Franceline) and appeared to share common French stereotypes about
black women’s easy sexuality. He was happy to keep her as
a girlfriend and not marry her.
For Franceline, however, being Pierre’s girlfriend hardly
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conformed to the vadimbazaha ideal to which she aspired.
To the contrary, it hurt her status. Among the coastal Malagasy
diaspora in France, the great majority of whom enter France
as brides, there are always some whose marriages do not work
out and who find themselves in a precarious position. They
may turn to their fellow Malagasy for help. Once she had
acquired citizenship, Franceline offered various young women
in difficulty a place to stay. It was part of being a vadimbazaha,
a well-positioned woman who could act as a generous patron;
she hoped that news of her generosity would travel back to
Madagascar. Each time she did so, however, Pierre slept with
the woman and gave her money, infuriating Franceline and
wounding her pride. The other Malagasy women, in turn,
sometimes used this information to contest Franceline’s status
and hurt her reputation.
To successfully attain her goals, Franceline needed to secure
her position. Although she did not need the legal status that
a marriage conferred, she knew that she would gain more
respect as a wife than as a girlfriend. She began a campaign
to convince Pierre to marry her. She even involved an elderly
French couple who had agreed to serve as her godparents
when she decided to have a formal second communion at
the local Catholic Church. They intervened with Pierre on
her behalf. Eventually, Franceline triumphed and had her
white wedding; she and Pierre were even driven to the church
in a Rolls Royce, a spectacle that she was particularly eager
to share with her Malagasy friends and kin.
Franceline’s desire for respect and her fierce need to achieve
a certain French-Malagasy norm motivated her efforts to convince Pierre to marry her. But her marriage was also an important part of her effort to become a vadimbazaha and had
economic and social consequences. Not only did it secure her
right to a portion of Pierre’s inheritance but also it was only
after their marriage that Pierre helped her build her villa back
home, implying that the legal bond increased his willingness
to invest monetarily in their relationship and her family. The
elaborate church wedding did not simply signal his respect
or give her financial security. It also changed how other Malagasy perceived her. Pierre could continue his dalliances, but
they would not matter in the same way. Franceline’s ability
to redefine her relationship to Pierre made her status more
secure.
Even as Franceline sought to secure her relationship with
Pierre, she also worked to manage how he perceived her ongoing commitments to Madagascar. After all, she was the
second oldest girl in the family; she took seriously her responsibilities to her mother and younger siblings. Part of the
reason that vadimbazaha achieve the “first word” is that they
become vital to their families’ livelihoods, whether by helping
other kin to come to France or by sending money home for
various projects. In either case, women must negotiate both
various administrative hurdles and their French families’ understandings of kinship. To bring their sisters to France, vadimbazaha must convince their husbands and French kin that
the relationship merits the investment of time, labor, and
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money. If they appear too invested in their kin, they run the
risk of being stigmatized as “unintegrated,” a negative attribution that makes it more likely that their French kin will
seek to control their movements.
Franceline had fulfilled her duties in this respect early on,
after she had established her relationships with Pierre but
before they moved in together. Most women, however, find
that in order to succeed in this respect, they must negotiate
with their husbands. Franceline’s friend Vola, for example,
brought over three of her nine siblings while living with her
husband and his mother. A sociable man who had married
late in life, her husband welcomed the sisters and agreed to
give them the proof of housing that the French state requires
to issue a visa. Over time, however, as one and then another
and another of the sisters came, filled the bathtub to the rim
with piping hot water and ate enormous amounts of expensive
packaged food, he began to complain. Meanwhile, Vola’s kin
continued to ask her for help, recounting how they had become aware of a half sister, their father’s child out of wedlock.
They reported that she had started frequenting two wellknown nightclubs. Fearing that she might be on the slippery
path to prostitution, they begged Vola to “save” her by sponsoring her migration and helping her come to France.
Vola in turn had to convince her husband to accept her
half sister’s presence. As he began to protest the onslaught,
arguing that surely they could not help that many sisters, Vola
cunningly responded by using the language she hoped would
persuade him: that this was her sister and she had to help
her. Her husband acquiesced, convinced by her appeals to
moral responsibility and kinship. But Vola used the term “sister” to describe a relationship that her husband would likely
not have categorized in the same way. Northeastern Malagasy
women reckon kinship in “classificatory” terms, referring to
what the French would call “aunts” and “uncles” as “mothers”
and “fathers” and to “cousins” as “siblings,” thereby creating
feelings of closeness and solidarity despite what the French
might construe as genealogical distance (see Cole, forthcoming). In practice, of course, shared residence as well as blood
shape people’s commitments to one another. Nevertheless,
Vola could use the terminological ambiguities to frame the
relationship in a way that persuaded her husband to participate and help.
If women like Franceline or Vola appear more committed
to their siblings than they are to their husbands and children,
they jeopardize their moral authority vis-à-vis their French
families. It also implies a kind of clannish thinking that French
public discourse often attributes to immigrants. One French
husband made this assumption explicit when he complained
about how his ex-wife “just wanted to live among Malagasy”
and “didn’t want to integrate.” By insisting that it was her
moral responsibility as an older sister to bring her younger
sibling, then complaining about her sister to her husband
once she arrived, Vola managed to simultaneously enact her
role as vadimbazaha in the eyes of her kin at home and appear
properly integrated with her husband and mother-in-law.
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Movement, Making Life, and
Managing Expectations
Efforts to sustain life across generations and to accrue value
by moving through space is indeed central to “making a living” and negotiating the current period of economic crisis,
much as Narotzky and Besnier (2014) argue in the introduction. It is precisely because women take a socially valued
gendered social role that has long existed in Madagascar and
try to achieve it through the very different conditions of life
in France that Franceline’s case reveals actors’ cultural work
as they sustain life by negotiating between competing and
unequally situated horizons of expectation. Franceline and
women like her constantly manage not only a global political
economy but also a political economy of gendered reputations
rooted in the colonial past. Consequently, their efforts to find
solutions to the ongoing economic crisis in Madagascar by
marrying Frenchmen and settling in France depend as much
on their ability to manage the meanings associated with their
sexual, reproductive, and caring labor as they do on earning
money from low-wage labor and sending it home. To “give
life” to their French families and communities and their kin
in Madagascar simultaneously, women like Franceline must
also negotiate between different regimes of value. They must
be able to constantly take the migrant social status and wages
that they gain in France and convert them into the quasimystical force of someone who “has the first word” in Madagascar.
In the process, they incur both symbolic and material debts
in addition to new obligations in both France and Madagascar.
As a Malagasy woman who has made good, Franceline owed
a debt to her kin and her ancestors in Madagascar, without
whose blessing she certainly would never have succeeded. But
she also has obligations to Pierre, who supported her endeavors materially and helped her practically to maintain her
ties to home. The debts and obligations that she had to negotiate with her kin in Madagascar and with Pierre in France
turned on their different visions of who she was. To manage
these visions simultaneously, Franceline had to negotiate competing horizons of expectation regarding who she was and
what her actions meant. It also required her to participate in
an economy of appearances. Franceline could only work as
a maid in France and be a vadimbazaha to her kin in Madagascar if she acted like a vadimbazaha at home, displaying
her wealth and building her social relations. So, too, she could
only really attain the wealth that she needed to build her
social relations in Madagascar by simultaneously working and
receiving help from Pierre. And she could only obtain meaningful support from Pierre, including the ability to bring her
sisters over, if she could convince him that she was not just
another easy African woman but someone who demanded to
receive the rights and respect due to a French wife. To do
this, she had to gain sufficient knowledge of French gender
norms and kin practices to be able to gain her husband’s
cooperation. Meeting such competing demands enabled
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Franceline to coordinate the expectations of her French and
Malagasy kin, contingently bridging the different social relations that enable the production and flow of resources to
happen.
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Fassin, Éric. 2010. National identity and transnational intimacies: sexual democracy and the politics of immigration in Europe. Public Culture 22(3):
507–529.
Feeley-Harnik, Gillian. 1984. The political economy of death: communication
and change in Malagasy colonial history. American Ethnologist 11(1):1–19.
Ferguson, James. 2006. Global shadows: Africa in the neoliberal world order.
Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Ferran, Nicolas. 2008. Peu de meilleur et trop de pire: soupçonnées, humilies,
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Migration as Hope
Space, Time, and Imagining the Future
by Frances Pine
In this paper, I look at different contexts of economic migration in the Polish highlands in the cities of Łódź and
Lublin. I consider what social and economic factors make migration an investment and a belief in a better future
and what other factors may lead to rejection of the possibility of migration. The periods I am considering are the
years of crisis during the late socialist era, the period of structural adjustment following the end of socialism, and
the period following accession to the European Union. I focus on kinship and households and the way in which
formal and informal economic activities, networks of care and reciprocity, and the possibilities of migration are
negotiated within and among them during these very different economic periods. I argue that migration is both a
future-orientated and a backward-looking process and one that involves movement between different temporalities,
spaces, and regimes of value.

New inventions or creations are not about replacing the
old with the new, but adding to the old, producing new
articulations. (Stengers 2003:264)

Introduction: Old and New Pasts,
Ruptures, and Utopias
In the past few years we have witnessed an enormous and
widespread intensification of levels of anxiety and uncertainty
and a sense of precariousness. The threat of economic collapse
is seen to be looming over almost all of the major and minor
world economies, and both local and global capitalism appear
to be caught in a crisis that shows little sign of abating.1 The
particulars and the locations of the crisis change from day to
day and week to week, but recovery remains a hope for the
future countered by predictions of impending breakdown and
chaos. To draw on Guyer’s (2007) nuanced perceptions of
past, present, and near and far future, we seem to have slipped
into a “time that is punctuated rather than enduring: of fateful
moments and turning points, the date as event rather than
as a position in a sequence or a cycle, dates as qualitatively
different rather than quantitatively cumulative” (Guyer 2007:
410). In retrospect, despite the enormous threat of nuclear
annihilation that cast a shadow over the cold war years, the
postwar Fordist period seems to represent a time of economic
calm and certainty.
Frances Pine is Reader in Anthropology in the Department of
Anthropology at Goldsmiths, University of London (Lewisham Way,
London SE14 6NW, United Kingdom [f.pine@gold.ac.uk]). This
paper was submitted 10 IV 13, accepted 18 III 14, and electronically
published 18 VII 14.

But other pasts are also being reviewed and at times reinterpreted. It is relevant, I think, that the collapse of the
Soviet Union and the socialist states of Eastern Europe was
initially seen, at least in Western Europe and North America,
as a triumph of capitalism, free-market economy, and democracy over the tyranny and the inefficiency of a centralized
command economy, where surveillance society was dominated by a corrupt and oppressive one-party state. What was
overlooked in this triumphalism was that socialism is as much
a utopian ideology as a modernist one and one underpinned
by a strong element of hope—the state will eventually wither
away, leaving an egalitarian order where people are free to be
both poets and builders. Or, in the vision of Emma Goldman,
and of the striking Polish textile workers in Massachusetts in
1912, socialism should bring both bread and roses.
The Western triumphalism that erupted in 1989 was rather
short lived. A series of economic and political crises erupted
that were to mark the following decade of global capitalism—
giving birth to the current age of uncertainty, which bears
little resemblance to the prosperous future that many had
anticipated. If capitalism as a source of growth and hope for
the future is no longer credible, are there any memories of
socialism, utopian or otherwise, that leave us something on
which to build?
This article is concerned with the concepts of hope, value,
1. I think it is important to recognize here, however, that the financial
collapse of 2008 was a crisis generated by and experienced most strongly
in Western Europe and North America. In many other parts of the world,
what was considered a sudden crisis in these Western countries was closer
to the ongoing, normal condition of life. Nonetheless, the economic
collapse that followed 2008 had and continues to have repercussions in
terms of employment, work opportunities, economic migration, etc.,
throughout the entire world economy.
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and future in different political and economic contexts, times,
and places. I focus particularly on migration, which I argue
can be both a symbol and an enactment of hope and of faith
in the future and an act of or a reaction to hopelessness,
despair, and acute loss in the present.

Hope
Hope is a complex, many-layered notion resting on the capacity for imagination, on a sense of time and of temporal
progress, on a desire to believe in a better future or in the
possibility that something can change, and to some extent on
uncertainty. Hope is also always mirrored or shadowed by its
opposite, despair. We hope for a particular future, but we do
not know with certainty that it will take place or take place
in the way we desire. We fear that the outcome of this uncertainty may be despair or what will happen if hope diminishes and fades away.
Ernest Bloch, in his wonderful work The Principle of Hope
(1986), evokes a range of images of foreign lands, travel to
exotic places, hidden treasures, and day dreams—day dreams
are the things that are a bringing into, but not yet an achieved,
consciousness. The past contains the lessons we live by—the
aspects of life that we want to maintain or to bring back if
they have been lost and those that we want to eliminate and
reject. The future is imagined through reference to both
“good” and “bad” pasts (see also Pine 1998, 2002) and to
utopian dreams of what might be.
The postindustrial, post-Fordist era of globalization and
fragmentation marks the beginning of a new or much intensified flexibility in the organization and valorization of labor
vividly described by Harvey (1992) as the “condition of postmodernity.” More recently, Harvey (2000) has revisited the
ideas of hope and utopia. Struck by the lack of expressions
or discourses of hope at the beginning of the twenty-first
century, he proposes a rethinking of political and economic
practices, both spatial and temporal, that could generate new
ways of being in the world, confronting both the inequalities
inherent in advanced capitalism and globalization on the one
hand and the degradation of global ecology on the other.
Harvey suggests a radical rereading of Marx; his proposals for
a new order, presented as a futurist vision in his final appendix, show us what he imagines a utopian world might
look like but does not quite show how we might get there.2
How can we unravel the entangled processes of global flows
of capital, labor, technologies and materials, migration, and
uneven development in order to facilitate the possibility of a
more equitable and less degraded and degrading world? One
possible route might entail a revalorization of human labor
and production linked to a more responsible approach to
consumption and a rebuilding of increasingly fragmented la2. In Harvey’s imagined utopia, as in other recent discussions of hope
(e.g., Zournazi 2002), the emphasis on femalecentric or feminist-inspired
social forms is striking.

Current Anthropology Volume 55, Supplement 9, August 2014

bor and productive processes. Another might involve new
systems of care around generations, neighborhoods, and kin
or friendship networks in response to the decline of the welfare state.
Another question altogether is whether the economic, political, and military structures of global power are so deeply
entrenched that only a major disaster or war could now generate major change. These are hypothetical questions, but they
directly address the problems and concerns that people everywhere encounter today, and they try to resolve or at least
come to some kind of uneasy terms with their daily lived-in
worlds.
One thing I want to consider here is whether, and if so
how, people are able to draw on aspects of the past in creating
imagined futures. I think this is particularly pertinent in relation to the former socialist countries for reasons I will develop below. Isabelle Stengers (2003:244–272) calls for a new
optimism, a focus not on limitations of thoughts and possibilities and what cannot be done but rather on what we
might be able to accomplish if we open our minds: “Crushing
capitalism or destroying capitalism or whatever is a dream,
but as such it is not a very interesting dream, because nobody
on earth is able to imagine what we would do if that suddenly
happened. We live in a very complicated world; we have to
learn and become able to dream other dreams” (Stengers
2003:256). Stengers’s musings remind us that the (social)
world is neither magical nor natural; we make it, and we can
strive and fight to make it in different ways (see also GibsonGraham 2006).

Postsocialist Realism
Anthropologists working on and in the postsocialist countries
offered strong and convincing critiques of the “transition”
model of restructuring and development drawing on ethnographic detail and emphasizing historical perspective. Accounts of closing factories and deindustrialization, the collapse of collective farms and the impoverishment of state farm
workers, the loss of social entitlements ranging from jobs and
housing to health and child care, the growth of new mafias
and sex work and the drug trade, violence against Roma, war,
and forced migration dominated the anthropological work of
the 1990s situated in the postsocialist region. Threading
through much of this research was a theme of loss of opportunity and abandonment of hope for entire populations
of workers and citizens who had under socialism lived in a
relatively calm, secure, and settled world where the future had
been, or had seemed to be, certain. Recurring themes of extreme loss haunt this literature, and it was often difficult for
either the people themselves or the anthropologists taking
account to see how anything could be redeemed after such
extraordinary change.
Some ethnographic accounts, however, focused on generations and change and the hopes, dreams, and fears that people entertained for their children. The most desperate ac-
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counts were those involving abandonment of children—work
from Siberia, for instance (Vitebsky 2002), documented parents voluntarily giving up their children because they had no
hope of providing them with a future. Other stories were
more optimistic; encountering the loss of their own worlds,
parents still imagined a better future for their children (Pilkington 1997; Pine 2002).
Studies at this time also documented the extraordinary
growth of national and transnational migration. Much of the
research focused on those who had been school children in
the late socialist period and had come of age in the 1990s.
Here, ethnographic focus had shifted to the next generation,
many of whom did not look back with longing and nostalgia
to the past but rather forward to a new and different world
characterized by mobility and movement across spaces and
temporalities very different from those of their parents and
grandparents.
In Eastern Europe, after the fall of socialism, borders,
nations, states, and localities all were destabilized. After decades of highly controlled movement, people began to make
spatial shifts. Some movement and migration took place in
the turmoil or aftermath of war, some in the face of unemployment and deindustrialization, and some in direct response
to ethnic or racial exclusion or violence; increasing numbers
of people were also choosing to go abroad temporarily for
work or study.
With European Union (EU) accession, eastern borders
hardened, resulting in a growth of illegal border traffic (Follis
2012) while softening border regimes to the west facilitated
legal migration. Migrations are often circular, or repeated,
and involve long-term comings and goings (Grill 2011). Many
of the highly mobile young women and men have little or
no personal memory of socialism; what they have is a postmemory received through their parents’ and grandparents’
accounts.

Periods of Change and Rupture
What I want to suggest here is that looking at ethnographies
of both socialism and postsocialism can help us to understand
how ideas of value, hope, and future develop and sometimes
transform at times of social and political turmoil, economic
restructuring, and general fragility. This is particularly clear
if we look both at diverse regions—rural and urban, incorporated and marginal or excluded—and at different historical
moments. What this multilayered perspective shows is that
local cultures of value, of valorization of persons and work,
are variable even within what appears from the outside to be
one relatively homogeneous political economy. Further, it allows us to see how different concepts of work, of value, and
of the place of the individual in a wider social or political
collective allow or even generate different imaginings of possibilities and of hopes and desires or conversely of loss and
despair in relation to the past, the present, and the future.
Socialism is an interesting backdrop for this discussion be-
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cause it had such a strongly utopian imaginary and was based
on such a powerful and encompassing futurist ideology
(Buck-Morss 2002). But in real time, in the lived world, it
was a system characterized by contradiction, providing social
and economic certainty and security on the one hand and
lurching precariously from one political and economic crisis
to the next on the other. The result was often bipolar—a
world that people occupied with both commitment (see, e.g.,
Hann 1980; Humphrey 1983; Swain 1985) and cynicism (see,
e.g., Ledeneva 1998; Yurchak 1997) simultaneously.
Further, within the socialist states, there were some workers
deeply committed to building the socialist future—for example, miners, steelworkers, and those in other heavy industries (Kideckel 2008)—and some members of the intelligentsia who at least for some years tried to create a new
society (Bauman 1988). There were also others, often marginal
people such as Roma (Stewart 1997) or Górale (Pine 1999),
who actively engaged in imagining and sometimes pursuing
alternative strategies outside the strictures of state socialism.
Finally, historical events, policies, and the often harsh hand
of the state combined to create an environment into which
precariousness could suddenly and unexpectedly be interjected. People who had imagined a socialist future in the late
1940s and who had believed themselves to be building it may
well have become deeply disillusioned and alarmed by the
mid-1950s. Out of that disillusionment could come counter
discourse and movements for change, such as the Prague
Spring, or the Solidarity movement. Despite the presence of
highly militarized and intrusive states, at particular critical
moments ordinary people felt able and morally entitled to
challenge those states and felt enough hope to imagine and
offer up visions of alternative futures.

Contradictory Socialist Worlds
These different kinds of trajectory are illustrated beautifully
in Andrzej Wajda’s film Man of Marble (Człowiek z marmuru). Made in the late 1970s at the height of the economy
of shortage that marked the Gierek years in Poland, it tells
the story of Agnieszka, a young film student, clad in American
denim and chain smoking Marlboros,3 who decides to make
her diploma film on Mateusz Birkut, a Stakhanovite hero.
Her research takes her back to the end of the war and the
time of almost innocent hope when thousands of citizens
made their way to Warsaw, the capital city almost totally
destroyed by the retreating Germans, to rebuild it. The enthusiasm and the naivety of this generation of workers are
all the more striking because we know that in the previous
six or seven years they had witnessed the worst possible kinds
of violence and destruction. But somehow they maintained
a sense of hope and a belief in their ability to build a future.
3. American denim and Marlboro cigarettes were among the most
important, if not the two most important, signifiers of status, street chic,
and either money or contacts (ideally Western) during the 1970s.
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The young Stakhanovite marries a beautiful young gymnast
and sets national records for brick making in the construction
of the gigantic modernist steel works, Nowa Huta, outside
the all too bourgeois city of Krakow. The beautiful young
couple gets the dream apartment, the flowers and medals and
accolades, and up until this point they retain their innocence
and their ability to dream. But then of course it all goes
horribly wrong. Birkut has set standards so high that his fellow
workers resent him, and sabotage him, causing terrible burns
to his hands (the embodiment of the value of his labor), and
then the heavy hand of late Stalinism, fueled by envy and
dangerous rumors and generating arrests on fabricated
charges, descends on everyone, with disastrous results. Birkut
is discredited and spends time in prison; Hanka, his champion
gymnast wife, moves on to live with a corrupt party official
and subdues her painful memories with vodka, and things
fall apart. The beautiful couple is in effect erased from history.
However, Agnieszka eventually tracks down the story of
the worker hero. Birkut ended up working in the Lenin Shipyards in Gdańsk and was killed in 1970 when government
troops fired on protesting workers in the shipyard. His son
has meanwhile become a worker in the Lenin Shipyards. The
film moves from bleak loss and despair to a final scene of
hope manifested in the meeting of the two members of the
younger generation, the Stakhanovite’s son and the young
filmmaker who has, during the course of the film, remembered her own working-class origins.4
Man of Marble was released in Poland in the late 1970s. I
saw it in the cinema in Nowa Huta itself. We were the only
people in the audience, I think, who were not steelworkers
or members of steelworker families. The atmosphere was electric, and I understood viscerally for the first time that things
could not continue as they were in Gierek’s Poland and that
something enormous was going to happen very soon. This
was a year or so before the occupation of the Lenin Shipyards
and the birth of the independent trade union Solidarity.
During this period, I also heard Leszek Kołakowski give a
talk at the London School of Economics. He argued that it
was not appropriate to speak of socialist ideology, because
ideology had to be believed, and at least in Poland, nobody,
not even the highest officials of the party, believed it. Yurchak
(1997) later took a similar position in his account of the
cynicism of everyday life in Russia. I think this argument is
slightly problematic, because people were both cynical about
the socialist regime and believed that some aspects of the
socialist world were good and inherently moral. It was this

bipolarity that made the system so precarious but also gave
it the flexibility to survive as long as it did.
Although most people were highly skeptical about state
socialism and about the motives and behavior of political
leaders and bureaucrats, many still believed unquestioningly
in, and took for granted, the stability and permanence of work
and employment, housing, and basic social services. And I
would argue that this uneasy coexistence of hope and cynicism
continued well into the first decade after socialism and perhaps still continues in many quarters, allowing a response to
capitalist markets and free-market ideology that is simultaneously one of resigned pessimism and hopeful optimism.
While the former often results in a kind of economic and
social paralysis at both the individual and community levels,
the latter may allow the development of alternative strategies.

4. Birkut’s death is actually explicitly revealed in a second film, Man
of Iron, which tells the story of his son, still working in the Lenin Shipyards
and marrying the (very pregnant) Agnieszka under the benign eye of
Lech Wałe˛sa. While Man of Marble is a strong political and historical
critique of the past and a foreshadowing of political activism in the (then)
immediate future, Man of Iron is a utopian imagining of the future, from
the perspective of the present, of the possibility of a populist hope emerging from decades of loss and despair.

Particular ethnographic examples allow us to consider in
more detail the points I have raised above. I shall look first
at some of my own research in Poland, which spans the period
from the Gierek years in the late 1970s to the post–EU accession period at the beginning of the twenty-first century.
In my consideration of these cases, I want to explore migration
as a process that is both future orientated and (nearly always)

Migration: Pasts and Futures
I now turn to migration, one of the most common alternative
strategies in the postsocialist world and beyond since the collapse of the socialist states and the simultaneous acceleration
of globalism and fragmented capitalism. I am particularly
interested in migration as a strategy that is future orientated
and embodies hope in the context of the socialist and postsocialist states, because socialist ideology was so firmly linked
to nation building and modernity—to a future to be built
through labor in its proper place—in the socialist nationstate. At the same time, both during and particularly after
socialism, working abroad appeared to be the best strategy
for earning money and accumulating goods in ways that could
substantially change the quality of life of the entire household
back home. So migration was often developed as a household
strategy, sending some household members away in hope of
ensuring the future of others. And this in turn often meant,
for the migrants, working in conditions and socioeconomic
contexts that were not only not highly valued but were in
fact undervalued, both in the host country and at home. In
a sense, migration takes the moral or social value out of work;
labor, rather than being valorized as it takes place, becomes
something to be endured in the short-term present for a
greater good in the long-term future. The near future “becomes reinhabited by forms of punctuated time,” while the
more distant future is a place of hope, dreams, or intimations
on some possible utopia (Guyer 2007:210). These are ideas I
want to examine now.

Ethnographies of Migration and Change
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backward looking. In other words, by its very nature it involves the migrant in different temporalities of past, present,
and future and different spaces of home and elsewhere.
I should make it clear here that I am not making a straightforward comparison between these case studies, and I am not
trying to make parallel analyses. The situations I am considering are different in many ways. In my own work, I am
looking at three specific areas of Poland, in each case at a
distinct time. Each period of research spanned a particular
critical period in Polish recent history: the 1980s in the Podhale, marked by the economy of shortage of late socialism,
martial law, and Solidarity; the early to mid-1990s in Łódź,
framed by massive unemployment and fragmentation in the
wake of postsocialist restructuring; and the early 2000s in
Lublin, the period just before and following EU accession.
Rather than follow any one region through time, I want to
consider each in terms of one particular critical moment of
fragility and change and the strategies that local people developed in response.

This was an area where people stayed and worked in industry
and agriculture rather than moving away (Pine 1998).
The third field site, the city of Lublin and its surrounding
areas, situated on the edge of the Kresy, the borderlands between Poland and Ukraine, is different again. An early political
and religious center, it was the site of the capital of the shortlived Polish Lithuanian Union in the mid-seventeenth century
and still is home to the famous Catholic University (which
remained open throughout socialism) and major automobile
and helicopter factories as well as extensive lighter industry.
Although Solidarity had a strong presence in the area, and in
fact in 1980 the strikes in the Świdnik auto factory preceded
those in the Lenin Shipyards, the region is better known for
being conservative and strongly Catholic, with a long history
of ethnic tensions and violence across borders as well as forced
movement and resettlements during the Second World War
and the early socialist period.6 Thus, these three regions have
different social, economic, and political histories and quite
varied histories of migration.

Three Polish Settings

Case 1: The Effervescence of Migration: Podhale

Of the three regions of Poland I am considering here, one—
the Podhale—is an area that has been politically and economically marginal and excluded for much of its history.
Marked by movement and migration on quite a large scale
since at least the seventeenth century, migration from this
area reached mammoth proportions in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries during years of plague and famine and as massive segmentation of farms due to partible
inheritance took place. The area continued to be associated
with poverty until well into the socialist period, and even
then, despite strict state controls over movement, people from
this region continued to travel to Chicago as migrant workers
(Pine 1999). In both its marginality and the long-established
mobility of its population, it is very different historically from
the second region, Łódź and its surrounds.
The city of Łódź was the site of early industrialization,
particularly in textile production, in the nineteenth century,
which made it more a destination of local (rural-urban) migration than a source of extensive out-migration and secured
its central and incorporated position in the national political
economy. Known as “the city of working women” (miasto
kobiet pracowniczych), during the socialist period it had a
female working population fiercely committed to the socialist
state but also fully capable of chastising it when it failed to
uphold its part of the moral contract between workers and
management. The textile workers of Łódź comprised a highly
politicized, extremely militant work force and were active
players in the different periods of industrial unrest and social
protest that erupted nationally between the 1950s and 1980s.5

I did my first fieldwork in Poland in the late 1970s,7 in a
small Górale village in the Podhale, the foothills of the High
Tatras. Gierek, a former miner, then headed the socialist state
in a rather flexible way, borrowing large sums of dollars and
then, in desperate need of hard currency to service his rapidly
growing foreign debt, allowing a softening of border regimes.
It became slightly easier for Poles to obtain passports and
apply for visitors’ visas to the United States or another Western country and travel abroad. Most frequently, from the
Podhale at least, they went to America, where local authorities,
cognizant of local need for cheap unregistered labor, turned
a blind eye to their presence in factories and on construction
sites, while the Polish government, when they returned, welcomed their dollar earnings and turned a blind eye to their
source. In the late 1970s there was almost no house among
the 250 or so in the village without at least one member in
Chicago.
This pattern was not new. In fact, it far predated the socialist
period, beginning in the last quarter of the nineteenth century,
when famine, plague, and land fragmentation sent Górale
abroad “for bread,” most lucratively to North America. It still
continues today, although there is now an increase in shorter
migrations, to destinations such as Italy and Greece, and
opening of new migratory paths, for instance to the United
Kingdom and Ireland. Chicago remains an important destination, but migration now tends to be permanent or until

5. In fact, the textile workers’ reputation for militancy extended into
the postsocialist period, and it was said that when American companies
wanted to open textile factories in Poland in the 1990s, they rejected
Łódź as a site because of the workers’ politics.

6. In 1939 Lublin’s population was more than half Jewish. During the
war the city held the largest death camp, Majdanek, and there is now
very little visible trace of the city’s Jewish past.
7. My research in the Podhale was funded by the then Social Sciences
Research Council (SSRC) and the Economic and Social Research Council
(ESRC) between 1978 and 1991. The ESRC also funded my research in
Łódź (see below).
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the age of pension (a pension goes a lot farther in rural Poland
than in Chicago).
In terms of this discussion, the Podhale case is interesting
because movement and migration characterize economic organization from the seventeenth century, when Górale shepherds migrated from Wlachian regions along the Carpathian
Mountains with their herds, until today. So, unlike the other
cases I consider here, migration is not a practice emerging
from the collapse of the socialist economy or the opening up
of new economic markets in Europe. Rather it is one of a
bundle of strategies historically elaborated by households and
kin groups outside the context or beyond the reach of the
state. As I have discussed elsewhere (Pine 2008), villagers
derive their senses of identity, belonging, and personal value
from their land and their farming and craft labor. Waged labor
is consistently undervalued, although since the early socialist
period, nearly all villagers have been involved in it for at least
part of their working lives, and throughout the socialist period
it was actually the main source of regular income for most
houses. The valorization of migrant labor, however, is much
more complex than that of local waged labor.
The successful migrant brings home earnings far greater
than any local income. Because of its potential for generating
(relatively) enormous income, migration is highly desired,
sought after, and valued. It also exacts a high price, both from
the migrant her/himself and from their kindred. Often the
work abroad is hard and lacking in prestige. Often the living
conditions are bleak and difficult, and often employers are
harsh or dishonest. Young female migrants tend to work as
au pairs or housekeepers, and when they talk to their families
by phone or return to visit, they complain about being lonely
and homesick. Looking after other people’s children, they
miss months and sometimes years of their own children’s
lives. Similarly, caring for the elderly, ill, or infirm abroad
often means that they miss the last years of their own elderly
kin in the village. All of these factors generate real pain and
emotional hardship. However, migration continues to be central to village life, and to a great extent kinship obligations
and household economies revolve around it. It is negotiated
within the immediate and extended family who will go abroad
and who will stay behind, who will look after the children or
the elderly parents, and on what the remittances will be spent.
In this sense it is a project of hope and is geared toward the
future, toward building a new house, investing in more land
or other property, providing dowries for daughters, and generally building the prestige and the future of the house. It is
always a risk, of course. Some people are unsuccessful and
return empty handed. Occasionally, a migrant breaks contact
with house and family and makes a separate new life abroad.
Sometimes children whose parents are working abroad run
wild, get into trouble, or are not cared for by their kin; sometimes elderly parents become ill, isolated, and neglected. But
despite these risks, wage migration remains the most valued
strategy in nearly all village houses.
One of the most interesting aspects of economic migration
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is that it involves people in very different temporalities and
regimes of value simultaneously. As with transnational citizenship more generally, migrants exist in, or sometimes between, two worlds. They work, in the present, in the host
economy. There their work is undervalued and underpaid,
and they are often the most exploited of workers, at the bottom of all social and economic piles (see Kaneff and Pine
2011). This sparse existence, however, is hidden from the
present in the village. As family and village continue in their
absence, the migrant occupies a kind of future position or
vague point in the future—the point of their return, of receipt
of remittances, of future investments, and of reunification of
families. In this future position, the poorly paid earnings are
transformed into immense social and monetary value in the
village. In the migrant’s present, she or he often lives in terrible
housing, eats badly, buying only the cheapest food, and works
two or more jobs. But in the imagined future, back in the
village, they have created from this suffering a new affluence
for themselves and their dependents.
I would argue that this kind of endemic migration—migration as a way of life, as a major strand in house and kin
strategies—that has deep historical roots, is different from
what we might think of as crisis migration—migration that
takes place as a response to war, economic collapse, or other
trauma.
Case 2: Łódź: Working Women Out of Work
In Łódź and its surrounding areas, where I studied the collapse
of the largely female textile industry after 1989, it was striking
that migration was seen as an act of hopelessness and of
abandonment of the future. Textile workers were grounded
firmly in their work, and as I have argued elsewhere, it was
a major source of their identity and value (Pine 2002). In the
early 1990s, in the middle of the most brutal period of economic restructuring, I talked to women about the possibility
of moving elsewhere, either within Poland or abroad, to find
work after the factories closed in Łódź. Their reaction was
uniformly one of horror. Their imagined future lay not in
new worlds or opportunities but in restitution of the lost
order. They wanted their own work back, they wanted socialism back, and they wanted to be valorized for their skilled
labor. They could not imagine leaving their tight networks of
kin and friends. By the mid to late 90s, however, some of the
women were considering moving within Poland, although no
one I spoke to contemplated going abroad. But on the whole,
the focus of their imagined futures and their hope was the
next generation. As one woman phrased it, at the end of a
long, tearful interview in the mid-1990s, “Of course I still
have dreams. We have to have dreams, don’t we? Or we have
nothing. But our dreams are for the children now. We have
to keep going (living) for the children” (see also Pilkington
1997; Pine 1998).
In this region, belief in the socialist present had been strong,
if critical, and it was hard for people to leave that certainty
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behind, even when it became ruptured and uncertain. It is
the next generation, the children of whom this woman spoke,
who became the migrants. The ethnographic documentary
Our Street (Nasza ulica) made a few years ago followed the
lives of a family living near one of the biggest nineteenthcentury textile factories in Łódź. It was a factory that had
employed many of the women I interviewed in the 1990s.
During that period of restructuring, under the Balcerowicz
Plan, there had been major redundancies. The factory had
then been sold into German ownership and finally closed
down. A decade later, when the film was being made, it was
being turned into an enormous shopping arcade called, I
suspect without irony, Manufaktura. The film follows the
members of this particular family while the arcade project is
being developed. The flat where they live is down the street
from the factory/shopping mall. Living in the flat at the beginning of the film are a widow, who had been a textile worker
in the factory, her middle-aged son, who had also worked
there, his daughter, who was unemployed and pregnant, and
her boyfriend. Over the next 3 years, the old woman is the
main support, emotionally and financially, of the whole family. She works as a cleaner. Her son drinks a great deal and
from time to time tries to get work as a guard or construction
worker on the developing Manufaktura site. He is never successful. The daughter has her baby, and her boyfriend becomes
involved in petty crime and goes to prison. At the end of the
film, the (great)grandmother is raising the baby, the men are
unemployed, the younger still in prison, and the granddaughter has migrated to Germany. My impression is that this is
not an unusual story for former textile families. The older
woman, like so many of her generation to whom I spoke
more than a decade previously, never worked in her own field
again and felt that she had lost her place and her value. She
also felt she had to remain where she was, to hold the family
together, which she did. It was the young woman who was
able to imagine new beginnings and to make plans for a future
that could provide a way out of poverty, unemployment, and
petty crime. Unlike Górale migration, however, this seemed
to be less of an investment by several generations into the
growth of the family/house than a bid for personal, individual
freedom, probably at the cost of losing her child. The grandmother, of the generation who felt they had been thrown
away and had no future except through the children, continued to hold the present together, but with few prospects in
her own future.
Sites of Change: EU Accession, Migration, and New Futures
After EU accession, the situation regarding economic migration changed considerably for new member states. Although
only the United Kingdom, Sweden, and Ireland granted citizens of the countries from the first (2004) expansion full
rights to work and reside, they had limited rights throughout
the entire union. Interestingly, not all migrants welcomed this
new legal status. Górale villagers I spoke to at that time who
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were working in Italy, for instance, had no intention of becoming “legal” or getting proper papers, as they felt it would
allow the state to gain too much information about them,
and of course it would subject them to income loss through
taxes.
Again, I think this refusal reflects migrants’ simultaneous
occupation of two or even three different regimes of value:
their local one, where they expect to be visible, known, and
recognized and to carry out their financial obligations to kin
and community; that of the Polish state, where they have to
be visible as citizens in some contexts, such as education or
taxation, but may try to limit the financial implications of
this involvement, and where they want to be visible and financially supported in others, such as pensions or health care;
and that of their migration place, where they exchange their
unvalorized present labor for economic value in the future
and try very hard to stay invisible in the meantime.
Case 3: Lublin and EU Accession
For other categories of Poles who have perhaps less complicated relations with the state, however, the laws of EU expansion provided a new vision of hope and new possibilities
in imagining the future. In the period leading up to and
following accession, I conducted research in Lublin and the
eastern borderlands on EU membership and new patterns of
exclusion. In research sites ranging from NGOs aimed at facilitating participation in EU projects and funding for agriculture and small businesses to unemployment offices and
claimant groups to charities for the homeless, we looked at
the strategies that people were developing and pursuing in
response to the changing political economy.8 It was clear from
interviews and life stories that in this region, after a long
history of migration and displacement, often forced and usually political rather than economic, the socialist period had
on the whole been a time of little movement. Most older
people to whom we spoke had kin in other parts of Poland
or Europe, but on the whole these moves had been made
before or during the war years. It was only among the age
set from late teens to late twenties that nearly everyone, male
and female, employed and unemployed, rural and urban, had
close friends or relatives working abroad, mostly in the United
Kingdom or Germany, and they intended to go abroad themselves. For nearly all of them, migration represented a temporary interruption in their Lublin lives and a tool to enable
them to make better lives for themselves and their families.
Some planned to earn as much money as possible, as quickly
as possible, and return to Lublin to set up a small business.
Some concentrated more on training, hoping to study at university, to learn computer skills, to improve their languages.
Most arranged their migration through networks of friends,
8. This research was funded by the Volkswagen Foundation and supported by the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology. I worked
closely with two research assistants, Ania Witeska and Kinga Sekerdej,
and the findings are as much their work as mine.
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not through kin (which is the normal form of Górale migration). Several young people we interviewed had already
been abroad and had made connections to temporary jobs—
as waitresses, nannies, construction workers, agriculture laborers, and factory workers. Some had already made several
short trips, while others intended to return at intervals. Depending on the kind of work they were doing, some felt visible
and valued and not much worse paid than local workers,
while others, particularly those working in agriculture, meat
packing, or informal care, felt vulnerable, exploited, and underpaid.
Those who felt that they had been or were successful migrants clearly saw themselves as participating equally in two
different labor markets, in each for different reasons. At the
time, this region of eastern Poland was officially the poorest
and most economically “backward” area in the entire EU, and
unemployment, by both formal and informal estimation, was
very high. So here again, migration became an act of faith
and hope in the future, reflecting a belief that by going away
and participating in a different economy, it was possible to
put on hold present difficulties and, ideally, overcome them
on return.
Where this migration is different from the Górale pattern
is in relation to kinship obligations and exchanges. It is very
common in this area for parents or grandparents to pay for
travel or for English lessons or IT training. I was told by
several grandparents that in the past they would have helped
to pay for a flat, house materials, or a wedding; a plane ticket
to the United Kingdom or English language lessons are the
contemporary equivalents. The young people were not expected to send back remittances to the senior generations, at
least not those in the city.9 Nor were the senior generations
expected to look after small children in the parents’ absence;
this is rather a very modern kind of migration, often repeated,
by young people who are attempting to build new and very
different lives from those of their parents and grandparents.
While they bring back individual presents, they only rarely
hand over their earnings either as regular remittances or when
returning. Rather, the elder generations are consciously helping them to build these new, different, and often far more
individualistic futures. There may well be an expectation of
care in old age, of course, but in the present what is emphasized is the hope that the children will be able to build something new. And what is seen as new, and valued, is not the
manual labor in industry and agriculture from which many
of the senior generation drew their value and sense of identity
9. I suspect that this may be more common in the countryside, although I did not encounter it personally, and it is clearly nothing like
as widespread as this practice in the Podhale. What is more common is
for one parent, either the father or the mother depending on who has
more marketable skills or who has a job in Lublin, to go and leave the
other parent working and caring for the house and children. But this is
a practice of the elder age group—those in their 30s or 40s. Unlike Górale
practice, it is usually a project involving primarily the nuclear family, not
more extended kindred.
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but nonmaterial labor in IT, language, and other nonmanual
skills.

Critical Moments and Migration
These three periods I have been discussing were all times of
marked economic and social uncertainty, and each generated
adaptive strategies to some extent at least peculiar to the
specific time and region. However, an overall pattern emerges
in which the work done by the migrant abroad involves being
temporarily part of a quite different value regime from the
one at home, but it is undertaken in order to maintain the
one at home or to improve or change it. So, for instance,
young people from the Lubelskie countryside may do agricultural labor in the United Kingdom, filling a gap created
by the refusal of British workers to perform agricultural labor
for low wages. This allows the Poles to fund leaving agriculture
and setting up in a quite different kind of work when they
get home. In all of these cases, present hardship is countered
by future hopes, and strategies are developed that play on
and take advantage of the distances and differences between
the home and destination political economies and markets.
I began this paper by talking about socialism as both an
often repressive modernist movement and an often failing
utopian one, but I argued that in both cases human value
and social personhood to a great extent were made through
labor. I suggested that the losses experienced with the fall of
socialism were most clearly manifested in the dismantling of
labor—both labor practices and markets and the physical
places where labor could be carried out. Górale, who operated
both within the state as wage laborers and outside it as migrants and informal entrepreneurs, saw little difference in
their value regimes with the fall of socialism. In the other
regions I discussed, generations were thrown away, and new
attempts were made to change the future by entering temporarily into other economies.
Olena Fedyuk (2011) has demonstrated brilliantly how
much migration is a future-orientated process that in the
present extracts enormous personal cost—leaving one’s own
old and frail parents in order to look after someone else’s,
leaving children and grandchildren in order to care for those
of others—that can only be vindicated if it generates profit
and reward and growth. In this discourse, the Ukrainian migrant woman is making present sacrifices for the future good.
Fedyuk shows that is often middle-aged women, professional by training but unemployed in Ukraine’s frail economy,
who go abroad to find work so that their adult daughters can
stay at home and look after their children. The mothers send
remittances home, which allow the daughters not to work.
However, these same migrant mothers often take their young
adult or adolescent sons abroad with them because they believe that if these sons were to stay at home, they would be
in danger from violence and alcohol abuse fueled by a climate
of endemic unemployment.
So, in a sense, it could be argued that through the work

Pine Migration as Hope

of their bodies—and care work must be one of the most
intimate and embodied forms of paid labor possible—and
through the act of migration, these women are attempting to
create new “spaces of hope,” through new transnational bodies, for the next generation.

Reflections
Can these ethnographies of loss and change, migration and
adaptation, help us to understand how new economic practices may emerge from both the demise of socialism and the
ongoing crises in global capitalism? In many ways, it is the
kin and friendship networks on which people relied during
socialism in order to deal with the economies of shortage that
provide a kind of template for entering into the new mobile
economic processes around migration. The assumptions that
value arises from labor and that frail and dependent people
are entitled to care, just as everyone is entitled to work, underpin the new ways that many postsocialist actors articulate
with the new economy. However, in the case of migration, it
is the absence of the state in provision and regulation of labor,
work, and care entitlements that creates both the driving and
receiving forces around migration. The British agricultural
economy relies increasingly on cheap foreign labor; the Italian
family system relies on foreign care workers; the Polish and
Ukrainian economies need these foreign markets to fill the
gaps in care and provision left by the retraction of the socialist
state. In many ways, acts of migration do represent spaces of
hope; they also represent new “articulations” of old structures:
as care needs at home must be met, as young people migrating
abroad do so increasingly as individuals seeking to build new
lives, new economic opportunities are sought rather than attempting to save those already lost. It seems that where migration and other economic activity beneath the radar of the
state have been long established, as with the Górale, it continues with relative ease. Where, however, there is enormous
rupture between the material and moral economy of socialism
and the new individualism of global capitalism, the gains and
losses are less clearly balanced. The young Polish girl who
goes to London on a ticket paid for by her grandmother and
returns to start her own business is one model of increased
individualism; the middle-aged Ukrainian economist who
leaves her own aging parents to care for someone else’s in
Italy is rather different. And yet each is coping with the demands and vagaries of the international labor order.
Chantal Mouffe, like Harvey, has commented on the current lack of hope:
The problem today is not so much around the question of
class but around a critique of the capitalist system. And I
think that is where the analysis has to be done. One of the
reasons why I think there is no hope today for future possibility is precisely because people feel there is no alternative
to the capitalist system, and even more to the neoliberal
form of capitalism which is dominant today. (quoted in
Zournazi 2002:135)
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Zournazi (2002) suggests a more anthropological perspective,
calling for “a hope that does not narrow our visions of the
world but instead allows different histories, memories and
experiences to enter into present conversations on revolution,
freedom and our cultural senses of belonging” (18). I have
tried to show the way the problems of capitalism, combined
with the failure of state socialism, create conditions of precariousness through which people must then try to navigate
their way in daily practice. Ideas about hope, freedom, and
the future are not absent from most lives, even those that are
highly disrupted, but rather can be seen to be deeply rooted
in household, kin, and individual strategies such as those that
develop around migration as people move between different
economic regimes and registers and different temporalities.
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Reciprocity, Commodification, and Poverty
in the Era of Financialization
by Jaime Palomera
In this article I explore how financialization works among the poor, based on the case of a group of migrants living
in Barcelona’s urban periphery, who were granted mortgages during the climactic years of the Spanish housing
boom (2004–2007). I argue that the hopes and values that underpin relations of reciprocity among the disadvantaged
are transformed as they start accessing home ownership via predatory loans. Undeniably, forms of financial exploitation are rooted in and depend on a high degree of commodification. However, people tend to deal with the
abstract logics of accumulation that underpin their domination through concrete interpersonal relations framed by
moral values and mutual obligations.

One of the key trends behind the recent economic crisis has
been called “the financialization of home” by which lowincome groups are systematically drawn into the financial
system in order to access basic resources such as shelter (Aalbers 2008; Dymski 2009; Lapavitsas 2009). In this process,
social rights are transferred from the state to financial markets
in what constitutes a “great risk shift” (Hacker 2006). As a
result, the fate of households becomes linked to that of secondary markets, where securitized mortgages are traded, and
vice versa.
In recent years, a heterodox body of studies with a focus
on the political economy of cities has been growing—particularly in the fields of urban sociology and geography—that
analyzes the functioning of mortgage markets and their relation with the urban environment (Aalbers et al. 2012). However, if as Martin (2002) has argued, financialization “asks
people from all walks of life to accept risks into their homes
that were hitherto the province of professionals” (12), not
much ethnographic attention has been paid to why people
accept these risks and what the symbolic and material effects
of these choices are.1
In this article, I analyze the ways in which the hopes and
values that hold poor communities together are transformed
as members start accessing home ownership via subprime
loans. I do so through the ethnographic analysis of a group
of Dominicans in Barcelona who, like many hundreds of
thousands of migrants, had access to a mortgage during the
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climactic years of the Spanish housing boom.2 When I speak
of values, I do so in relation to the concept of reciprocity,
which is fundamental for the reproduction of impoverished
groups. Ever since Carol Stack’s (1974) magisterial work, reciprocity has been key to understanding forms of economic
exchange and livelihood in contexts of urban poverty. What
is particularly useful about this notion is its theoretical ambivalence (Narotzky 2002). It makes it especially apt to grasp
the transformations that took place in the social organization
of migrant groups throughout the Spanish boom and bust.
Because reciprocity is flexible, it was transformed according
to different forms of value and redefined in new ways as
migrants accessed home ownership and their relations were
commodified.
First, I depict the 1990s period, in which hopes of freedom
and social mobility were very much dependent on a notion
of reciprocity according to which those who were doing better
felt morally obliged to support those who needed it most.
This generated a steady flow of resources in the transnational
social field from Barcelona toward the Dominican Republic
and also in the urban space of Barcelona itself. The constant
circulation of goods and services made possible a relative
socioeconomic homogeneity among relatives, friends, and
neighbors and gave them a sense of community.
Second, I analyze how in the 2000s, as mortgages become
available, hopes of freedom and mobility became increasingly
1. So far, anthropologists looking at issues related to financial selfhood
have looked at trading floors or central banks (Ho 2009; Holmes 2009;
Zaloom 2006).
2. A more complete analysis of this process would require a contextualization of the factors that led to the Spanish financial and housing
crisis, paying particular attention to the historical reregulation of the
housing market and the mortgage market and the construction of a
specific “home ownership culture.” I do not have the space to develop
these issues here, but I have done so elsewhere (Palomera 2013a).
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associated with home ownership, and relations commodified.
As individuals began investing (keeping), the moral obligation
to give became integrated in hierarchical structures composed
of homeowners and tenants and often transformed into a
patron-client or a protector-protégé kind of relationship. In
a context of growing unemployment, indebtedness, and with
mortgage payments soaring, the fulfillment of payments between tenants and homeowners were metabolized as a moral
obligation, but actual forms of mutual support were eroded.

The 1990s: A Sisterhood of Renters
Saray is a mulatto woman, age 45, who until the end of 2009
used to own a small grocery in Ciutat Meridiana, a housing
project located on the northeastern border of Barcelona. Sitting in the shop’s back room, I often heard her talk about
the 1990s as the best years of her life: “I was happy then,”
she once sighed. Melani, her 25-year-old friend from Tegucigalpa (Honduras) looked at her with incredulity. “What?
How could you, the way you lived?” Melani’s reaction seemed
reasonable. She had landed in Barcelona recently, and the
stories people told about the immigrant women arriving at
the beginning of the 1990s sounded “terrible” to her. “Weren’t
you like 50 women living in a 60-square-meter apartment?”
she asked. Mirna, one of Saray’s cousins, immediately replied
“Oh, even more. Where I lived in, I think we were around
60 girls.”
Saray and her cousin come from Los Rı́os, a little village
in the western part of the Dominican Republic, north of Lago
Enriquillo (most Dominicans in Ciutat Meridiana are from
three close towns in that region).3 They figure among the
pioneers in their hometown who at the end of the 1980s began
migrating to the city of Barcelona to swell the ranks of a
growing labor force of undocumented caregivers and cleaners.
At that time, foreign migration was only a slowly emerging
reality in Spanish cities, mostly linked to the revitalization of
live-in jobs in the domestic service industry.4
From an outsider’s perspective, the living conditions of that
period certainly seemed appalling. During the week, these
women worked and lived inside affluent homes—sometimes
in conditions of complete servitude—in the upper-middleclass neighborhoods of the city. On the weekend, they spent
3. Los Rı́os (7,300 residents), Postrer Rı́o (5,000), and La Descubierta
(7,000).
4. According to Martı́nez (2004:146), in the 1970s live-in domestic
work was done by internal migrants from rural Spain (around 400,000
workers). This figure gradually decreased, and in 1985 only 7.4% of
Spanish women in domestic service lived in the homes where they
worked. Meanwhile, in the survey Martı́nez (2004) carried out in Madrid
during the 1990s, around 85% of the Dominican women interviewed
had live-in jobs. In fact, this industry has been, for several decades, a
recurrent niche for lower-class women migrating from rural Dominican
Republic to other countries (Gonzalez 1976; Grasmuck and Pessar 1991;
Hendricks 1974; Pessar 1984). In Spain during the 1990s, between 80%
and 90% of Dominican migrants were women (Gregorio 1997).
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their time between the overcrowded, degraded buildings in
the city’s downtown and its streets—often dangerous because
of the presence of unforgiving police patrollers. This particular
form of domination was common to all migrants from the
global south and needs to be linked to Spanish immigration
policies, which since 1985 and for more than two decades
have promoted the structural production of a particular kind
of “migrant illegality” (De Genova 2002): during the boom
years, while the economy systematically attracted more than
five million foreign workers, the state did very little to create
legal paths of entry to the country (Palomera 2013b). In fact,
immigration policies can be summed up as a set of contradictory regulations that allowed migrants to cross the state’s
borders without great difficulties and join a growing informal
economy with the possibility of regularizing their situation
through different paths only after a period of legal exclusion.
Inevitably, such a framework guaranteed structural inequalities in access to work, housing, and other resources.
Immigration laws were particularly harsh at the end of the
1980s, giving the police carte blanche to search, raid, and
often repatriate undocumented immigrants. “They treated us
like criminals,” recalled Mirna. Saray nodded: “Sometimes I
was too scared to walk down the street. . . . Any car with
lights or sirens, they terrified me. Once I mistook a taxicab
for a police car and I started running like hell.” Whence, then,
did Saray’s nostalgic happiness come?
“We Are Not Particulares”
It is well known that solidarity born out of shared adversity
is a common trait among many migrant communities
throughout history.5 The Dominicans settling at the end of
the 1980s formed a tightly knit community condensed in a
few small patches across the inner city.6 Saray and her peers
often talked about “whole buildings filled with Dominicans.”
These social spaces were structured by a deep sense of reciprocity, connecting people in the Dominican Republic and
Barcelona through extended and very flexible kinship networks that were gradually activated (Pessar 1984 notes the
elastic understanding of kinship relations in the Dominican
Republic). As a result, after the arrival of the first “bridgeheads” (Turner 1968), substantial segments of broad, preexisting networks in Los Rı́os were gradually “transplanted” to
Barcelona’s downtown (Tilly 1990). The strong flows of information, goods, and services circulating in the Dominican
Republic, in Barcelona, and between both localities, soon generated a “transnational social field” (Glick-Schiller, Basch, and
Blanc-Szanton 1992).
On one occasion, Saray’s cousin Flavina gave me a re5. For an exemplary instance, see the case of nineteenth-century Chinese immigrants and their solidarist communities in New York and San
Francisco as a result of confrontation with the host society (Nee and Nee
1992; Zhou 1992).
6. Martı́nez (1999), who did fieldwork in central Barcelona during the
mid-1990s, seems to corroborate this version.
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markable emic description of the notion of reciprocity that
used to hold the group together and also an opinion of how
things should continue to be. “We are united. From the moment one comes here, one starts searching. And she looked
for me as much as I looked for her. We are people of the
kind that have needs. We are not particulares [private individuals]. You are in need? Then, if she’s doing better, she
helps you and gives you a hand. We are united.”
“Reciprocity” was thus understood as a moral obligation
of those who were doing better to support those who needed
it, which translated into a constant circulation of resources
and a relative socioeconomic homogeneity among members.
In fact, Flavina’s words express a shared conviction that the
fulfillment of social mobility hopes depends on all members
of the group abiding by the norm of reciprocity. This was the
fundamental value that held the group together, which allowed them to transfer resources to others in the Dominican
Republic—through remittances—and in Barcelona’s downtown—providing structures of access to work and shelter.
The fact that these women were so spatially concentrated
helped maintain such norms. When one girl landed, the others
hosted her and gathered money for her to buy food or in
case she needed to go to a job agency, often giving her winter
clothes, a rare good in the Dominican Republic. Apparel and
food in particular were constantly circulating and shared. This
allowed the new women to get by before they could find a
job at a house.
In the face of spatial segregation, assembling in overcrowded homes worked as a strategy to minimize the costs
of shelter. Martı́nez (1999) has suggested that the Raval area
became in the 1990s what Harvey and Chatterjee (1974) call
an “absolute urban space.” In segregated markets such as this,
where financial institutions and government play no role,
rents are set by the relative power of the landlord and the
tenant.
If the landlord dominates, high rates of return will be extracted while tenants will be forced to spend a large proportion of their already low disposable income on rent,
leaving little over for food and other needs. The only way
in which tenants can adapt to this situation is to “double
up” [and overcrowd] in dwelling units to save on rent.
[Thus] producers and consumers of housing services face
each other as classes in conflict. . . . [This market is defined
by] an absolute rent which accrues to the monopoly power
of landlords as a class vis-à-vis the collective power and
condition of the tenantry. (Harvey and Chatterjee 1974:33)

In our case, Saray and the many women she lived with “won”
this “class conflict” not only through overcrowding but also
by paying rent as a unit, which minimized living costs.
The pooling of money among these Dominican women
was not restricted to rent payments. It was sometimes deployed for different services, such as sending potential migrants the money to help them cross the border as false tourists, covering the costs of repatriating a corpse in case of
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someone’s death, or paying for a flight ticket in case someone
needed to travel back home.
Besides, there was an extended moral obligation, both in
Barcelona and the Dominican Republic, to support their direct kin through remittances. During her first three years as
a live-in domestic worker, Saray earned 60,000 pesetas of
which she only kept 5,000. The rest she sent to her mother
and sisters, who invested it mainly in land, the construction
of a house, and enhancing their educational careers through
the private school system.
Freedom from Sexual Control
Interestingly, feelings of moral obligation toward others both
in the Dominican Republic and in Barcelona’s downtown
coexisted with a sense of freedom from certain forms of sexual
control. Once I asked Flavina, “What is it exactly that you
like about being here?” Saray immediately intervened: “The
liberation! There, she has to ask permission to go out.” Flavina, giggling, nodded. “Here,” added Saray, “she only has to
take her keys, get dressed and leave.” Flavina laughed out
loud. “There, I have to ask my parents permission to go out.
Parents are a bit difficult with their children. If you don’t ask
permission, they go searching for you with a stick. As long
as you are under the yoke of your parents, you have to do
what they order you. And we have a lot of respect for our
parents.” Conversely, Saray often remembered with joy her
first weekends in the downtown, away from her mother and
sister’s control: “When the weekend arrived, we got crazy, we
were free! I had three or four boyfriends at the same time
when I went to the clubs, and I had to hide in corners with
them so that they wouldn’t find out!”
Overall, the adversities of migration during the 1990s were
many: the often degrading experiences in the domestic service
economy, the stigmatizing effects of police persecution, the
marginal life in the cracks of the housing market. However,
the forms of relation that crystallized in these first years provided the possibility to strengthen bonds through reciprocity
values while redefining norms linked to individual freedoms,
particularly those of women.7
The 2000s: Homeowners and Tenants
During the 1990s, many of the immigrant groups living in
the city’s degraded downtown engaged in a transition toward
the periphery—combined with status improvement—somewhat akin to Burgess’s expansion process (Burgess 1984
[1925]).8 As the state adopted several resolutions opening the
possibility for regularization, many immigrants were able to
7. This is a similar process to what Thomas and Znaniecki (1984
[1918]) called the “reorganization” cycle when they studied the Polish
in Chicago.
8. Obviously, Barcelona’s territorial organization has nothing to do
with the map of Chicago that Burgess designed at the beginning of the
1920s, but his notion illuminates the Spanish case.

S108

get working permits, to ask for legal advice, and to improve
their capacity for negotiation with their employers. Slowly,
the possibility opened up for smaller groups of kin to rent
other apartments—first in the bordering neighborhoods of
the city center (Raval, Poble Sec) and then in the periphery
of Barcelona, or what is known as its red belt—though still
in the most segregated niches of the housing market. This
signaled the beginning of a movement both away from the
degraded downtown but also away from a more communitarian form of livelihood.
Yet the transformation that would revolutionize both the
lives of these migrants and the geography of Barcelona would
not take place until the turn of the century, when an unprecedented housing and financial boom engulfed the whole
Spanish territory. The roots of what would evolve into the
current crisis, though variegated, can be traced back to two
different processes. The first was a sustained set of pro-ownership policies designed in the 1960s to spawn a powerful
construction-financial complex (a fundamental sector, together with the tourist industry, for the Spanish model of
capital accumulation) and turn the home-as-property into a
key source of reproduction for the working classes. The second was the radical deregulation and reregulation of mortgage
and property markets in the 1980s and 1990s in the context
of a global easing in credit, declining inflation, and real interest declines (promoted by the European Central Bank),
which allowed northern European banks to massively invest
in Spanish mortgage-backed securities.
On the other hand, the housing boom triggered a phase
of steady economic growth, turning Spain into one of the
most prominent centers of attraction for transnational workers. In fact, these highly impoverished workers became crucial
in the prolongation of the housing boom, particularly in its
peak years (2004–2007). On the production side, legal limitations imposed by immigration laws facilitated the exertion
of pressure on their wages, with many workers entering the
informal sectors of the construction industry. On the consumption side, the expansion of credit allowed real estate
profits to be sustained without migrants’ low wages being
raised (López and Rodrı́guez 2009; Palomera 2013a). The
combination of all these factors led to a perfect storm at the
beginning of the new millennium fostering an unfettered expansion of subprime mortgages for low-income households
and the transformation of poor neighborhoods into fields of
financial speculation (during this period, residential property
prices increased by more than 180%).9
Within Saray’s circle of friends, it all started in 2002, when
rumors that this or that relative had been given a mortgage
to buy an apartment started spreading: “One day, I was with
my cousin Micila, just feeling lazy, as you and me are right
now, and she told me to come with her, because she was
going to a place to buy an apartment.” The place was Ciutat
9. This is according to the Instituto Nacional de Estadı́stica database
(http://www.ine.es [accessed June 10, 2012]).
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Meridiana, a housing project in the immediate periphery of
the city, secluded between the hills of Collserola Valley and a
concrete frontier made of highways and railroads. The apartment was in a poor-quality building standing on the upper
side of the neighborhood, its steepest and most isolated area.
Saray remembered how scared she was when she first visited
it: “But when they showed me the apartment, and they said
I could have it and stop throwing money in rents, I said yes.”
From a socioeconomic standpoint, Ciutat Meridiana was
one of the poorest neighborhoods in the city, but just like
the rest of the Spanish territory, it was engulfed in the housing
bubble (in 2006, at the peak of the boom, Spanish home
ownership rates almost reached 90%). Working-class neighborhoods such as Ciutat Meridiana became fertile soil for real
estate agencies and financial institutions ready to grant exploitative loans to impoverished populations that had until
then remained outside the mortgage market. As Saray told
me, “They didn’t invite you to see other places. They had it
all organized to buy your apartment here. In other places they
asked for many things, many conditions. Here it was easier.
. . . That’s how all of us started coming here. Back then,
everyone was talking about the [real estate] agency. ‘Fincas
Corral this, Fincas Corral that.’” Brokers presented themselves
as being “particularly dedicated to helping immigrants get a
home.” However, their help was at the expense of the financial
security of those whom they were helping, using a diverse
combination of frauds and practices that are akin to what has
been termed “predatory lending.”10 As the word spread, migrants from all over the city began flocking to such offices.
In fact, after buying their apartments, Saray and other pioneering borrowers were encouraged by brokers to send their
own countrywomen to their agencies in exchange for a fee.
Between 2003 and 2007, more than 40% of the population
in the neighborhood changed as old-timers sold their properties to incoming immigrants. In the same period, approximately 1 million migrants across Spain were granted mortgages to own their homes.
Home Ownership as Freedom
As migrants were drawn into the financial system, the notion
of freedom, particularly from sexual control in the Dominican
Republic, and social mobility became increasingly linked to
home ownership. As Flavina, Saray’s first cousin, clearly put
it, “When I’m there [in the Dominican Republic], after a
week, I already want to come back, with my parents telling
me what to do all the time and all. . . . If God helps me, and
I can have my own apartment and bring my children, I’m
doing my life here, Saray” (emphasis added).
10. Descriptions of predatory lending vary, but in the United States
they are often seen as a subset of subprime loans that “are sometimes
supplied to households that could have qualified for mainstream mortgage loans” and that “often put borrowers into situations where default
can be avoided only under a low-probability set of circumstances (such
as continued explosive growth in housing prices)” (Dymski 2012:159).
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In fact, owning the home was not an abnormal decision
for these women. As Saray told me “Back there [in the Dominican Republic], everyone has or buys a small plot and
then they can build their own house. Those who can buy,
buy. And those who can’t, rent. I prefer to have my apartment.
If you rent, you’re throwing away money. But if you buy it,
it’s yours. You pay some money every month but you know
that it’s yours.” In June 2010 (deep into the Spanish crisis
and a growing wave of foreclosures), I met Saray’s brotherin-law, who was unemployed, heavily indebted, and about to
lose his home. However, he still believed in the virtues of
home ownership: “I’ve never liked to live renting. I like to
have my own [me gusta tener lo propio]. One came here and
it looked like it was an investment, something one would
eventually have, maybe so that your children would have a
future.”11
Moreover, buying a house and selling it for a higher price
was often regarded as a way of looking for financial security
that jobs could not provide. Traditionally, starting up a business has been analyzed as a way for migrants to avoid the
precariousness of highly exploitative jobs (Bonacich 1973;
Portes, Haller, and Guarnizo 2002). In a housing boom in
which migrants are given the possibility to enter the home
ownership market via subprime lending, investing in a property assumes a similar role. Although only a very small minority was able to invest in an apartment and a business, the
conviction that these forms of petty capitalism were clear
paths toward “freedom” and social mobility were shared by
many of the poor residents I met in Ciutat Meridiana. During
the months in which both Flavina and her boyfriend Joel were
unemployed, I got used to seeing friends and kin suggesting
to them to think of investment plans: “I think you should
rent a bar. With 5,000 euros, you can do it.”
Commodification
With the advent of home ownership and asset accumulation,
the values associated with reciprocity regulating the transnational social field were affected. Both the transfer of resources between Barcelona and the Dominican Republic and
the structures of settlement that facilitated migration and settlement changed.
On the one hand, as Dominicans began buying homes, a
conflict between investing in Barcelona (keeping) and sending
remittances home (giving) emerged. The moral obligation to
help those at home was much stronger among women, who
sent more remittances and to a bigger group of relatives, than
men. This became evident as the men began to migrate, par11. Subjective representations of home ownership cannot be separated
from the structural conditions of the Spanish housing market and welfare
state. As Kemeny (1981) has argued, there is a tendency in less-developed
welfare states to see home ownership as a source of security and welfare.
For lack of space, here I limit the analysis to the particular meanings
attributed to home ownership and their relation with the trajectories of
poor migrants.
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ticularly at the beginning of the 2000s, mainly to work in the
then growing construction industry. Saray often disapproved
of her brother Noel for having sent almost no money to their
siblings and keeping what he earned to himself and his girlfriend in Barcelona. “If one comes here, it is to help the family.
Not to keep the money to make your own life!” said she.
Francis, one of the many Ecuadorian neighbors in Ciutat
Meridiana, complained for the exact opposite reason: his wife
was sending too much money to her parents and siblings and
endangering their ability to pay the mortgage. “She sends all
she has, she doesn’t think of our future here.” He, instead,
sent his mother some money each month (from 100 to 150
euros, he said), but used most of what he earned to pay the
mortgage.
In some cases, such as that of the people from Los Rı́os,
these differences have to do with the matrifocal nature of
relations in the Dominican Republic. For any Dominican and
Ecuadorian women it was often the case that there was a
stronger moral obligation (and the norm) to sacrifice and
work hard (despite the hardships of the job) to send remittances to their parents and children in the home country,
sometimes including extended family members. However, as
mortgage rates soared and savings were increasingly absorbed
by financial institutions, supporting the loved ones in the
home country became increasingly difficult for immigrants
of all genders and ethnic backgrounds.
On the other hand, the informal structures that provided
access to shelter for migrants in Barcelona were also significantly transformed. Because mortgage payments were very
high in relation to meager incomes, many new homeowners
chose to sublet rooms. As a consequence, the more established
migrants became landlords with the capacity to provide shelter for the undocumented ones, who then became their tenants. In the process, Ciutat Meridiana emerged as a new locality specializing in diverse forms of shelter for poor and
often undocumented migrants. “Some friends told me that
there were immigrants living and renting here, Moroccans
like me. In this neighborhood you have two options: room
or bed,” a young man told me.
When I started looking for a place to live in Ciutat Meridiana in September 2007, it was hard not to notice the large
number of handwritten ads hanging on the walls of shops
announcing rooms for rent. Later, as I tried to find my way
through this informal market, I had the chance to meet several
homeowners who offered tiny, shabby rooms for no less than
250 or 300 euros. In some instances, they made very clear to
me that they tried to avoid subletting to people who could
be emotionally connected to them in any way. “Countrymen
are the worst people if you want to rent,” a Ghanaian man
once told me. As the informal ways of access to shelter were
significantly commodified, it became paramount for homeowners to look for pseudocontractual relations with tenants
in which no sense of moral obligation or ethnic solidarity
could be invoked in case payments could not be met.
The commodification of relations among residents crys-
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tallized in the spatial organization of the living space. Despite
their small size (between 60 and 75 m2), apartments were split
into two or three households, one for each room of the house.
As mortgage payments soared, the main household was often
forced to move to one bedroom and sublet the other two
rooms to different people. For instance, Wilson, an Ecuadorian man, and his girlfriend had two groups of tenants:
a Nigerian-Spanish couple and a Honduran woman. Like
some owners, Wilson chose to put locks on each bedroom
while the common spaces were left rather unadorned and
cold. Others, who had given a personal touch to their living
rooms and had been forced to rent to strangers, sometimes
imposed strict rules regarding what tenants could and could
not use. These kinds of spatial rules and strategies made it
obvious that there were three homes living separately within
a home. “Sometimes one feels that we’re packed like sardines,”
a woman told me.
The accessibility of loans, the commodification of informal
relations, and the formation of a rental submarket allowed
some new homeowners to buy more than one apartment and
become multiowners. Saray bought a slightly better apartment
on the lower side of the neighborhood only months after
moving to her first residency and immediately sublet it to an
Ecuadorian couple and their children. Between 2003 and
2006, her monthly mortgage payments were 700 Euros, and
she sublet the apartment for 600 euros, thus only having to
pay the bank 100 Euros each month. “This way, the apartment
pays itself,” she said.
The Redefinition of Reciprocity and Its New Hierarchies
In many cases the process of commodification did not suppress previous forms of reciprocity but instead transformed
them in particular ways. During her first 4 years in Ciutat
Meridiana, Saray maintained two kinds of arrangements that
were indicative of the complex housing arrangements that
emerged during the subprime mortgage expansion. At first,
she established a purely commodified relationship with the
Ecuadorian family in her lower-side apartment. In the upperside apartment, though, she set up an arrangement in which
commodification became embedded in reciprocity structures,
thus modifying them.
When Saray was granted her first mortgage and moved to
the upper-side apartment, she and her partner Omar began
hosting different kin and countrymen. “I always have someone passing through,” Saray told me. Some, though, stayed
longer, such as her sister Beatriz (who soon brought her husband Eliseo and their two children) and her third cousin Rita.
Between 2002 and 2005, Beatriz lived in one room with her
husband and children, and Rita lived in the other one. Each
paid Saray 200 euros every month. Beatriz did not consider
this “rent” but a form of “support,” and a rather modest one.
She remembered how Saray had paid a substantial part of
her flight ticket to Barcelona, asked her older employers to
sign a contract so that she could get a work permit, and offered
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her shelter. As a result, Saray had allowed Beatriz to skip the
hardships of entering the country undocumented. Moreover,
while living with her they never had to worry about the costs
of food—Saray and Omar did. Whenever Eliseo went to the
supermarket with Omar and he attempted to pay, Omar
would not let him. “He knew we were short on cash,” Eliseo
recalled. In return for this generosity, Eliseo took care of
Saray’s shop during the 3 months she was in the Dominican
Republic applying for family reunification with her children.
Although Saray tried to pay Eliseo when she returned, he
refused to accept it. He felt that was the least he could do.
Thus, Saray accumulated her property capital by subletting
to other kin in a more precarious position, but rent payments
became integrated in and dependent on a wider circle of
mutual moral obligations predicated on a sense of kinship
and family. Rent payments themselves were absorbed as one
form of support and not as a cold market exchange. In other
words, particular meaning was ascribed to these pseudomarket transactions (Zelizer 1994). Interestingly, as we will see,
the success of Saray’s petty business—the grocery—also depended on and became integrated in these forms of support.
In the process, a clear hierarchy emerged constituted by a
petty homeowner and shopkeeper turned patron or protector
and a series of tenants turned clients or protégés (Gellner and
Waterbury 1977).
This redefinition of reciprocity around a hierarchical structure became more apparent during the spring of 2006, when
the Ecuadorian family in the lower-side apartment moved
out. At that point, Saray decided to sublet it to her first cousin
Flavina and her boyfriend Joel (they had just had a baby and
were looking for shelter). As Saray’s main tenant, it was Flavina who took care of paying the rent, and she did so by
adopting the widespread practice of subletting rooms. Yet
Saray still played a very important role in finding other tenants. First, she suggested that Rita move to Flavina’s apartment because her main apartment in the upper side was filled.
Later, she suggested that Flavina take in her friend Melani.
Melani, a 25-year-old woman from Honduras, was undocumented and had no network of kin or friends in Barcelona,
only a distant acquaintance with whom she shared a room.
She had met Saray shortly after quitting a live-in domestic
job the conditions of which she could not endure. At the peak
of the housing boom, Melani’s landlord had decided to sell
the apartment, forcing her to leave her room. Seeing this,
Saray suggested that Melani move in with Flavina.12
With the new home arrangement, Flavina, her partner Joel,
and their baby slept in the master bedroom while Melani and
Rita occupied the two smaller ones. The chain of payments
worked as follows: Melani and Rita paid Flavina their room
12. The incorporation of Melani and other Honduran women was a
clear proof that the sense of “family” sustaining the network was flexible
and that new bonds could be made beyond preexisting kinship relations.
In fact, shortly after I became one of Saray’s tenants, I heard her joke
about how I could be her “son” and how she would “teach [me] how
to survive.”
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rents (250 euros per month), and Flavina gave Saray a total
amount of 700 euros. Saray, in turn, paid between 800 and
1,000 euros to her bank, depending on mortgage rates.
Besides her dependence on the payment of rent, for Saray
it was also key to rely on her tenants’ support to manage her
shop. In order to make it a viable business, she opened it
everyday of the year from 9 a.m. to 10 p.m., and for this she
relied on the support of several adjacent households: either
her sons in the upper-side apartment or her kin and friends
in the lower-side apartment. Usually, whoever was in the
neighborhood, not working or unemployed, showed up in
the shop carrying a hot pot containing a Dominican dish,
such as locrio, meat with habichuelas, or fish in coconut sauce.
Often it was either Rita or Flavina, because the lower-side
apartment was just across the street from Saray’s shop. Later
on, when Saray helped her son open a barbershop, also across
the street from her grocery, this new business became dependent, too, on the food that was cooked in the lower-side
apartment.
However, Rita and Flavina were not mere “social capital”
for the shop. Food was a shared resource from which all of
the people within this little triangular network (grocery, barbershop, and apartment) benefited. Whoever was idle was
expected to cook for the rest. Sometimes, while one of the
other girls took care of the counter, Saray selected some ingredients from the shop, such as plantains and rice, and carried them to the apartment, where she cooked them. Then,
she left a big pot for anyone within that household to get
served whenever they wanted to and took some hot food back
to the shop. In fact, even when there was enough food from
the day before to feed everyone in the household and shops,
a new rice dish was prepared. The norm consisted in cooking
big quantities in anticipation of potential mouths joining in,
a practice that was common in Los Rı́os. Either at the apartment or the shops, Saray sometimes had more peripheral kin
and neighbors—particularly unemployed youths—popping
in who, without having to ask, grabbed a plate and took some
food.
Saray’s role as protector-patron was underpinned by her
identification with the predicament of her protégées and tenants. Like them, she had been undocumented in the past, and
she had suffered the trauma of leaving her children in the
Dominican Republic. In fact, Rita and Melani had had their
children with men who were very closely related to her (a
brother and a nephew respectively). For this reason, Saray
took care of their babies whenever she was free, particularly
while at the grocery. This was a child-rearing strategy that for
a while allowed some of these women to avoid sending their
children to their mothers in their hometowns. It prevented
Flavina from reliving the trauma of separation from her baby,
which she had already experienced with her elder children.
During the early months of 2008, I often saw Saray surrounded by babies and children in her shop while their mothers were working in homes or hotels, cleaning rooms, or
taking care of other people’s children.
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The downside of the “we-are-united-people” motto is that
it often worked as a forced constraint, as some of them did
not have any connections beyond the space of the neighborhood and closer kin.13 Take Saray’s relationship with Rita. In
2001, Saray sent Rita money to make the trip to Barcelona,
hosted her in her main apartment, fed her, and recommended
her to the employer she had worked for during her first years
in the city. While living with Saray at the upper-side apartment, Rita felt grateful and therefore inclined to help: Saray
often remembered the days when Rita kept her home always
clean and brought a meal to the grocery everyday. However,
she also had an unpleasant memory: “Rita tried to move away
and turn her back on me,” said she. In the winter of 2005,
a chance came up for Rita to move to Poble Sec, a neighborhood where she hoped she could buy her own apartment.
However, she could not manage to close the deal and had to
go back to Ciutat Meridiana, this time to the lower-side apartment with Flavina. As Rita told me, “I didn’t have anyone
there.” Saray took her in, but not without a grudge. Thus,
although she described her acts as isolated and utterly generous, there was inevitably an expectation of reciprocal support expressed in a desire to stay together “in the neighborhood.”
Saray was also unsympathetic toward those whom she felt
had let Melani down. She often criticized her nephew Joel for
having abandoned Melani after she got pregnant, in the early
months of 2006. She in fact felt it was incumbent on her to
look after Melani. Her protective role became clear at the end
of December 2007, when she realized that Melani could not
pay Flavina any rent at all. She was unemployed and broke.
She had been wearing the same black sweater and jeans for
a month, eating and feeding her baby thanks to her flat mates’
support. Seeing this, Saray told Melani to leave the lowerside apartment and live with her at the upper-side apartment.
Worried that she might end up on the street, she decided to
host her. Yet Saray’s protection was inextricably linked with
her role as a patron and with her need to keep gathering
money to pay the bank: the move allowed Flavina to rent the
vacant room and to sustain the chain of housing payments.
Because I was looking for a new room in the neighborhood,
I would be the one replacing Melani as the new tenant.
In exchange for Saray’s generosity, Melani felt inclined to
give her support, both cooking at home and helping at the
shop with whatever was necessary. In fact, Saray’s decision
was not an isolated act. “It’s true that a while ago she used
to help me at the shop, and I didn’t give her much money,”
she would later recognize.
13. In this sense, Wacquant and Wilson (1989) have pointed out how
the downside of social networks for residents in inner cities is that they
are bereft of relations with people from other social classes and groups
that could be sources of information about jobs or other kinds of opportunities. In a way, their argument is a variation of Granovetter’s (1973)
notion about the strength of weak ties, and it is applicable to the case
of Rita and other Dominican women who had no relations beyond the
limited scope of their close kin and countrywomen.
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Values in Conflict
In a context of growing commodification, Saray’s choice to
adopt Melani raised some tensions within her kin. A few days
after Melani left the lower-side apartment, Flavina showed up
in the shop rather furious while Saulo and Alba (Saray’s eldest
son and mother) took care of the counter. “Why did that girl
leave all her things scattered around the apartment and not
take them with her?” said Flavina. “Yeah, I don’t know what’s
wrong with her, but that girl barely helps at home. She should
go back to her country, I don’t know what she’s doing here,”
added Saulo. A week later, I met Alba again, who disapproved
of Saray’s way of dealing with her shop, Melani, and some
of her other acquaintances. “Why does she [Saray] lie on the
couch [of the shop] all day, letting the others work? One can’t
be unconcerned and let other people be at the counter! She
shouldn’t do it, cause a friend is a friend of no one!” she
said. “Aren’t they good friends?” I asked. She replied, “These
girls are lacking money. Saray lets Melani take care of the
clients, but I’ve seen her grab the change more than once.
Saray and I have seen her putting the change the clients gave
her in her pocket instead of putting it in the cash register.
But Saray is very good, and she doesn’t say anything. She says
that Melani has a small baby and has no money. Then why
does she leave her alone there, taking care of the money?” I
replied that Melani also helped Saray and that perhaps this
was a way of returning her the favor. “She only cooks now
because she lives in her apartment. But while she was with
Flavina, she never cooked! And when she cooked, the kitchen
was dirty cause she didn’t clean at all. She doesn’t do anything.
I don’t understand why Saray is so good to her. I don’t even
understand why Saray spends so much time with these Honduran girls!” Alba added.
Two years later, in the summer of 2010, I heard Saray
making similar remarks about her son Saulo and his relations
with other youths. “These sons of mine, they’re just sissies
. . . fucking sissies! They let everyone get on top of them!
Saulo, when he goes out, they all have beer, drinks . . . and
at the end of the evening, who pays? Him! He’s the one who
goes to the counter, like a sissy, and buys it all! He’s just too
good, he can’t say no. At the barbershop, if one of his friends
asks him for 100 euros, he just gives it to him. . . . But this
way he will never be able to take care of himself!” Saray could
not understand either that her son did small jobs at his barbershop (like shaving someone’s sideburns) without charging
any money. I often heard her tell him to charge people for
that. On one occasion, Saray reprimanded Saulo while I was
present: “Are you charging people what you should charge
them? This is work you’re doing, my son! [To me.] He’s the
way I used to be. [To him.] But the other people think you’re
dumb or something, and then they keep asking!” Interestingly,
though, Saulo was actually abiding by the old motto of “being
united” and helping those who needed it most.
At this point in time, Saray had already closed her grocery
because of the economic depression in the neighborhood and
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the out-migration of wealthier Spanish residents during the
housing boom. Word on the street, though, was that the shop
went broke because of Saray’s generosity. “This family has a
problem,” said Eliseo. “They don’t know how to be good
business people. Saray, when she had the shop, if someone
did not have enough money, she just said, ‘take it!’”
All of these tensions within Saray’s circle point to the frailty
of values based on mutual support as they get ingrained in
commodified structures based on petty capitalist strategies,
such as businesses or properties. These tensions were constant
in the relations between homeowners and tenants. In September 2010, as I was about to leave Saray’s apartment and
my room became available, a tension emerged regarding who
would fill the vacancy. When Neyda, a close relative of Saulo’s
Honduran wife, offered to pay 140 euros (clearly below the
market’s average price for a room), she was harshly criticized
by many within Saray’s circle. “These people [room tenants]
are insensitive to what it means to pay a mortgage! They just
don’t know what it is!” said Saray in despair.
To understand Saray’s anxiety and that of many other poor
homeowners, the conditions of the Spanish mortgage market
need to be accounted for. Because of the particularities of the
current mortgage law, foreclosure does not cancel the debt
with the bank.14 Homeowners lose their homes, but both they
and their offspring remain indebted for the rest of their lives,
with financial institutions keeping the right to seize their assets
(and also those of their guarantors) and part of their income.
Between 2008 and 2012, as mortgage rates soared, the neighborhood was overtaken by a growing wave of evictions, and
poor homeowners were overcome by despair. The Residents’
Association sardonically rebranded the area, calling it “Eviction Town,” and staged several protests with the antieviction
movement, who saw the neighborhood as an epitome of
Spain’s “financial genocide.”15 During the first half of 2012,
14. As I have explained elsewhere, “Spanish Mortgage Law, unlike US
legislation, does not free homeowners from their debt once they are
foreclosed. After the foreclosure, the property is auctioned, and because
there are no bidders, the bank that foreclosed on the house acquires it
for half of what it cost during the boom, when prices were peaking. As
a result, foreclosed owners are left without a roof and owing 50% of the
mortgage to the bank for the rest of their life” (Palomera 2013a).
15. The name of the civil organization behind this social movement
is Plataforma de Afectados por las Hipotecas (Movement for the People
Affected by Mortgages), and it has received increasing public support
ever since it began mobilizing against what they have called a “financial
genocide” and a “scam.” Their main aims are to make the Spanish Parliament change the mortgage law, thus allowing people to cancel their
financial debt once they lose their home and to turn foreclosed homes
into a stock of social housing for the evicted families (including all those
who have already lost their homes since 2007). The two main political
parties that have governed the country since the onset of the crisis (the
Socialist Party and the Popular Party) have rejected these propositions
on the grounds that they allegedly would endanger the stability of banks
and the system as a whole and that they entail a moral hazard for the
future. In 2013, the Plataforma promoted a popular legislative initiative
to change the mortgage law, which received massive support from citizens
(more than 1,400,000 signatures). Moreover, it has called for civil disobedience and staged hundreds of antieviction actions with the support
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Ciutat Meridiana rose to national prominence through the
media as “the neighborhood with the highest number of evictions in Spain.”16 In a context such as this, the fulfillment of
rent payments became a matter of life and death for many
homeowners.
Thus, the violence that the legal framework imposed on
the home ownership market was translated into a vertical
form of “symbolic violence” within the informal submarket
of rooms, whereby tenants were expected to fulfill their payments as a moral obligation (Bourdieu 1992). On one occasion, a Honduran tenant described very well what this actually meant for the preservation of social bonds: “some
people press you too much. What’s happening is shameful.
. . . Sometimes it’s your own countrymen who’re screwing
you every month, and there’s no mercy. Spain has corrupted
us.”
For many people, this discipline implied enduring very
harsh conditions in silence. Such was the case of Flavina,
Saray’s cousin and tenant in the lower-side apartment. In
December 2007, Flavina realized she was unable to gather
enough money to pay Saray a whole month’s rent. Melani
had not been paying, and adding Rita’s pay (250 euros) to
what she had saved from her last job, Flavina was only able
to gather 500 euros. She felt bitter: “We come here because
of the freedom. . . . We all came with the hope of a better
life, to bring our children, have a house. . . . But here they
make it very difficult for one to get a job and to live here,
because jobs are very hard and you have to pay for every
single thing. I came here and I have nothing.” Flavina had a
hard time coping with the fact that migrating implied replacing one type of bonding (sexual control) with another
kind (that of underemployment). Like other girls, her reluctance to spend the whole week in jobs she considered demeaning extremely limited her possibilities. As a result of both
Flavina and her partner Joel being unemployed, they had a
lot of headaches paying Saray and managing their outstanding
debts with the gas and electricity companies. Because they
did not use the heating anymore, their baby kept catching
colds and fevers during the winter. They only turned on the
heating in a situation of extreme anxiety, such as when the
baby got worryingly sick.
On one occasion, while trying to negotiate the debt problem with the gas company on the phone, Flavina was told
that she could solve it if the owner of the contract, Saray,
visited one of their offices. Flavina then asked Saray to visit
the company’s offices, but the latter forgot about the whole
matter. “Why don’t you remind her?” I asked Flavina. “I don’t
want to, there is too much trust,” she replied. Paradoxically,
and solidarity of anonymous citizens across Spain. This small summary
does not even begin to do justice to all the work—both political and
intellectual—that this community organization has done (for more information, see http://afectadosporlahipoteca.com and the book that its
spokespeople recently published [Colau and Alemany 2012]).
16. Recent reports echoing the wave of evictions in Ciutat Meridiana
abound (Blanchar 2012; Pauné 2012; PRI 2012; RTVE 2012; TV3 2013).
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because the relation was defined by mutual caring, Flavina
felt she did not want to impose extra duties on Saray. Later
that day I suggested that Flavina ask Saray to write off a
month’s rent. Flavina said, “No, if I don’t pay the rent, Saray
would be the one with a problem, because then she wouldn’t
be able to pay.” I then said, “But Saray perhaps has more
money, and you’re family.” Flavina replied, “No, she’s also
short on . . .” Joel interrupted the conversation, quite outraged
by my suggestion, saying that they could not expect Saray to
pay their rent: “Not even a mother gives money to her son
so that he can pay his rent,” he added. Curiously, Joel did
not seem to realize that they were in fact covering Saray’s
mortgage payments: they were also doing Saray a favor every
month. And because they were too close to Saray, they did
not dare ask her to arrange the problems with the gas bill.
Therefore, the vertical relation between owner-tenants was
here obscured by the relation of moral obligation.

Conclusion
Two years after moving out from Ciutat Meridiana, I accidentally met Saray in Barcelona’s downtown, near the university campus. She had been working all day at an uppermiddle-class home, cleaning and taking care of her new
employer’s children, and she was on her way home. We stood
on the street for about 30 minutes, talking about her problems. She was worried about her mortgage payments and by
what she saw as her sons’ inability to build a future for themselves. She repeated several times that she was “stuck, not
moving forward.” When I asked her what she meant by this,
she gave me a personal impression that revealed the current
predicament of Dominicans in Barcelona: “It’s true that things
have changed. It’s not like it used to be, we’ve grown apart.
Now even brothers and sisters charge each other money. . . .
It’s like, if they give something, they expect to be paid back
the same amount, you know. People lost their innocence.”
This little scene with Saray condenses some of the anxieties
of living in the era of finance capitalism. The reregulation of
the welfare state—or its sheer dismantlement—coupled with
the reregulation of the mortgage and secondary markets in
many countries increasingly invites low- and moderateincome people to put their hopes of well-being in petty forms
of investment that are dependent on the fate of financial
markets. When poor individuals sign a mortgage to have
access to home ownership, relations defined by moral values
become complexly enmeshed with the commodifying logic of
finance capital. In fact, credit in general seems to generate
this kind of ambivalence, as has been observed elsewhere
(James 2014). Thus, the particular characteristic of current
forms of real estate and financial accumulation is that they
are deeply embedded in the hopes and moral values of the
household. In Ciutat Meridiana, this abstract logic of accumulation crystallized in the articulation between the formal
home ownership market and the informal subletting market
often based on moral values. Yet the particularity of current
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forms of lending is that they are highly exploitative and tend
to erode the social structures in which they are embedded.
Saray’s despair comes from the exacerbation of the contradictory relation between the commensurable (exchange) value
of the home (dependent on financial mechanisms that homeowners cannot control) and the incommensurable values attached to it.
Nevertheless, in this article I have shown that people tend
to deal with the abstract logics of accumulation that underpin
their domination through concrete interpersonal relations
that are framed by moral values and mutual obligations. In
everyday life, commodified forms of violence are metabolized
into frameworks of moral obligation. In fact, as Narotzky
(forthcoming) has pointed out, distinct regimes of value seem
to collapse under current forms of social reproduction, emerging indistinguishably, in Möbius-like fashion. In Ciutat Meridiana, payments among relatives or coresidents that are eventually absorbed by credit institutions are often seen in the
sphere of household reproduction as acts of greater or lesser
solidarity, integrated in the language of favors, and enmeshed
with other forms of support. Thus, at the scale of the poor
household, the structural inequalities generated by commodification and capital accumulation are often lived as forms
of symbolic violence—experienced through the constraints of
constantly changing moral economies. Moreover, the forms
of conflict and difference that are generated inside the household (between tenants and homeowners particularly) seem to
be crucial for current forms of capital accumulation. In this
way, the home emerges as a moral container of structural
class inequalities and a productive base for exploitative and
rent-seeking activities.
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Work, Race, and Economic Citizenship
by Karen Brodkin
This paper examines campaigns in two US social movements, an African American unionization struggle in the
1960s and 1970s, and a recent environmental justice campaign in a Latina/o community. These and the larger
movements of which they are a part have been movements of the most economically precarious sectors of the
population and have also been historically reliable sources of hope and inclusive regimes of economic and civic
value. These regimes manifest in everyday ways that participants in these campaigns construct economic value and
in how they link that economic value to their claims for full civic membership. I develop the concept of economic
citizenship—namely, that clashes over economic values and social worth are double stranded and mutually constituting. That is, economic regimes of value (capitalist and otherwise) are key to constituting social worth and civic
belonging, and notions of civic worthiness in turn constitute economic value.

The “dangerous class” [lumpenproletariat], the social scum,
that passively rotting mass thrown off by the lowest layers of
the old society, may, here and there, be swept into the movement by a proletarian revolution; its conditions of life, however,
prepare it far more for the part of a bribed tool of reactionary
intrigue. (Marx and Engels 1969 [1848])

In this paper I revisit Marx’s problematic bifurcation of the
European working class into a proletariat proper and a reactionary lumpenproletariat. My specific focus is the embedded notion that the fault is with both institutionalized economic practices and public moral values. In the United States,
racism bifurcates the labor force and marks social exclusion
in analogous ways, but social movements of racially stigmatized groups have been anything but reactionary. Rather, they
have been historically reliable sources of hope and inclusive
regimes of value. I will examine two such movements, an
African American unionization struggle in the 1960s and
1970s and a recent environmental justice campaign in a Latina/o community.
Particularly useful in specifying the dynamic relationship
between economic practices and public morality and how they
have played out in social movements are Michael Burawoy’s
(2003) concept of sociological Marxism, Renato Rosaldo’s
(1999) concept of cultural citizenship, and Nancy MacLean’s
(2006) history of African American social movements.
Burawoy’s sociological Marxism combines Gramsci’s and
Polanyi’s conceptualizations of civil society in advanced capitalism. For Gramsci it is a social arena in which the state
Karen Brodkin is Research Professor in the Anthropology
Department of the University of California, Los Angeles (803
Amoroso Place, Venice, California 90291, U.S.A. [kbrodkin@
anthro.ucla.edu]). This paper was submitted 10 IV 13, accepted 26
III 14, and electronically published 18 VII 14.

plays a major role in maintaining capital’s power and legitimacy; for Polanyi it is an “active society” in which those
whose well-being has been devastated by unfettered capitalism
develop their own institutions and ideologies to challenge it.
Civil society becomes the terrain on which the forces of capital
and state contest with social movements that reflect the interests of multiple social sectors. Nothing is preordained, neither the nature of historic actors—including the working
class—nor the outcomes. Burawoy uses civil society as a
Marxist lens for rethinking capitalism’s past, especially the
ways in which, as an economic regime, it has interacted with
state and colonialist practices to produce race and ethnicity
as significant economic and social fault lines.1 Rosaldo’s concept of cultural citizenship also focuses on racializing practices
at the nexus of state and capitalist forces that deny security
to Latina/o immigrants (Rosaldo 1999; see also Flores and
Benmayor 1997). State policies denying legal status and public
benefits to undocumented immigrants mark them as outside
the protective circle of civil society while obscuring capitalism’s considerable economic dependence on their labor. Undocumented immigrants’ combined civil and economic invisibility make them extremely vulnerable targets of
exploitation and quixotic policing practices. This all adds up
to multidimensional precarity and endemic economic crisis.
Cultural citizenship refers to the process by which Latina/o
1. Anthropologist Jonathan Parry (2009) uses Burawoy to explain how
state and capitalism created a deeply bifurcated working class in the
Chhattisgarh region of India. There, a privileged and state-created union
sector identifies itself as working class and national in its interests, while
a movement among contingent and precarious workers created by market
forces identifies its interests with the peasantry and other regionally based
social sectors. Although Parry’s focus is class bifurcation, his analysis
resonates with American working-class history, where race has been an
enduring line of economic fracture and social identity comparable to
Parry’s regional identity.
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immigrants in the United States have formed a self-conscious
identity and political culture that seeks to make visible their
collective contributions to the American economy and its civic
culture. It is a movement for full civil rights and inclusion
of a group that lacks legal citizenship, a movement that rests
on the economic value of immigrants’ contributions to civil
society. Nancy MacLean’s analysis of the history of African
American struggles for equality makes a similar point. She
focuses on African American women’s key role in integrating
demands for economic and civic equality. She argues, as indicated in her title Freedom Is Not Enough, that the history
of black freedom struggles has never been simply about civil
rights, but rather it has consistently understood the doublestranded relationship between economic equality and full civil
rights and that neither one can occur without the other.

Economic Citizenship
These analysts focus on the dynamic relationship of economy
and civil society. I will use the term “economic citizenship”
as a way of connecting the elements that constitute economic
security in the United States and the roles they play in determining membership in civil society. Economic citizenship
focuses on the social and civic entitlements that are associated
most generally with economic independence. For most Americans, hard work that bears these fruits has meant holding a
stable, full-time job. Employers’ temporal commitment to
such workers includes but goes beyond wages and hours to
include at least health and retirement benefits as well as recognition of the skill, effort, and responsibility expended on
the job. These are dimensions of employer commitment that
convey directly to workers the social value of their work. Such
full-time jobs also enable access to other elements of economic
security, like home and auto ownership, and other marketbased visible signifiers of hard work and social worth.
Thus, the ways in which employers construct jobs makes
a job more than just a means of economic survival. Its public
face is a key signifier of the broader social worth (or lack of
it) of a worker. In mainstream common sense, economic
independence is the litmus test for those entitlements. It is
an ideological construct, an implicit promise that security,
well-being, and social/civic respect will be the earned fruits
of hard work and that the children of hardworking parents
will have at least the same opportunities as their parents. This
is a statement of faith, not fact. Its claim that all individuals
have equal ability to be economically independent is also
ideological in ignoring a civic landscape that is structured for
inequality. Regardless, those who live in chronic economic
crisis are stigmatized as dependents unworthy of full adult
civic membership.
Economic citizenship is unequally distributed by race in
two important domains. The first is at workplaces, where
segregation results largely from employer practices of maintaining a segmented labor market. Jobs that support economic

S117

citizenship historically belonged predominantly to white men.
Jobs available to nonwhite workers and white women workers
have been historically undervalued, underpaid, and have relatively little employer commitment. Much has changed in the
last half century, particularly as a result of the civil rights and
feminist movements. However, despite previously devalued
groups breaking into occupations from which they had been
excluded, new patterns of segregated job degradation continually emerge in new industries and in older, declining, or
reorganizing ones in ways that reproduce patterns of raceand gender-based job segregation. Labor unions are an enduring institution of working-class economic security, sometimes exclusionary, but historically they have also been
important structures for economic inclusion, especially those
led by waves of racially excluded black, Mexican, and southern
and eastern European industrial workers and more recently
service and public sector workers. Nevertheless, unions have
paid relatively little attention to the economic inequalities that
occupational segregation reproduces.
The second domain for making economic citizenship racial
comes from state and civil society practices. These include
laws and policies ranging from legal edifices maintaining segregation and restricting immigration to de facto civil society
practices such as redlining and white flight that also maintain
residential and educational segregation. Although unions have
significantly increased the income security of workers of color,
persistent legal barriers and socially instituted practices limit
those workers’ ability to deploy that income toward other
constituents and public signifiers of economically secure lives
in the same ways as their white counterparts. De jure and de
facto housing segregation and insecurity have been in turn
continuing linchpins for reproducing racially unequal access
to health care and healthy and safe environments as well as
to education and transportation, which are also important
elements of economic security. These work-based and community-based forms of segregation reproduce not only racially
unequal access to the constituents of individual economic
security and livelihood, they also publicly mark social spaces
by race in ways that tend to exclude working-class nonwhites
from middle-class social standing.
Middle-classness, like hard work, is an ideological construct
in the arena of civil society that denotes social adulthood and
civic membership. Its core constituents are particular kinds
of jobs and other elements of economic security, not least of
which is home ownership or secure and affordable rental
housing as well as education. Because barriers to both waged
and nonwaged elements of economic security are racially biased, social movements against racism and xenophobia have
not limited their efforts to work and wage security but instead
often combine them with challenges to a wider palette of
exclusionary and stigmatizing instituted practices that stabilize chronic economic insecurity.
I will discuss two campaigns that are parts of wider movements: the African American civil rights movement of the
1960s and 1970s and the contemporary Latina/o immigrant
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rights movement of the last two decades. The first, a union
drive among hourly workers at a Southern medical center,
highlights ways that job construction helps constitute racebased civic exclusion. The second, a more recent environmental justice campaign in Southern California, focuses on
ways that residential segregation affects health dimensions of
economic security. Both are movements for economic citizenship in that they combine challenges to both economic
and civil marginality. Comparing these campaigns can help
thinking about shifts in regimes of value that may be occurring
in today’s ongoing economic crisis.

Duke Medical Center
Some 30 years ago I studied and participated in the last years
of a 15-year-long unionization campaign initiated and led by
African American hospital workers at Duke University’s Medical Center in Durham, North Carolina (Sacks 1988). In the
1960s, long-standing African American calls for economic
justice, what historian Robert Korstad (2003) calls “civil rights
unionism,” became central to that movement in North Carolina. Civil rights unionism gave rise to a major wave of
unionization in the service, health-care, teaching, and other
public sectors. Duke worker organizing was a long-standing
centerpiece of the Durham civil rights movement in the 1960s
and 1970s, and economic justice was its keystone. Although
the Duke hospital union drive did not succeed, it was part
of the larger local and national movement that toppled the
legal edifice of segregation and the moral reasoning that justified it.
The civil rights movement developed in the post–World
War II period of economic prosperity. Even as heavy industry
began to sputter in the mid-1970s, the service sector continued to expand and to adopt organizations of work that mirrored Fordist assembly lines. Women across the class and
racial spectrum were also entering the workforce, especially
in expanding service sector occupations. Thanks to public
funding, hospitals grew in number and size. Public education
expanded significantly, as did the number of public sector
workers in new and existing arenas. Black and Latina/o workers, women prominent among them, were in the forefront of
organizing in these emerging sectors, and in many of those
efforts—whether by existing unions or new ones—the civil
rights and feminist ideals of full inclusion shaped their goals.
At Duke Medical Center, African American workers had
long chafed at an employee-employer relationship that was
constructed more like personal clientage than a contract between adults. From its beginning in the early 1960s, union
activity focused on cleaning, food service, and patient transport, the work to which African Americans were confined.
Broad support among black and white Durhamites opened
up a hopeful public space in which they asserted the social
value of their work and the skill it required.
However, black workers continued to demand full economic inclusion. The everyday work of developing their anal-
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ysis took place in a variety of work units, which were then
linked, became politicized, and constituted the informal infrastructure of leadership in a grassroots union drive that gave
workers’ perspectives on their work a public, cross class, and
multiracial presence.
Ward secretaries, a group of clerical workers known for
their strong prounion position and central role in organizing,
were also key analysts of the job requisites of economic citizenship. Theirs was a job held mainly by African American
women, a hard-won step up from the cleaning and food
service jobs to which black workers had been restricted. Early
in my work, I wrote a short analysis of their work and its
discontents based on interviews with five prounion data terminal operators (DTOs). When I showed them the draft, they
told me that I had written a fine leaflet—detailing all the ills
that having a union would cure. They then explained that it
was only part of the truth, and “if that’s all there was, we’d
have just quit.” They urged me to interview a wider spectrum
of DTOs as a way of getting at basic values they shared across
their differences. They recognized that their struggle was
deeper than correcting specific abuses and that what needed
airing was a collective sense of meaning and value that they
believed was shared among workers regardless of how they
felt about a union.
At Duke, the job title changed from ward secretary to DTO
when African American workers gained access to the formerly
white job. DTOs’ understandings of their work contrasted
sharply with the hospital’s definition of the job as unskilled
machine operators. They saw themselves as primarily administrative coordinators at “the nerve center of the ward.” To
perform the work for which they were held responsible required a wide repertoire of interpersonal and organizational
skills. These included managing complex sets of medical orders and clerical records, coordinating the scheduling of multiple tests and the transport of patients, and scheduling care
by a variety of specialists within the ward. Much of this required wrestling with the egos and schedules of high-status
professionals without any formal authority to do so. DTOs
were also important but unacknowledged teachers of hospital
regimes to each year’s new crop of interns, serving as informal
intermediaries between patients and those responsible for
their care. Theirs was a difficult but also a challenging and
interesting job.
The fact that Duke devalued it as unskilled and structured
it as entry level and dead end (lacking institutionalized promotion ladders) when African American women gained access
to it was at the heart of their fight. Wages were less important
than ending race- and gender-based disregard for the skill and
value of black women’s work and the limited economic future
the lack of promotion opportunities conveyed. They articulated their understandings in the course of on-the-job training
with new workers, especially DTOs and new interns. They
did the same in their daily negotiations, especially with those
above them in the hospital’s work hierarchy. On a daily level,
informal recognition was as important as formal recognition
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because it was a condition of DTOs ability to carry out their
assigned responsibilities. They built hospital-wide networks
that rested on shared articulations of the skills and value of
work that management did not recognize in practice or in
their job description. DTO’s location at the ward desk made
them central to organizing the informal potlucks and parties
that were important to hospital social life. Such events led by
“unskilled” African American and white women inverted normal hierarchies of doctors on top and at least temporarily
infused cross job work spaces—wards, clinics, and departments—with their version of a worker culture and regime of
value.
That regime, which African American workers articulated,
fueled a movement that challenged prevailing values in the
United States. The workers emphasized that there is a social
distinction between work that does and work that does not
support economic citizenship. African Americans (and all
women) always worked—hard and long—but their work had
seldom carried the recognition or entitlements of a real job:
regular wage payments, defined hours and specified tasks, as
well as work without surveillance and constant monitoring.
Instead, it was framed as “help,” charity, “hands,” or a racial
(or a woman’s) obligation, and it carried none of the social
adulthood on which economic citizenship rests. Duke workers
referred to their workplace as “the plantation,” a place where
black bondspeople were forever socially infantilized and excluded from civil society. It was the organizational and value
template for reciprocally devaluing the effort, skill, and abilities that African American workers deployed on the job and
demeaning their social value more generally.
Workers’ emergent consciousness of their own regime of
value became part of the public campaign as a result of its
daily leadership structure. At the center of daily workplace
networks were (usually) women regarded by their coworkers
as particularly skilled at their work and interpersonally wise.
Center women from different departments constituted the
informal leadership team of the union drive because they
expressed the values of a significant number of their coworkers. Their leadership of the grassroots campaign rested
on a gendered division of labor between center women leading
from the middle and male public spokesmen who were sensitive to that leadership even if they were not quite conscious
that it was leadership. One male union activist wondered
aloud to me why women do not lead but then stopped himself
and explained how they in fact do lead. He described chairing
meetings and knowing from experience that no one would
respond to his suggestions unless one of the center women
spoke out. Once they did, he was irrelevant because they
shaped whatever was to happen. So alongside birthing its own
values on work and worth, this campaign also began to develop new awareness about who constitutes leadership and
what it looks like at the grassroots.
Although hourly jobs at Duke were usually marked by race
and gender, clerical and technical jobs became more fluid
under pressure from the civil rights movement and from or-
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ganizational growth. Reorganization transformed white ward
clerks into African American DTOs and allowed African
American women to become medical records clerks alongside
white women.
If DTOs were poster children for unacknowledged skills in
an intrinsically interesting and challenging job, then work in
the medical records department was just the opposite: intensely supervised, dull, and despised by those who performed
it. When DTOs said that if the negative aspects of their work
were all there was, they would have quit, I did not fully register
the message that marked their work as worth fighting for. I
better understood the connection between the ways employers
construct a job and workers’ investment in it when I studied
the medical records department. They had a distinctive
department-wide perspective on their work but not the sort
that carries investment in the job. Medical records was organized like a classic back office assembly line, with workers
spending the whole day in a windowless room filing incoming
medical charts and pulling charts to be sent out to clinics,
wards, and research projects. The pace was frenetic, the work
was never ending, and it was hard to find meaning or satisfaction in it. Turnover was high.
The department had been white, but in the late 1970s it
had both white and black workers. Black and white clerks
had a strong sense of solidarity and an equally strong hostility
toward their supervisors, who were white. They bonded by
complaining about the work and unfair treatment by their
supervisors. But those bonds did not support cohesion or
efforts to change things. Union activists encouraged workers
to air their grievances with management so that they could
fight on their behalf. Activists complained that no one was
willing to give concrete examples. The heart of the problem
for black women was that the supervisors, who were white,
allowed their favorite white workers easier work, sick time,
and time off, while black women and white women who were
not so favored were stationed in the back, buried with work,
and hassled mercilessly for asking for sick days. Everyone was
aware of racial favoritism, but no one wanted to talk about
it. The culture of generalized complaining created a kind of
peer solidarity that allowed black and unfavored white workers to get along and to help one another do their work.
This form of solidarity was limited, and its limitations underscored the fragility of cross race unity. Workers did not
really know one another well. Neither they nor union organizers had a sense of who was pro- or antiunion. This was
consistent with workers’ low attachment to the job—it was
not worth fighting for or sticking their neck out for. Where
DTOs (or white secretaries, or black food service workers)
could say about their list of grievances, “if that’s all there was,
we’d have just quit,” medical workers just quit. What held
medical records workers together—griping about the boss—
was fragile, almost a collective disinvestment in their work
and its value.
In sum, the 15-year Duke campaign sustained a robust
counterhegemonic culture and regime of value especially
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among black workers with its own form of informal democratic leadership. They destabilized management’s cultivation
of its paternalistic entitlement to define the nature of the work
and the value of workers, as women and as African Americans.
They did it by challenging their undervaluation of their work’s
complexity and skill and the lack of promotion ladders that
were premised on racist evaluations of themselves as black
women. They countered by asserting their own values about
their work and its skills, social worth, and meaning in their
lives. Their collective perspective of themselves developed
through their daily work practice and the networks they created on the job. These networks formed the infrastructure of
the campaign and its core message of economic citizenship
to workers and to the wider society. Their pride was double:
they were the cutting edge of a moral movement for racial
and economic justice, and they were redefining the nature
and value of their jobs—and of themselves at work, and therefore as economic citizens in their own right. At the same time,
the fragile and limited nature of workplace unity between
black and white women limited the wider spread of these
values.

Civil Rights Unionism in a
Post–Civil Rights Era
In a rethinking of civil rights era social movements, historian
Nancy MacLean (2006) has emphasized the key role played
by economic justice and its synergy across movements. At
Duke, even those who did not describe themselves as feminist
were influenced by feminist ideas, particularly those about
the social devaluation of women’s work, and arguments that
such devaluation was at the heart of women’s second-class
social status. Feminist economic equity strategies—labor force
struggles for equal access to traditionally male jobs, demands
for “comparable worth” or reevaluating the skills, effort and
responsibility of traditionally women’s jobs to be equal to
comparable male jobs—were part of their strategic and discursive repertoire about race and gender.
Civil rights and feminism also helped change social values
about work and national belonging from white male entitlements to universal rights. It had a major effect on the US
labor force. Women of all groups and men of color gained
significant access to public sector jobs and to jobs in emerging
health, education, and social welfare services. These economic
sectors grew rapidly and became relatively heavily unionized
parts of the workforce. They remain relatively variegated and
unionized. In the private sector, though, jobs are still occupationally segregated, albeit with new and sometimes more
subtle race and gender patterns and almost no union presence.2 Nevertheless, opening up full-time jobs for previously
2. For a historical perspective on gender and race in the workplace,
see Kessler-Harris (1982). For a stunning historical study of changing
race and gendered segregation and job devaluation at AT&T, see Green
(2001). On patterns of gender segregation in response to women’s entry
into male professions, see Carter and Carter (1981).
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excluded categories of American women and men widened
the scope of moral entitlement to economic citizenship well
beyond white males.
Today, many white Americans seem to believe that the battle against discrimination and segregation has been won and
that race and gender no longer matter. These views reflect
race (and gender) blindness more than social or economic
reality, and, MacLean (2006:185–261) argues, they result from
some 30 years of conservative ideology that has largely erased
public awareness of structural racism and economic inequality. The premise of these views is a distorted interpretation
of the early civil rights movement as having defeated not only
Jim Crow’s legal edifice but also having eliminated institutionalized and de facto patterns of racial discrimination. Applying that argument to oppose affirmative action as reverse
racism in two high profile Supreme Court cases in the late
1970s helped give this ideology public force. Over time, with
movement decline and growing political dominance of the
political right, this neoconservative ideology became mainstream. Today, two contradictory beliefs underlie post–civil
rights race and gender blindness: that equal opportunity is
morally right and that it actually exists.
Today’s economic climate is much worse than what it was
40 or 50 years ago. Deindustrialization, deunionization, and
ongoing corporate outsourcing have made private sector jobs
with secure incomes and benefits almost nonexistent. The
main growth sectors for working-class jobs lie in nonunion
construction, office, sales, cleaning, and personal service work.
Most of these workers are nonwhite, new immigrants, and
women of all ethnic groups. The jobs themselves have been
restructured and resegregated so that they take on some of
the characteristics that marked the work of African Americans
before the civil rights movement as not real jobs: repetitious
work; intense supervision; low wages, often below the legal
minimum, and not always paid; irregular and unpredictable
hours determined by employers’ needs of the moment; no
benefits or security of employment. Other elements of economic security—like pensions, health care, and vacations,
which still depend on one’s job—have also disappeared, as
has much of a public safety net.
Home ownership and secure rental housing are the most
important forms of wealth and economic security among
working-class Americans. They are certainly affected by income, but more proximally, home ownership has been racially
restricted by legal and later by de facto residential segregation,
including zoning, white flight, white hostility (Banks 2013),
and redlining practices that result in lower home values
among nonwhites than their white counterparts (Oliver and
Shapiro 2006). Thus, in 2004 the value of white households
was 11 times that of their African American counterparts and
seven times that of Latino households. The economic crisis
of 2007–2008 exacerbated that gap. By 2009 white households
increased their value to 20 times that of black households and
18 times that of Latino households. Racial disparities in foreclosures made it worse. Today, one in 10 of all homeowners
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have lost their homes or are heavily delinquent in loans, but
for blacks and Latina/os, that number is one in four (Herman
2013:5).3 Part of this disparity is due to income differentials,
but a large part is attributable to residential restrictions, zoning, and redlining in communities of color.
How does this reorganization of work affect the distribution
of economic citizenship, and what does economic citizenship
look like in the wake of the global economic crisis and recession? I turn to an environmental justice campaign in Los
Angeles as marking a turning point in the struggle for economic citizenship from a focus on wages and “real jobs” as
the key lever to economic security to a wider focus that includes direct attention to other elements of economic security
and that offers hope for a cross class as well as cross racial
coalition.

Los Angeles
In 2000–2001, an environmental justice campaign pitted good
union jobs against clean air in a largely Latina/o immigrant
working-class community in South Los Angeles (Brodkin
2009). It was one of many such community-based campaigns
against the industrial toxins that polluted much of the air and
soil of South Los Angeles. This particular conflict highlights
some of the structural limits to the older vision of good jobs
as the primary lever of economic citizenship. It took place at
a transitional time, in the early years of environmental justice’s
visibility in the mainstream, as well as before the economic
crisis of 2007–2008, which made formerly secure workforce
sectors acutely aware of economic insecurity. Because this is
a paper about hope, I link the particular struggle to coalitions
and projects it helped birth. These in turn suggest the beginnings of a deeper challenge to capitalist regimes of value that
may find resonance across the class and race lines that have
divided those with and without economic citizenship.
The specific controversy was about whether Sunlaw Corporation should be allowed to build a large, gas-fueled electric
power plant in the municipality of South Gate, which is located in the heavily industrial, working-class, and new immigrant area of South Los Angeles. Sunlaw’s motivation to
build a large plant seems to have been to showcase its cleaner
emission control technology as a way of encouraging its statewide adoption.
In the 1990s, Los Angeles became a center for the development of a progressive broad-based equivalent to the civil
rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Like its predecessor,
its early growth focused on the civil and legal stigmatization
of new immigrants, the xenophobia that supported it, and
the ways it facilitated both ethnic exploitation and civic exclusion. California’s political climate of the late 1980s and
1990s was marked by a surge of English-only municipal ordinances and statewide voter initiatives to deny state services
3. See Williams (2004) for a prescient analysis of the then looming
housing and student debt bubbles and their racial consequences.
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and entitlements to undocumented immigrants that reflected
widespread xenophobic sentiments. Immigrant groups and
communities mobilized to fight the initiatives. Latina/o workers, many of them undocumented, nevertheless created a massive unionization wave in the private sector industries where
they were concentrated, most notably building cleaning and
hotels, where work had been organized or reorganized as
contract and casual labor. Their activities helped to revolutionize the Los Angeles County Federation of Labor to become
an active supporter of immigrant workers’ organizing and of
the immigrant civil rights movement. It was the first labor
federation to demand immigration reform and to take on
xenophobia as a labor issue.4
Environmental justice is part of this movement. It challenges the racially concentrated distribution of pollution and
toxic dumping in low-income communities of color. Environmental justice groups had close relationships with labor,
especially in Los Angeles, where they often joined forces
against corporate polluters. Environmental justice was also a
bridge between labor and the mainstream environmental
movement, which has had a more vexed relationship with
labor unions largely because the latter see its antipathy to
industrial pollution as threatening union jobs in well-paid
mining, oil, construction, manufacturing, and power production industries (Gottlieb 2005:347–388). Environmentalists were impressed with Sunlaw’s technology and believed
that its statewide adoption would significantly decrease California’s pollution from power plants. The Los Angeles
County Federation of Labor also lent its support to the company’s project. Sunlaw’s promise to hire union workers for
construction and maintenance was key in gaining their endorsement and that of other politically progressive officials.
This alliance between labor and an environmentally conscious
business promised to bring cleaner air to California and good
union jobs to South Los Angeles.
In this case, instead of being a bridge between labor and
environmental groups, environmental justice found itself in
opposition to both. The South Los Angeles environmental
justice group Communities for a Better Environment (CBE)
pointed out that as in other communities of color throughout
the country, Latina/o South Los Angeles is overburdened with
toxins from industrial production as well as from polluting
truck, freeway, and rail transportation yards. In the Los Angeles area, 91% of the 1.2 million people who live within 2
miles of toxic waste sites are people of color (Wilson 2007).
South Los Angeles has some of the most polluted air and the
highest rates of respiratory illness in Southern California and
in the state. Adding a large power plant, even if relatively
clean, would still add significant amounts of new airborne
pollution. Long-term statewide benefits were problematic,
conditioned on winning regulatory approval in a contentious
4. Los Angeles in turn succeeded in moving the huge AFL-CIO to
change its long-standing anti-immigration stance (Milkman 2000; Milkman and Voss 2004; Wong 2001).
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political arena. A long-term possibility, they argued, could not
justify the fact that working-class people of color would bear
the full and immediate burden. CBE and Youth for Environmental Justice, its high school youth affiliate, determined to
stop the plant. They waged a visible and successful grassroots
educational campaign in the high school, the community, and
in the region’s English and Spanish print and television media.
The lineup, which in popular discourse pitted jobs against
health, also pitted political progressives and labor unions
against local environmental justice activists.5 Sunlaw promised
not to build if the community did not want the plant. The
city council of South Gate, the municipality in which the
plant would be located, put the issue on the ballot in a local
election just before the date that the California Energy Commission (CEC) was expected to complete its review of Sunlaw’s application. The CEC has final authority to approve or
deny construction and operation of any power plant in California. So although this referendum had only advisory power,
it brought a heavy turnout in which residents voted two to
one against the plant. Sunlaw ultimately withdrew its application, and the power plant was not built.
The reasons why this blue-collar and largely prounion community opposed the plant shed light on how they may be
helping to reshape the terrain of working-class struggles for
economic citizenship. The promise of good, union jobs was
received more favorably among older white residents than
Latina/o residents. These older white residents remembered
an era before environmental consciousness, when union
struggles made most industrial jobs unionized, when these
jobs supported the key elements of a middle-class standard
of living—home ownership, health care, retirement pensions,
paid vacations—and hence publicly conveyed their economic
citizenship within and beyond their community. From their
vantage points as survivors of bad air, the good job message
resonated with their memories of life where good jobs were
the norm, where they delivered other elements of economic
security and middle-class status and hence constituted a
shared benefit unifying their sense of community and economic citizenship in an all-white municipality. The politics
of organized labor in that more prosperous era focused on
gaining decent wages, benefits, and working conditions. They
believed that a good job was both a necessary and sufficient
platform for working-class access to all-around economic security. That it was a racially inflected perspective was not so
obvious.
Decades later, that jobs message played badly among the
Latina/o working class largely because their work options and
community circumstances are very different. Some of those
differences have to do with long-standing patterns of racial
exclusion; some are products of the current state of recent
changes in work and in declining public services. In these
5. Once CBE challenged the plant, most environmental organizations
took no position on the project, and toward the end of the campaign,
a few joined CBE in opposition to it.
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times of environmental awareness, decimation of private sector unions, and declining standards of living, good jobs are
like lottery tickets. In addition, the jobs promised were union
jobs in the building trades, whose unions are widely recognized exemplars of racial and gender exclusion. Indeed, Latino/a immigrants are the heart of Southern California’s nonunion residential construction industry, where jobs are
piecework and casual—often solicited by employers at informal street corner labor markets—low and sometimes no
waged, for a limited time or a specified project, classic notjobs kinds of work.6 South Los Angeles Latina/os had lots of
experience with bad air and its attendant respiratory problems
as well as with the xenophobia of California politics and daily
life, so the notion of environmental discrimination—that racism is bad for your physical and economic health—made
sense.
Older whites remembered their community as white and
middle class thanks to union jobs. For them, union jobs had
been necessary and sufficient for delivering other elements of
economic security, most notably home ownership, health care,
and retirement. Those things are no longer available, not even
to a white working class. Private sector unions are far too
small and weak to be an economic base for these other elements of economic security. Those elements and the community’s whiteness signified respectable middle-class status
and conveyed economic citizenship.
When faced with investing in a fight for jobs as a means
to housing, health, and future economic security, the better
part of valor was to fight directly for one of those elements:
health. The particular dimensions of “health” that this fight
embodied made it important in a second, public way. To
demand nontoxic air was to claim a shared community entitlement in ways analogous to claims of entitlement to union
jobs in the post–World War II era. Breathable air and union
jobs were publicly constituted as communal entitlements, and
community effort marked the civic worthiness of the collectivity that claimed them. In this context then, Latina/o demands for clean air were at once claims to a collective entitlement in the present and economic security for their
children and a way of marking their Latina/o community as
worthy of full civic membership in ways argued by cultural
citizenship.
Where the Duke campaign took place in a race-conscious
social environment, this one took place in the post–civil rights
climate of race-avoidant racism and xenophobia. The climate
did not block cross ethnic cooperation; constituencies both
for and against the plant were multiethnic. But it did put a
chill on race talk as a form of analysis across ethnic lines of
whether speaking about race and racism helps or hinders
efforts to undo racism.
Most South Los Angeles whites as well as labor and Democratic political officials avoided race talk, emphasizing in6. For a moving photoethnographic portrait of residential construction
work in Southern California, see McCulloh (2009).
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stead what residents shared across ethnicity as members of
the working class. Referring to changes in the area from all
white through the 1960s to 95% Latina/o today, one city
councilor argued that South Gate was working class when it
was white and it is still working class; nothing has changed.
Union leaders also articulated a well-entrenched labor heritage of speaking as if the working class has a single set of
common interests across race, ethnicity, and gender.7 Talking
about racism was also fraught with difficulty within the antiplant group because white members felt that introducing
talk about racism was negative, almost a form of racism itself
because it implied that whites were part of the problem and
that for Latina/os to win clean air, it would have to be at the
expense of whites. For them, race talk undercut the unity that
existed when the issue was understood as health, with no
racial baggage. That race is a difficult topic in the post–civil
rights political climate was indicated when Latina/o environmental justice activists spoke to white audiences. They were
as uncomfortable as whites when talking to whites about racism. If Latina/o activists thought that whites believed racism
was a thing of the past, environmental justice talk would be
heard as a form of reverse racism. They too succumbed to
socially sanctioned race blindness.
In so doing, environmental justice activists did not make
the most of the analytic potential that their racial lens offers—
namely, that toxic air in neighborhoods of color does not stay
there, and that people of color are taking the initiative to
build a national movement to transform industrial production
and transportation in ways that would benefit everyone.
When these activists were on the defensive, their statements
indicating that the plant’s toxic burden would be less negative
in wealthier communities with cleaner air opened them up
to media accusations of NIMBYism. Ironically, these charges
validated community claims to economic citizenship, because
charges of NIMBYism are usually leveled against white affluent communities’ attempts to exclude poor people and nonwhites.
Since 2001 the South Los Angeles landscape of pragmatic
ways to claim economic citizenship seems to be widening in
response to long-term job decline. Recent efforts to create
broadly understood economic security still emphasize the centrality of such jobs, but the coalitions that have developed
introduce new players and a wider range of routes to and
elements of economic security. These efforts preceded the
economic crisis of 2007–2008 and have not been derailed by
it. Coalitions that include economic justice and labor and
7. Both politicians and labor appeared to treat race- or gender-based
perspectives as a form of “false consciousness” or special interest rather
than being produced by different experiences of work and neighborhood
life that come from pervasive segregation. Labor and feminist scholars
have pointed out that such race- and gender-blind appeals to class solidarity at work historically have prioritized the issues and visions of white
men and ignored those of others. For an excellent ethnographic example,
see Remy and Sawers (1984); key historical studies include Milkman
(1987); Honey (1993), Letwin (1995), and Green (2001).
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middle-class environmental and health organizations appear
to be scaling up—in size, in the scope of issues they tackle,
and in their political strength. Not least, the racial and class
mix has enabled environmental justice to move beyond defensive strategies.
The South Gate struggle was but one of many ongoing
campaigns in South Los Angeles around industrial, refinery,
truck, and rail pollution. The environmental justice organizations involved in them spearheaded formation of the Green
LA coalition, whose first big campaign moved to cut air pollution and create good jobs at the huge twin ports of Long
Beach and Los Angeles. The communities around the ports
are largely working-class people of color and Latina/o immigrants. Much of the ports’ pollution comes from long lines
of idling diesel trucks near residential neighborhoods waiting
for long periods to load. When trucking was deregulated in
the 1980s, some 10,000 former employees were transformed
into independent contractors responsible for their own benefits and trucks. The huge trucking corporations that controlled the industry also drastically cut their own costs by offloading many of their business expenses onto newly
independent truckers. Working together, unions and environmentalists won Port of Los Angeles agreement to upgrade
to less polluting trucks, to restore to companies their truckers
as full employees, and to bear the cost of truck upgrading.
Trucking corporations then enforced draconian discipline and
degrading working conditions while actively resisting worker
efforts to unionize. A 2012 union victory of truckers at Toll
Group, a global corporation, is a bright spot in an otherwise
bleak landscape for transforming contingent jobs into jobs
supporting economic security and citizenship. It is particularly important because it resulted from a robust and ongoing
collaboration between unions and a wide range of environmentalist groups with relatively deep pockets and legal capacities, including the Sierra Club and the National Resources
Defense Council, coming together to take on a big corporation. Predictably, the trucking companies sued to reinstate
truckers as independent contractors. In addition to forcing
truckers to pay for their trucks’ upgrades, the suit would
prevent them from unionizing. Although the corporations lost
in state and federal courts, the case is now before the US
Supreme Court (Savage 2013).
This battle is more than scaled-up defense; it is part of a
multifaceted effort to transform energy use. The ports agreement ended dockside diesel pollution from shipboard generators, replacing them with port-supplied electricity. It also
included a $52 million community-administered fund for
neighborhood improvements. One such project included
cleaning up a neighborhood brownfield and building a new
school on part of it. CBE is working with residents to create
new uses for the rest of the space.
Labor unions and environmental justice groups have been
effective forces pushing for the expansion of solar power in
California and for job training programs for such workers in
communities of color. Mainstream environmentalists have
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pushed more for distributed solar—that is, rooftop solar energy production in contrast to enormous projects in environmentally sensitive deserts—as a significant part of California’s commitment to meet a third of its energy by
renewables within the next 8 years. The coalition works with
the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power (DWP), the
public municipal power agency, to begin buying energy from
rooftop solar on commercial and municipal buildings, and it
has partnered with them in training workers of color for DWP
and other renewable energy jobs. The significance of these
alliances is that they offer benefits and address goals of a cross
class constituency, and they are becoming a visible constituency for healthy environmental and energy policies. In this
respect, they are challenging the monopoly of corporate and
market forces to shape the economy (Saillant 2013).
A second development has evolved from self-organizing
efforts by workers of color, new immigrants, and women in
low-paid, casualized jobs that range from domestic workers,
cleaners, caregivers, car washers, and construction workers to
improve their incomes and economic security. While only
12.5% of the US workforce is unionized, California’s rate has
grown to 18.5%, largely due largely to the efforts of immigrant
Latina/o workers (Semuels 2013). Here, scaled-up strategies
have evolved into cross class, cross race coalitions that sometimes link the interests of service workers and their clients
and that bring them together with immigrant rights groups,
unions, and other groups with resources to enter legislative
and legal arenas. These arenas have become increasingly important as the upward shift of power to global corporations
allows them to shield themselves behind multiple levels of
subordinate companies and subcontractors. They also challenge corporations in domains where the latter have had relatively uncontested power.
These coalitions connect workplaces and wider social
groups across ethnicity, gender, and class. Their effectiveness
has depended on framing projects that meet all coalition
members’ goals. For Teamsters and port truckers, an interest
in reconstructing their jobs in ways that create a platform for
new institutions of economic security had to be part of an
effort that meshed with environmental groups and workingclass immigrant communities’ efforts to decrease pollution
locally and nationally. As in civil rights unionism, these fights
become public faces of a larger Latina/o working-class community in whose name they claim entitlement to economic
citizenship and are effective challengers of anti-immigrant
devaluation. Fights for economic citizenship may well move
to bigger arenas than the structure of union representation
battles, and unions whose membership base consists of lowwaged women and men of color may already be in the forefront of expanding the arenas of contestation beyond workplaces. These are strategic responses to changing times. But
they represent continuity in economic values that black workers and women fought for in the civil rights and feminist
movements about the importance of meaningful work and
economic citizenship for all groups and individuals.
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Summary and Conclusion
The concept of economic citizenship directs attention to the
dynamic interplay of capitalist and state practices that create
a bifurcated labor market and a racialized civil society, both
of which create conditions of chronic economic crisis, especially in communities of color. It highlights employer practices of degrading and devaluing jobs offered, and it links
these capitalist practices to civil society practices that exclude
communities of color from access to other non-wage-based
elements of economic security and devalue them as adult
members of civil society.
Hope lies in the inclusive labor force and social politics of
racial justice movements. Black workers’ efforts at Duke were
about winning employer commitment to and recognition of
the skill and value of white as well as black workers’ jobs.
They also directly challenged the ideology of economic independence that conflates the actual fruits of one’s labor with
its true worth. In so doing they also challenge ideological
economic independence as a true measure of civic entitlement
and replace it with a more universal measure of social worthiness and civic belonging. Today’s immigrant Latina/os use
unionization and legislative efforts to reach the same goals.
In South Gate, the appeal of jobs as a sufficient platform for
economic security did not resonate among working aged Latina/o residents because they had little access to such jobs.
Equal access to clean air, as a non-wage-based element of
economic security, did. In 2001 this idea was problematic for
mainstream environmental and labor groups. However, subsequent coalitions made the connections between cleaning up
the ports, remediating toxic sites, regularizing and unionizing
truckers, and getting the DWP to support rooftop solar and
train workers of color. As a result, they gained a much wider
civic base and have built a higher profile and scale of efforts.
Both movements are moral movements in the sense that they
are about social and civic values and have garnered cross class
as well as cross racial support.
For stigmatized groups, it is nigh impossible to win economic gains without also fighting to claim full economic
adulthood and its civic entitlements (and vice versa). Such
movements are like two hands clapping. Necessary to winning
economic gains is demonstrating the social value of both work
and the group doing that work. Entitlement becomes possible
when a group’s values become contenders in the wider civic
discourse. The most hopeful spin on the efforts described
here is in things now largely implicit becoming explicit. Of
necessity, the terrain of contestation has come to be that of
the larger society, which is being revitalized as a cross class,
cross racial, and cross issue space of contestation. As workplace campaigns in the private sector face larger barriers to
success, unlikely allies develop new coalitions and new goals
that implicitly challenge the legitimacy of capitalism’s right
to shape “the economy” to serve its private needs. It surfaced
explicitly in the Occupy movement, but it has also developed
a more enduring public profile in scaled-up coalitions of en-
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vironmental justice, unions, and mainstream environmentalists. As each of these interests has found it more difficult to
move a particular agenda alone, their coalitions appear to be
developing programs and institutions with, dare I hope, a
potential to destabilize capitalist hegemony with respect to
determining the nature of “the economy” and the nature of
meaning and access to real work.
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Identity Building and Communal Resistance
against Landgrabs in Wukan Village, China
by Shenjing He and Desheng Xue
Over the last two decades, rapid urban expansion building on landgrabs has become ubiquitous in China. The
pursuit of urban-centered economic growth has created crises of land deprivation and rural identity in Chinese
rural society. Land-related protests have become the focal point of movements for the protection of Chinese farmers’
rights. Drawing on ethnographic materials concerning a series of influential protests over landgrabs in Wukan village,
this paper presents a critical rethinking of the economy and an examination of how the restoration of villagers’
collective identity has led to communal resistance that has successfully reclaimed governing power and social order,
sowing the seed of hope for a better life. A revitalized and reinvented clan system organized around extended kinship
networks has played a critical role in reconstituting the collective identity of villagers. The Wukan events constitute
the first steps in an ambitious project to turn around farmers’ subordinate and vulnerable role within China’s
relentless urbanization. In this process, the economy has been redefined so as to give greater importance to the
livelihood and the well-being of the marginal groups.

As a widespread form of primitive accumulation, landgrabs
and enclosures have deep historical roots in Europe and are
now widespread in many parts of the developing world. Landgrabs, which have been the subject of long-standing scrutiny
(Blomley 2007; Charlesworth 1983; Thirsk 1964; Thompson
1991), have been reemerging with contemporary neoliberalism (Vasudevan, McFarlane, and Jeffrey 2008). In particular,
global landgrabs involving large-scale cross border land deals
carried out by transnational corporations or initiated by foreign states in Africa, Asia, and Latin America have caught
much scholarly attention (see Borras et al. 2011; Cotula et al.
2009; Zoomers 2010). Many attempts have been made to
understand landgrabs from various perspectives, such as their
structural and institutional origins (Zoomers 2010), the role
played in them by the state (Basu 2007), and the conflicts
that they create between different stakeholders (Grajales
2011). Resistance to landgrabs around the globe has also garnered sustained attention (e.g., Charlesworth 1983; Hartman
1974; Neef and Touch 2012; Ondetti 2008).
Landgrabs are taking place in different forms, on different
scales, and in different locales, but they consistently violate
the livelihood and basic rights of the occupants of the land.
For instance, the establishment of special economic zones in
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India has made millions of farmers landless (Bidwai 2006).
In Africa, landgrabs have had paradoxical consequences, as
industrialization is encroaching on arable land and jeopardizing the livelihood of people (Cotula et al. 2009). Since the
early 1980s, China has seen three waves of urban expansion—
around the early 1980s, 1992, and 2003—that have been called
the three Chinese “enclosure” movements (Wang and Chen
2003).1 According to an urban development report released
in 2011 by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS),
about 3 million farmers lose their farmland and sources of
livelihood every year. Today, the total number of the dispossessed is expected to rise above 100 million (Hays 2012).
Consequently, in rural China, protests against landgrabs
induced by urban expansion and industrialization as well as
protests against fraudulent village elections have become contentious issues (Guo 2001; Kennedy 2002).2 Since the 1980s,
the Chinese legal system has been expanded with all sorts of
formal laws, regulations, and policies published by different
1. Between 1987 and 2001, 2.26 million ha of cultivated land were
converted to construction land, 70% of which was through land requisitions by city governments. A survey in 90 locations conducted by the
New China News Agency in 2008 found that 22%–80% of land projects
were illegal. According to the Chinese Ministry of Land and Resources,
there were more than 1 million cases of illegal landgrabs involving at
least 815,447 acres between 1998 and 2005, but the real number of seizures
is believed to be several times higher than these figures. Between 1994
and 2004, about 70 million farmers became victims of landgrabs.
2. According to Jianrong Yu, a renowned researcher at CASS, the
number of “mass incidents” (the official name of civil unrest in China)
increased tenfold from 8,709 in 1993 to 87,000 in 2005, of which 35%
were started by farmers. Two thirds of farmer-initiated events involve
land-related disputes (Yu 2005).
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levels of governments and ministries. However, contradictions
among these laws, regulations, and policies are ubiquitous,
and their implementation and supervision under the oneparty rule have long been ineffective. In these circumstances,
the weiquan (literally, “rights defending”) movements in
China are quite different from those in the West. The progress
of rights-defending movements and other grassroots democracy actions is still very limited in the current political and
institutional settings. This is essentially determined by the
dominant view of economics and of the value regime attached
to it in which the imperative of capital accumulation overwhelms individuals’ rights to live well and to achieve social
worth.
Social movement activism is symptomatic of the overt and
covert crises in the society and urges us to rethink the frenetic
pace of economic growth and the dominant value regime in
Chinese society, which often pursues urban-centered capital
accumulation at the cost of social equity and sustainability.
Yet apart from detailing the political opportunities and mobilization strategies of legal activism and social movements,
little attention has been paid to alternative resistance strategies
operating outside the legal system and the dominant value
regime. The research we conducted fills this void by looking
at a special case of communal resistance to landgrabs in southern rural China. We seek to understand how a collective identity is formed and leads to communal resistance in the face
of multiple crises created by relentless land dispossessions. We
also rethink what constitutes the economy in our time, and
we document how specific acts of communal resistance inform a collective project of “hope” for the future and safeguard farmers’ livelihoods, security, and prosperity. We utilize
the concept of “economic citizenship” (Brodkin 2014) to argue that the entitlements to live well should be defended as
a basic right.

Landgrabs in Rural China and the
Wukan Event
In China, the state, including state agencies operating at all
levels, is the default owner of urban land and most natural
resources. Parallel to the state’s ownership, the collective is
also the owner of rural land, but collective ownership is a less
stable institution because collective land ownership can be
transformed into state ownership if the state’s claim to the
land is justified and proper procedures for land requisition
are followed. Collective ownership is not only less stable but
also poorly defined. The extent and nature of state ownership
was not fully specified in the 1986 Land Administration Law
(LAL). Although a revision of LAL in 1998 clarified some of
these problems, it still failed to disambiguate collective ownership. In practice, rural land is not in the hands of the basic
rural organization—the natural village or villagers’ group—
but is vested at a higher level—the administrative village or
the township (Ho 2005). The cadres of the administrative
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villages and townships often manage to “sell” land to the city
government and make huge profits. Once deals are reached
under the table among the cadres of the collective, the city
government, and developers, collective land can be converted
to urban land well before proper procedures can apply and
formal approval can be secured (He et al. 2009). Lacking a
clear definition of collective ownership, the existing rural land
system has resulted in a de facto “plight of rights” among
farmers (Hong 2004). When land expropriation does happen,
individual villagers often experience impoverishment (He et
al. 2009).
Meanwhile, the establishment of a land leasing system in
1988 allowed the use right of state-owned land to be transferred to private developers. This system opened the door for
development and created a new source of revenue for local
government. The introduction of a tax-sharing system in 1993
further encouraged local government to seek opportunities
to enrich themselves through land development. In mediumand large-size cities along the coastal areas, proceeds from
land leasing can amount to 60%–70% of local income (Ding
2007). Economic growth and rapid urbanization have dramatically increased the demand for land and have resulted in
relentless encroachments onto peri-urban rural land.
In a typical case of landgrab, local village cadres sell land
rights to developers for a low price and substantial kickbacks.
Sometimes, farmers are given very short notice before bulldozers tear down their houses and rip up their fields to make
way for new factories or commercial housing. They are then
given a small compensation that represents only a fraction of
the worth of the land and property.3 Villagers who try to
appeal to upper echelons of the government for fair compensation are sometimes arrested and detained.
Local politics often focus on land interests. In many cases,
village cadres, city government officials, investors, and developers form a coalition, which the victimized villagers try
to confront. Being the weaker side of the conflict, villagers
often fail to claim their legal rights, as the channels through
which they could try to seek justice are choked. They thus
have to look for alternative solutions to confront their much
stronger opponents. Appeals to the central government, protests, violent conflicts, and mass incidents therefore often constitute a major aspect of land politics in rural China.
In 2011, a series of protests taking place in Wukan, a fishing
village in east Guangdong Province, caught the attention of
the entire country. Starting as a large-scale march held on
September 21, 2011, protesting landgrabs and corruption (referred to thereafter as the “921 event”), protests continued in
the months following after the local government turned down
3. According to a survey of 58 villages across the whole country conducted by the Rural Research Center of the Ministry of Agriculture,
among 14,000 surveyed individuals of working age (excluding students)
who lost their farmland because of urban expansion, 34.15% (4,783 people) had become chronically unemployed (Fan 2004).
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villagers’ requests to be heard.4 A grassroots organization
called the Wukan Villagers’ Temporary Representative Council, representing the 47 clans of the village, was elected to
negotiate with the upper-level government, the Lufeng City
government. Soon, however, local authorities branded the
Wukan event as an “illegal event of mass violence” after several
instances of violent conflicts opposed villagers and the police.
In December 2011, five elected village representatives were
detained, and one of them, Xue Jinbo, died in police custody
under suspicious circumstances. Following Xue’s death, the
villagers expelled the entire village committee, Communist
Party leadership, and the police from the village and reclaimed
some of the factories that had been illegally built on village
farmland, an instance of “the exclusion of the excluders by
the excluded” (Castells 1997:9). On December 14, 2011, more
than a thousand police officers from Shanwei City laid siege
to the village, preventing food and other goods from entering.
But when they attempted to force their way into the village,
they confronted the resistance of more than 13,000 villagers
and had to retreat the next morning. Villagers blocked all
entrances to the village and set up checkpoints guarded by
20–30 young men, some holding cudgels. Journalists from
Hong Kong and overseas were the only ones allowed to enter.
Later, the party secretary and the governor of Guangdong
Province got involved and negotiated a truce, allowing the
villagers to elect the village’s governing body in an open and
democratic way. On February 1, 2012, elections were held,
the first to use secret ballots, attracting national and international media attention. According to a report published by
the civil society research center based at Beijing University,
the Wukan event was voted the number 1 civil society event
in 2011 by Chinese Internet users. The BBC and the New
York Times characterized the Wukan protests as “unusual for
their longevity” and “a likely first in China’s modern history,”
while the Wall Street Journal described them as the “most
serious case of mass unrest in China” for 2011. Wukan has
become an icon of “civic resistance” and “democracy” in
China.
The Wukan event has become a “key word” for China’s
emerging civil society and democratic movements. A “Wukan
model” even emerged, inspiring in other contexts various
forms of protests against landgrabs and democratic experiments. The event is widely seen as the first step to a grand
project for the pursuit of equal rights and access to various
resources and opportunities essential to ordinary people’s
livelihood and well-being. It also allows us to better understand the variegated crises faced by Chinese farmers in the
context of capitalist globalization and their collective struggles
in search of hope for a brighter future as well as to rethink
4. Research on the Wukan event consisted mainly of interviews and
nonparticipatory observation conducted from February 28 to March 4
and June 25 to June 30, 2012, supplemented by news reports, media
interviews, and social media commentaries. Twenty in-depth interviews
were conducted with several key players in the event, ordinary villagers,
and journalists, and each lasted 40–60 min.
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the economy of our times. Wukan villagers constructed a
collective identity and turned it into “weapons of the weak”
in defense of their rights and their search for hope for a
brighter future. They utilized traditional values associated
with the clan system based on extended kinship networks as
a way of dealing with the crises that the village was experiencing. In an age when rural traditions and values are engulfed
in urbanization and modernization, the experience of Wukan
no doubt provides an opportunity to rethink the economy
and eventually offers alternative solutions to the crises of rural
land deprivation. Although the Wukan event is far from a
social movement in search of justice for all, its evolution over
time does showcase how individual struggles to deal with
multiple crises can be developed into a collective project seeking hope.

Land-Related Crises in Wukan
The mass incidents in Wukan were by no means a spontaneous event in that they were rooted in long-standing landrelated crises, namely, crises of land deprivation and of rural
identity, both of which are closely connected to one another.
Before the national economic reforms of 1978, fishery was a
dominant industry in Wukan. During the Great Leap Forward
in the 1960s, Wukan villagers started a reclamation movement
that turned acres of ocean into arable land.5 Almost every
adult took part in the movement, and the inner bay near
Wukan was soon turned into 100 ha of fertile rice paddies,
harvested twice a year, with a very high production rate of
over 500 kg of rice per mu (15 mu p 1 ha). There were also
more than 200 ha of dry fields for the cultivation of rice in
the spring and peanuts and sweet potatoes in the fall. Today,
Wukan’s economy is still based partly on agriculture and
partly of fishing (fig. 1).
Lagging far behind the much more developed areas of the
Pearl River Delta, Wukan did not begin to industrialize until
December 1992, when a Wukan Harbor Industrial Development Corporation was established with a registered fund
of a half million RMB (equivalent to US$80,000). Chen Wenqing, a Hong Kong businessman as well as a representative
of the People’s Congress of Guangdong Province, became the
CEO of the corporation, while Xue Chang, the then party
secretary of the village, became vice CEO and legal representative of the company. The vice party secretary and head of
the village committee became general managers, and Chen
Wenqing’s son became vice general manager (information
compiled from a video of a villagers’ congress held on November 20, 2011). While officially in charge of promoting
“industrial development,” the corporation in fact engaged
mainly in land transactions and real estate development. From
5. The Great Leap Forward was an economic and social campaign
conducted by the Chinese Communist Party from 1958 to 1961 that
aimed to use China’s vast population to rapidly transform the country
from an agrarian economy into a modern communist society through
industrialization and collectivization.
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Figure 1. Wukan, the fishing village. A color version of this figure is available in the online edition of Current Anthropology.

1993, it quietly sold 2,112 acres, generating more than 700
million RMB:
Between 1993 and now, almost all the land in the village
has been sold. More than 2,000 mu of rice paddies and
1,600 mu of fields have gone. Even 2,000 mu of less productive dry land have been grabbed. Have a look around,
the land in Wukan is a big mess. All the land has been
grabbed by those powerful and rich officers and speculative
developers. As a result, the grassroots farmers in this village
are totally landless. (Interview with local villager Mr. Hong,
March 3, 2012)

Led by Xue Chang, the village cadres turned a collective
land transaction into a highly profitable business without consulting or even informing the villagers. In fact, none of the
public affairs in the village—including land transactions, landrelated income, and the construction of public buildings—
were ever openly discussed, and the villagers were totally excluded from the decision-making process. In other words,
villagers were deprived of their rights to the collective land
on which their livelihood hinged (fig. 2), the sale of which
instead generated huge profit for state agents and developers
while the dividends that villagers had been promised never
materialized:

This plot of land . . . you know how it was dealt with? We
were told (by the village cadres) that it’ll be used to farm
fish, shrimp, and other sea products. And then seawater was
irrigated into the fields. Those surrounding rice paddies were
ruined by the salty water. Then [village cadres] said, look,
these fields are no longer arable, we should expropriate them
and lease them out. No doubt this was a conspiracy for
intentional destruction. They deployed various tricks. . . .
The result was we no longer have land for farming. (Interview with villager Mr. Huang, March 2, 2012)

Even worse, villagers who applied for permits to expand their
own dwellings were invariably turned down with the excuse
that land was scarce:
It is not uncommon in some villagers’ families for more
than a dozen people to live in small low-rise houses like
mine. Basically, small children have to sleep together on the
floor. . . . [Young men in the family] work very hard in the
city to try to save some money. When they have finally
saved 10–20 thousand [RMB], [they] come back and say to
the village officers that they want to get a small plot of land
to expand their house. But [the village officer] replies that
there is no land at all, not even a small piece. However, the
next moment he sells a large plot of land to those wealthy
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Figure 2. Illegally occupied land plot in Wukan village. A color version of this figure is available in the online edition of Current
Anthropology.

developers for several million [RMB]. For poor villagers like
us, even the most modest request for a small piece of housing
land is not possible. (Interview with Xue Jinbo’s wife, March
1, 2012)

Until the 921 event, most villagers had no idea how and when
their land was sold and how much had been sold for what
price:
Can you believe this, over the years, we only received 500
Yuan! This was claimed to be compensation for building a
road leading to the village. Until now, this road is still under
construction. . . . We never had a meeting in this village.
But people got to know the things [the village cadres] had
been doing. We tolerated it for too long until September
20, 2011. That day, together with several young lads in the
village, we saw that people were doing construction work
in the field near the entrance to the village. We went there
and questioned them. They said they were working for Biguiyuan [a major private real estate developer in China] and
that the land had been sold to them. It was the last and
largest piece of land remaining in the village. . . . Before
long, we went back to the village to prepare posters to start
a protest. . . . Soon, the gong used for each clan to convene

villagers was struck for the first time in the last 40 years.
(Interview with local villager Mr. Zhang, March 3, 2012)

Under the current legal framework, villagers have three
ways of claiming back their land rights: electing members of
the People’s Congress to represent their interests, establishing
self-help institutions, and appealing to upper-level authorities.
However, all three channels were blocked in Wukan. The first
two channels were not possible, as elections were under the
total control of village cadres. Although official election results
always showed the number of voting villagers, the results were
manipulated by the village cadres. According to a local villager,
We never saw the voting ticket! I wonder where the election
results came from. Ever since Wukan had its own election
regulations 13 years ago, our voting right has always been
deprived. . . . Have you ever seen anyone being a party
secretary for 40 years?! (Interview with Mr. Hong, March
3, 2012)

Before the 921 event, villagers had repeatedly appealed to
upper-level authorities. From June 21, 2009, to March 14,
2011, they had organized six appeals to the Guangdong pro-
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vincial government and three appeals to the local city government, but they never received a reply.
Chinese society has long been characterized by a deep
urban-rural divide, but the more recent withering of rural
society has further contributed to Chinese farmers’ socioeconomic inferiority. In postreform China, a crisis has quietly
loomed in rural areas, where traditional values and the social
order have been fading and villages are gradually emptying
because of the outflow of youthful labor and the loss of farmland. Rural society is increasingly losing its own identity in
most villages except those in remote areas that are least affected by urbanization and globalization. In Wukan, 1993
represents the beginning of landgrabs, when a tax-sharing
system was introduced by the central government that encouraged local government officials to lease land. In the meantime, most young male villagers have left for more developed
areas in the Pearl River Delta. Remaining in the village are
the elderly, young children, women, and a small number of
businessmen. These changes have given the corrupt village
leadership the opportunity to bully those who remain in the
village, although a large number of youth returned to the
village when the 921 event broke out to join forces with the
communal resistance.
Rural China’s identity crisis is evidenced in the erosion of
the traditional clan system based on extended kinship networks. A clan was generally a patrilineal and patrilocal group
of people with a common surname sharing a common ancestor.6 The clan system in southern rural China can be viewed
as a form of grassroots social organization centered on descent
and territory. It featured closely integrated networks of members who were in frequent interaction, thus producing a sense
of shared identity. Based on the principles of Confucian philosophy, the clan system is a comparatively stable and efficient
system for governing rural affairs, in particular land-related
ones (Zi 1987). It is a highly sophisticated and comprehensive
mechanism of effective management that prevents free riders
(Ostrom 1986). It has long been the most important selfgovernance organization in rural society and has profound
cultural foundations and a long tradition that can be dated
back to the Song Dynasty beginning in the tenth century.
Clan traditions tend to be stronger in the south than in the
north. In rural Guangdong and Fujian provinces, where kinship and lineage networks tend to have a strong spatial concentration and are likely to be reinforced by shared property
and a common spoken dialect usually unintelligible to out6. Kinship has figured centrally in the Chinese civilizational project
for a long time. Imperial society was understood to exist “under the
shadow of the ancestors” (Hsu 1967), which extended outward from the
family to become the “conscious model” for all relations in society (Ward
1985). Freedman’s (1958, 1966) work on lineage organization in precommunist rural South China has left a deep imprint on our understanding of Chinese traditional society. His lineage paradigm “assumed
that the politico-jural principle of patrilineal descent had an objectivist
precedence over all other kin and non-kin dimensions of social life”
(Brandtstädter and Santos 2009:6).
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siders, the clan system still operates to a certain extent, although it is largely restricted to certain aspects of life such as
folk rituals. Nonetheless, in the Pearl River Delta, where urban
villages are common, the system has experienced a revival as
an instrumental mechanism to manage highly valuable collective land.7 Indeed, the clan system is believed to be a more
effective mode of governance than the social contract between
state and citizens in modern urban society.
In traditional Chinese rural society, the clan system had a
very strong connection to rural land (re)distribution and
management, both economically and symbolically. At the core
of the system are the ancestral temple and well-respected elderly males, called taigong (Zi 1987), who manage rural land.
However, after 1949, the village committee controlled rural
land. The clan system, based on shared property, was further
eroded by the land reform of the 1950s, which collectivized
all private land in the countryside as part of the large-scale
penetration of state power in rural affairs, manifested in particular in the state’s ability to dispossess rural land rights at
its discretion (Li 2009:61–63). In principle, the main role of
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) representative in a village, usually the party secretary, is to supervise the village
committee rather than be directly involve in rural affairs.
However, in practice, the party secretary always has the final
say in land-related affairs and is able to manipulate village
committee elections to curtail potential opposition to his or
her interests. After administrative decentralization in the
postreform era, the governing bodies of villages and townships
become a privileged class colluding with industrial or real
estate developers to control local development. These various
dynamics explain why farmers occupy a subordinate position
in Chinese society.
Although democratic elections have been introduced in a
number of rural villages, corruption is ubiquitous. More often
than not, the traditional mode of rural governance underwritten by the clan system has been subordinated to the competition between several wealthy families. It is not uncommon
for candidates for village committee membership to openly
bribe villagers so that they vote for them. Within this corrupt
system, decision making inevitably favors the interests of the
village leadership. In the case of Wukan, the clan system has
kept its symbolic meanings in maintaining social order, yet
it has no influence on governance, especially on land-related
issues, which are in the hands of the CCP branch and the
village committee.
Another crisis haunting Wukan villagers, especially those
who migrate to the Pearl River Delta as seasonal workers, is
the anxiety of being marginalized in both urban and rural
society. Like tens of millions of other rural migrants in Chi7. Urban villages refer to a peculiar phenomenon that has appeared
as part of rapid urban expansion. In order to avoid costly compensation
to resettle villagers, city governments only appropriate their farmland,
and the village settlement remains in the hands of the villagers. The
former village settlement is soon encompassed by urban construction
land, and its land value also sees rapid appreciation.
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nese cities, they lack a sense of belonging to the city—where
they sometimes have lived and worked even for a long time—
for a number of reasons that include institutional forms of
exclusion and socioeconomic marginality. In addition to their
alienation in the city, they are deprived of rural land back in
their home village, which threatens their rural identity and
rural livelihood. As many migrants choose to return home
after they earn a certain amount of money, what worries them
most is their economic prospects after their land has been
taken away without their consent and proper compensation.
Land security has become a major concern even among younger migrants who chose to stay in the city. Zhang Jianxing,
a 20-year-old volunteer who quit his job in Shunde in the
Pearl River Delta to work full-time for the newly elected Wukan village committee, expressed his view that
land is essential for every villager. Even for youngsters like
myself, owning land means security for the family so that
we don’t need to send back all the money we earn in the
city to support the family. Instead, we can use that money
to expand our business or further develop our career in the
city. (Interview, June 28, 2012)

All in all, land-related crises are closely associated with the
dominant conceptualizations of economy in which the value
of land as a source of livelihood has been overridden by the
imperatives of capital accumulation.

Identity Building, Communal Resistance, and
the Rebirth of Wukan
In his seminal book The Power of Identity, Castells (1997)
identifies three forms of identity, namely, legitimizing identity,
resistance identity, and project identity. In a nutshell, legitimizing identity conforms to a preexisting social order, resistance identity is designed to combat the dominant order in
a progressive way, and project identity aims to overthrow
unjust social structures and rebuild a new social order. These
three forms of identity are actually convertible into one another. For instance, resistance identity can develop into project
identity to overthrow an old value regime and build a new
one. Seeking legitimization under the new value regime can
lead to the construction of legitimizing identity. Of the three
categories, resistance identity emerges as the most common
and important. To a certain extent, how communal resistance
generates transformative subjects is key to an understanding
of social change in our times (Castells 1997).
According to Castells, defining boundaries—for example,
geographical and ideological boundaries—is an important aspect of identity building, in particular resistance identity. Collective actions and collective memories in local communities
often become the sources of identity building. Locality is often
exploited as a direct source of self-recognition and autonomous organization in people’s revolts against unbearable economic exploitation, cultural domination, or political oppression. Resistance identity building challenges and even subverts
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the value of dominant institutions and ideologies, thereby
reinforcing the geographical and ideological boundaries of the
new identity (Castells 1997). In the meantime, the initially
modest impetus of taking back what has been taken away can
transform into hope for equity, justice, and a better world;
in other words, resistance identity becomes project identity.
Scott (1985) identifies two forms of resistance—daily resistance and overt or collective resistance—while Raby (2005)
identifies five forms—linguistic, disidentificational, strategic,
alternative discursive, and bodily. Disidentification refers to
the reinterpretation of a stereotype or other mainstream representation, while alternative discursive resistance involves the
subversion of mainstream definitions in order to reconstruct
and transform mainstream discourse (Raby 2005). Daily resistance can build into collective resistance in the long run,
while the five forms of resistance are mutually convertible and
can co-occur. The Wukan event involved linguistic, bodily,
and alternative discourse resistance.
As Pile (1997) rightly pointed out, only through an understanding of resistance can we discover the dynamic interaction among social structure, power relations, knowledge,
control, and anticontrol in a given social context. Meanwhile,
Routledge (1997) contends that resistance can only be effective if a social space is constructed independently of the control of the dominant, however temporarily. To a large extent,
a collective identity is instrumental to the formation of this
social space. Without a commonly recognized self-identification, resistance will not be sustained even if it was triggered
by factors other than self-identification in the first place. These
arguments actually resonate with Castells’s theory of different
forms of identity building, in particular resistance identity
building. They also provide a useful tool to examine how a
collective identity was constructed in Wukan. In reconstituting a collective identity, Wukan villagers employed two important tools: the revitalization and reinvention of the traditional clan system and the adoption of an alternative
discourse resistance.
The clan system is based on a relatively small-scale and
enclosed social network, characteristics that are instrumental
in mobilizing members for collective action and that can
strengthen cohesion and solidarity in the case of conflicts with
outside groups (Baker 1968). Thus, in present-day rural
China, the clan system plays a significant and increasingly
recognized role in balancing the power of state agents (Li
1994). In Wukan, the revitalized and reinvented clan system
is of great significance in forming a collective identity and
bringing about communal resistance.
In the revitalization of the Wukan clan system, two heroic
male figures play a significant role in collective identity building, namely, Xue Jinbo and Lin Zuluan. Xue Jinbo’s death in
police custody provides moral inspiration for villagers’ collective resistance, while Lin Zuluan, the leader of the resistance
process, acts as a father figure in the revitalized clan system.
Xue Jinbo’s death, the lack of clarity regarding its circumstances, and the substantial compensation that the govern-
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ment offered to the family have all fueled villagers’ deep grievances and thus consolidated their determination to persist in
their resistance (fig. 3). The police siege of Wukan brought
about a transformation in the nature of communal resistance
from linguistic to bodily resistance. The geographical boundary of the village had become a concrete spatial marker of
the conflicts between villagers and the state apparatus.
Xue Jinbo’s eldest daughter, Xue Jianwan, then in her early
20s, actively participated in a series of protests following her
father’s death. She even ran for the village committee election.
Her presence constantly reminded villagers of her father’s
sacrifice. His name became an icon of solidarity and resistance. Mr. Zhang Jiancheng, one of the five representatives
detained by the police, emphasized Xue Jinbo’s importance:
Without Xue Jinbo’s inspiration, villagers would not have
been so united as we were a long, long time ago [when the
Clan system was still in place, before the corrupt village
committee came to power]. It was only because of him that
villagers could mobilize. (Interview, March 1, 2012)

Lin Zuluan, a 68-year-old man well respected for his uprightness and wisdom, is the other heroic figure of the village
because it was under his leadership that the traditional social
order reemerged in the village. Lin Zuluan had joined the
army in 1965 and later became the vice director of the village
committee. He later left Wukan and became a successful businessman, but in 1995 he quit his business and came back to
the village. As a respected local celebrity and senior CCP
member with ample experience in dealing with political issues
and rural affairs, Lin Zuluan has played an indispensible role
throughout the entire process and has worked hard to act as
a calming force. Lin Zuluan’s leadership also represented a
unique link between the clan system and the CCP.
Significantly, the February 2012 elections in Wukan were
not organized along the lines of the division of natural villages
or production teams but were rather based on clan membership. Each of the 47 clans had its own council and elected
its own representatives, which formed a congress at the village
level. Members of the village council were elected from among
the village congresses (fig. 4). The reconfiguration of the clan
system explains why social order was maintained throughout
the “rebellion period,” when the corrupt village committee
was expelled and the local police ceased to have any authority.
But the revitalized clan system is not simply a return to a
feudal past but rather a way to reestablish a collective identity
to achieve solidarity and a renewed value regime rooted in
traditional rural society and organized by kinship networks.
Women and youth played a significant role in the reinvented clan system. This is not entirely at odds with the traditionally patriarchal clan system, in which categories traditionally marginal to “official” kinship ideologies, such as
women and children, played a covert role (Judd 2009; Kipnis
2009). Because a large number of young men are away from
the village at any given time, women have taken on a great
deal of responsibility, taking care of families and managing

Figure 3. Poster memorializing Xue Jinbo reads “Xue Jinbo, Wukan people’s hero, condolence from all of us.”

some rural affairs. After the rebellious villagers overthrew the
village committee, women villagers established an organization named Wukan Temporary Women Representatives’ Union to assist the Temporary Representative Council. Chen
Suzhuan, the then director of the women’s union, was elected
to the new village committee in March 2012, an unusual event
in light of the patriarchy that prevails in the Chaoshan area,
where Wukan is located. During the protests, women not only
supported men, they were also actively engaged in the events.
In a village congress held in October 2011, Ms. Chen, a former
factory worker in her early 30s who had been particularly
active, declared to the villagers, “Our village is like a family,
as it used to be a long time ago. Men are not the only ones
to take on responsibilities [to take care of it], but we women
should also take our own responsibilities” (compiled from
Chen 2012). According to Mr. Zhang, another villager, women
played a significant role in the events:
[Women] spread the word. Our resistance relies a great deal
on communicating with all villagers in a timely manner.
Once a decision is made, women help to spread the word
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Figure 4. Election speeches held on the stage of the old theater, named Seno Stage, in Wukan village. A color version of this figure
is available in the online edition of Current Anthropology.
to every household. That’s the way we do things all the time.
Especially when villagers were in doubt or lacked confidence,
women’s efforts helped them be strong and united. (Interview with Mr. Zhang, June 26, 2012)

In the meantime, young people returning to the village
have also become a major force behind the event. An organization mainly comprising youth born in the late 1980s and
1990s, called Passionate Youth Organization, was established
in June 2009. Most youths have stable jobs or own small
businesses in the city, but they managed to return to the village
regularly to support the protests. After the 921 event broke
out, some even quit their jobs to work full-time for the Temporary Representative Council and the new village committee.
They introduced new methods to mobilize and organize villagers, producing, for instance, a documentary titled Wukan!
Wukan! about the dramatic changes in the village. This video
has been uploaded to the Internet and distributed to every
household in the village. Young people also helped organize
appeals and protests using flyers and various social media.
Several “passionate youth” were later elected to the village
committee. Initially, some villagers were in doubt about their
leadership capabilities, but they now have proved themselves

capable of managing village affairs. Representing a group of
resourceful, better educated young people, they injected much
vitality into village leadership.
The revitalized clan system restored social order in Wukan
and made it a different place. A value regime stemming from
the traditional clan system—featuring closed social networks,
solidarity, mutual trust, self-organization, and informal yet
stable norms based on shared identity and property (Peng
2004)—has temporarily replaced the dominant value regime
imposed by the ruling class. As Zhang Jianxing puts it,
Clan loyalty and unity have long been a tradition in our
Chaoshan area. In Wukan, villagers from different clans are
united again to fight for our land. In this process, some
important traditional values, such as unity, trust, and selforganization, have been rediscovered. It gave us hope and
power. . . . It also makes us realize that a transparent election
mechanism can be organized by the clan system. (Interview
with Mr. Zhang, June 28, 2012)

The emergence of certain new elements, such as the new role
played by the younger generation and women in the revitalized system, signifies a transformation of the local power re-
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lations that also reinterprets what counts as economics, rediscovering the value of formerly marginalized values and
their significance in claiming back the land and governing
power. A new power configuration between the state and
kinship groups has emerged: while the clans are by no means
the only legitimate governing body, their role in rural governance is now reinforced by certain aspects of the state apparatus, such as the village committee. Most importantly, the
reconfiguration of the clan system challenged the legitimacy
of state agents and private speculators. It has thus played a
significant role in redefining the economy for Wukan villagers—to whom land is the most important source of livelihood,
security, and prosperity—rather than making them an apparatus of the state machinery.
As in other villages involved in land disputes, Wukan’s land
politics revolve around the conflicts between villagers and
multiple players involved in illegal land transactions. With the
restoration of the clan system, the original confrontations
have evolved into the reestablishment of a value regime and
the emergence of a new social order.
Local government in China commonly dominates mainstream discourse, which it uses as a ruling apparatus. The
confrontation between local city government and Wukan villagers became a conflict between a dominant value regime
and the alternative value regime reestablished in the village.
Ironically, when the villagers resorted to the local government
to resolve their conflicts with corrupt village cadres and developers, the local government adopted a “demonizing” strategy that downplayed their request for justice. For instance,
the Shanwei City government depicted the 921 event as “a
small number of villagers gathering to cause trouble.” The
official report by the government also alleged that “some
vicious overseas organizations, forces, and media must have
something to do with the Wukan event.”8 Before long, the
Wukan villagers’ Temporary Representative Council and Wukan Women Representatives’ Union were denounced as illegal
organizations and officially banned.
Initially, Wukan villagers were not able to defend themselves
against these misrepresentations. At a later stage, they started
to consciously articulate their new value regime and use it to
fight against the dominant groups. Wukan’s communal resistance thus involves alternative discourse resistance. In addition to the conventional way of using posters and slogans,
the villagers, especially the members of the Passionate Youth
Organization, publicized the Wukan event widely through
social media right before the release of official media reports
in order to reveal the predicaments they had suffered and
showcase their solidarity and the restored order. This is a
typical example of the use of an alternative discourse resistance strategy to reshape the distorted images intentionally
8. Compiled from a report on the home page of the Shanwei City
Communist Party Administration Information (http://www.shanwei.gov
.cn/163493.html). The government in China frequently responds in this
way to all sorts of civil unrest.
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forged by mainstream discourse. Supported by donations
from villagers, the Passionate Youth Organization now possesses its own small studio. According to Zhang Jianxing, a
key member of the studio,
Until now, I couldn’t find a medium to report the full story
about Wukan. Even comparatively authentic and neutral
reports from X media from the mainland and Y media from
Hong Kong failed to report accurately on the Wukan event.
They are misleading in some respects. . . . What we can do
is act more quickly than [official media] do to reveal the
truth about Wukan to the general public. (Interview with
Mr. Zhang, June 28, 2012)

As the communal resistance evolves, the villagers’ goal was
no longer limited to expelling the corrupted cadres and reclaiming land and property but was extended to reestablishing
a value regime rooted in the traditional rural society and
creating a good life. Self-organization, independence, solidarity, and justice are among the key elements of the restored
value regime, which are essential to an “alternative form of
economy” that aims to benefit every member of the kinship
groups. As described by Zhang Jianxing,
What we want is very simple: we are longing for a peaceful
and flourishing life of our own in our homeland, which we
love so deeply. However, we realize that to reach our dream,
there are so many battles to fight. Well, getting our land
back is only the first step. Then we need to think about our
long-term goal of allowing everyone in the village to thrive.
(Interview with Mr. Zhang, June 28, 2012)

Wukan villagers’ ultimate goal is still very far away, yet they
have managed to bring about major transformations in the
life of their village concerning social equity and the well-being
of vulnerable and marginal groups that redefine the economy
of our times.

Conclusion
The concept of economic citizenship proposed by Brodkin
(2014) refers to the social and civic entitlement of holding a
respectable full-time job or sustainable livelihood. Essentially,
economic citizenship is made up of two important elements:
basic respect in the labor market and the maintenance of social
worthiness. This concept can be applied to the case of Wukan,
where villagers struggle to live a decent life and achieve sustainable livelihood goals building on their farmland. While
economic citizenship for the urban marginalized population
is to be warranted by stable and respectable jobs, in the Wukan
case, it is associated with full rights to farmland that are to
be protected from the urban-centered accumulation regime.
In this sense, the Wukan case redefines what should be
counted as economic, which should not only attach importance to wealth accumulation but also to the achievement of
a secure and stable livelihood for ordinary people.
From the protests against illegal landgrabs and corruption
in the first place to the reclaiming of village governing power
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to the iconization of the civic resistance and democratic movement, the Wukan event has evolved from resistance identity
building to project identity building through communal resistance. One important feature of the Wukan event is the
combination of legitimating identity and resistance identity.
Although these two processes are to some extent contradictory, Wukan villagers have tactically structured their resistance
identity within the legitimized framework, that is, seeking
social justice with the support of the CCP. In addition, the
event was also led by a senior CCP member. This is not
entirely fortuitous under China’s one-party political system.
The combination of clan and CCP leadership has probably
been the best route for the villagers to take, as both institutions
need to be mutually supported and legitimized under the
peculiar circumstances. Nevertheless, the mingling of legitimating identity and resistance identity in the Wukan event
also partially constrained the pursuit of a project identity
because working within a legitimized framework also means
compromising the revolutionary claims to land rights and
rural governance. For example, the “democratic” elections in
Wukan were an experiment authorized by the Guangdong
provincial government. Like numerous other instances of protests over landgrabs, the Wukan event did not succeed in
reshaping land institution in China; in fact it did not even
challenge the legal basis of land appropriation. As Foucault
(1977) contends, the disciplinary power associated with space,
as indicated in the metaphor of the panopticon, often generates oppression. Local resistance can only achieve temporary
and fractional victories and are far from undermining the
reach of capital.
On a positive note, legitimizing identity building has helped
make villagers aware of their rights, which in turn supported
resistance identity building and enabled them to experiment
with bottom-up democracy, eventually leading to the production of a new sociospatial order and a possible future of
project identity building. The interplay of the three types of
identity building provides a strong driving force for the villagers to claim back their spatial rights through a process of
spatialized local politics. The significance of the Wukan event
lies in the reconstruction of a rural identity and the reestablishment of a value regime associated with the revitalized clan
system, which rescued the withering rural identity and social
order of the village. The event has rearticulated the fundamental value of rural land as a means of livelihood, security,
and prosperity that had long been ignored and overridden by
state agents and developers. For the first time, the government
allowed a bottom-up democratic election to be held. The
Wukan event has opened up a new window for the farmers
to fight for their rights to the land and hope for prosperity.
Conventionally, we think of kinship in so-called “simple”
societies as playing the role that politics, economics, and culture play in “complex” societies (Goode 1963; Kuper 2005).
Kinship is sometimes blamed for hindering the emergence of
modernity and industrial capitalism. However, it can be of
enormous social, cultural, and political importance in modern
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society and is increasingly engaged in the complexities of
global markets and modern state formation (Baker and
Feuchtwang 1991; Brandtstädter and Santos 2009). The reinvention of the traditional clan system in Wukan showcases
how “developmental backwardness” defined by mainstream
economics can be transformed into new sources of livelihood
and new economic practices.
The Wukan event has undergone a two-stage development,
from fighting for the specific value of land and property to
the pursuit of a general hope for a good life and the right to
thrive. Although the event did not bring about land rights
protection in the national context, it is a first step toward
reversing dominant economic models. It is possible that in
the long run, land-based identity building through communal
resistance will eventually lead to an ambitious project safeguarding farmers’ land and the livelihood it provides and thus
reverse farmers’ vulnerable position in the context of China’s
relentless urbanization and industrialization.

Acknowledgments
We are grateful to Peiqin Gu and Yuxuan Xu for their assistance during fieldwork and Niko Besnier for polishing the
paper. We would also like to thank two anonymous reviewers
and Susana Narotzky, Niko Besnier, Karen Brodkin, Gavin
Smith, and other colleagues at the Wenner-Gren symposium
for their valuable comments and suggestions. This research
is supported by the National Science Foundation of China
(41322003, 41271180, 41130747, 41271183, and 51008317).

References Cited
Baker, H. D. R. 1968. A Chinese lineage village: Sheung Shui. Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press.
Baker, H. D. R., and S. Feuchtwang, eds. 1991. An old state in new settings:
studies in the social anthropology of China in memory of Maurice Freedman.
Oxford: JASO.
Basu, B. K. 2007. Political economy of land grab. Economic and Political Weekly
42(14):1281–1287.
Bidwai, P. 2006. The great land grab. Transnational Institute, September 9,
2006.
Blomley, N. 2007. Making private property: enclosure, common right and the
work of hedges. Rural History 18(1):1–21.
Borras S. M., R. Hall, I. Scoones, B. White, and W. Wolford. 2011. Towards
a better understanding of global land grabbing: an editorial introduction.
Journal of Peasant Studies 38(2):209–216.
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The Economic Vulgate of Welfare Reform
Elements for a Socioanthropological Critique
by Vincent Dubois
Economic concepts have a double status. They are elaborated for scientific purposes, but they are also used in the
real world, especially by decision makers. In this paper I focus on the latter aspect and address the question of the
uses of these concepts in welfare reform. I base my reflections on the case of the renewal of welfare-control policy
in France. Findings from ethnographic fieldwork on the daily practices of welfare control provide the occasion to
confront the economic vulgate of welfare reform with the actual situations of welfare recipients and ground a critical
evaluation of the effect of reforms inspired by this vulgate. By doing so I propose a basis for a socioanthropological
critique of the political implications of economic concepts.

An important part of my research on anti-welfare-fraud policies in France consists of ethnographic fieldwork during
which I observed the encounters between recipients suspected
of cheating and investigators who control their family situation, income, and general behavior.1 The control interviews
of the unemployed take place at the local employment department where they are summoned and at the recipients’
homes for those receiving minimum benefits.2 These recipients are rarely the astute swindlers described by political and
media discourses. Some of them do play the welfare game
quite well. These “proto-professionals” (de Swaan 1988) may
be knowledgeable about welfare programs and the means to
gain support from them, but most of the time, they simply
try to make ends meet (Gustafson 2011). Yet they do so in a
way that welfare agents often regard as irrational. Why did
this couple buy a new flat-screen TV instead of paying off
their rent arrears? Why did this young man quit the internship
that could have led to a stable job? Why did this 50-year-old
woman not register at the unemployment agency for the benefits to which she was entitled? In other words, why do the
poor fail to exhibit “normal” economic behavior?
The so-called welfare cheaters and abusers are labeled as
such not primarily because they are thought to break the law
but because they deviate from the dominant social norms.
They arouse suspicion not only because of their possible lies
or illegal practices but also because their unstable, complex,
or ambiguous situations are a bad fit with the standard eligibility requirements of welfare programs. By definition, fixed
Vincent Dubois is Professor at the University of Strasbourg (Sociétés,
Acteurs, Gouvernement en Europe, Unité Mixte de Recherche 7363,
Maison Interuniversitaire des Sciences de l’Homme-Alsace-5, Allée
du Général Rouvillois CS 50008, F-67083 Strasbourg cedex, France
[vincent.dubois@misha.fr]). This paper was submitted 10 IV 13,
accepted 6 II 14, and electronically published 17 VII 14.

bureaucratic criteria poorly account for the unstable and confused reality of social and economic precariousness. As a result, the recipients in the most precarious situations are also
the most controlled and the most sanctioned. This is also the
reason why welfare-fraud investigators cannot only rely on
the legal rules they are supposed to enforce. Because of the
1. This paper is part of a broader research project on the control of
welfare recipients in France. It is based on material collected in two main
surveys. I conducted the first one between 2001 and 2003. It focused on
the control of recipients of minimum benefits (mostly the Revenu minimum d’insertion [RMI] and the Allocation de parent isolé [API]) enforced by the Caisses d’allocations familiales (family benefit offices) in
charge of paying out and controlling these benefits. In addition to the
analysis of political debates and policy documents (public reports, internal
recommendations, program evaluations) and to 12 interviews with policy
makers at the national level, 42 interviews were conducted with investigators and 39 with managers of the relevant institutions in five sites
chosen for their geographic and socioeconomic diversity. Direct observation of checks was conducted over 12 full weeks, between June 2001
and February 2002. This observation consisted of following the investigators during the entirety of their routes and in particular the home
checks during which the interviews with recipients discussed in this paper
took place. I also could access a sample of personal files and of control
reports. I used a similar methodological framework for the second survey,
conducted between 2004 and 2006 on the control of the unemployment
benefits recipients. Fourteen interviews were conducted with national
policy makers. Three different sites were investigated, where 27 interviews
with officials and control agents were conducted. Direct observation of
control interviews was conducted over six full weeks, mainly at the local
department for employment (Direction départementale du travail) and
occasionally at the unemployment agency (Agence nationale pour
l’emploi [ANPE]) and at the office for unemployment benefits
(ASSEDIC). (The ANPE and the ASSEDIC merged in 2009 into a new
institution, Pôle emploi.) I started new fieldwork on the control of recipients of minimum benefits in October 2013.
2. Namely, the RMI or the API for single parents in the early 2000s,
when I conducted this research. The RMI and the API later merged into
the more workfare-oriented Revenu de solidarité active (literally: active
solidarity income).
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complexity and fluidity of the cases they have to investigate,
they base their decisions on their common sense or, more
precisely, on the categories of perception related to their professional and personal habitus and translate them ex post into
legal language (Dubois 2014). The personal stereotypes of
these street-level bureaucrats do not necessarily contradict the
official policy program (Lipsky 1980); rather, they are part of
the cognitive resources used for its implementation. To rule
on the cases of the unemployed they control, the investigators
have, for instance, to complement the ill-defined concept of
“active job search” with their folk notions of the relevant
practices to return to work.
As a political sociologist, my method is to combine this
ethnographic fieldwork at the street level with analysis of the
making of policy programs; here, welfare-control policies. To
do so, I use various kinds of documents, including legal instructions, institutional accounts, and policy papers in which
economic expertise is widely cited. Such papers deal with the
same welfare recipients I face in the field but relate a totally
different story from the ones I witness. They use figures and
statistical models to portray a group whose strategic behavior,
to some degree, causes the problems they experience. Basically,
unemployment partly results from the fact that people may
prefer to stay on welfare rather than go back to work. Most
of this expert literature advocates for more control over the
poor as a coercive incentive to work in order to redress such
attitudes. I hear similar discourses when I conduct interviews
with policy makers. I remember meeting two young higher
civil servants from the service of social affairs and unemployment at the Ministry of Finance. They had been appointed there shortly after finishing their curricula at the École
nationale d’administration, which selects the elite of the
French state employees based on the high skills they are supposed to have in the various domains of public administration
and state affairs. Their knowledge of the experience of unemployment was limited to the economic lessons they had
learned and to their readings of mainstream economic expertise. This left no room for doubt: the only effective way
to reduce unemployment was to combine the recent reform,
which introduced new constraints for the unemployed receiving benefits, with the previous sliding-scale system. According to them, it was self-evident that individuals would
be more eager to look for a job and eventually find one if
their benefits decreased over time. Because this seemingly selfevident idea conveniently illustrated the concept of a homo
economicus behaving according to the maximization of his
interest, which had been repeated to them throughout their
higher education, it appeared particularly convincing to them.
There is very little chance that these two young civil servants
and the welfare recipients I observe during my fieldwork will
ever meet in person. But still, they are connected through the
long chains of interdependence that stretch from the loftiest
positions in the state apparatus to the most underprivileged
regions of the social space. The decisions enacted by policy
makers do have an impact on the social groups targeted by
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these policies through multiple intermediaries, including the
daily encounters with the street-level welfare bureaucrats I
have been studying (Dubois 2010). These decisions are based
on ideas imported from economics that may be totally disconnected from the ordinary experience of welfare recipients
but that indirectly impose on them the definition of their own
situation and justify the way they are treated in policy programs. This paper compares these two different views of the
socioeconomic problems that the welfare state is supposed to
tackle and, more precisely, the unemployment of the precarious fractions of the working class: one is derived from standard economic theory and prevails in policy making, and the
other is based on fieldwork observation and includes the concrete experience of welfare recipients. This comparison does
not aim to engage with the concepts of economic science per
se, which would be far beyond the scope of this paper. Such
a comparison is not a conceptual discussion. It provides the
occasion to deal with these concepts in an indirect way by
showing their diffusion and uses in policy making on the one
hand and by providing an alternative view based on socioethnographic methods on the other. The vision of social and
economic problems that prevails at the top echelon of the
state is shaped by economics in an abstract, quantitative, and
simplified version of economic research. This is the reason
why I speak here in terms of an economic vulgate. By approaching the conditions of people experiencing unemployment and precariousness and by paying attention to the ways
in which they describe their own situations, ethnographic
research provides a more concrete, qualitative, and comprehensive view. This can be helpful for questioning the economic vulgate that is based on the works of professional
economists and that is widely shared by policy makers. In
doing so, ethnographic knowledge can prove an effective tool
to criticize the economic categories that have become dominant if not hegemonic, not only by opposing the experience
of individuals of flesh and blood with the abstract models
and figures of the economic and policy discourse but also by
unveiling the anthropological basis of this discourse, the ideological orientations it encapsulates, and its possible social consequences.3 This critique is therefore not only a theoretical
one. Because the economic discourse serves as a basis for
policy programs (or at least for the legitimization of these
programs), it has an effect on the reality it describes. In that
sense the aim of this paper is twofold: first, to engage in a
discussion of some of the economic concepts used in welfare
policies, and second, to account for the actual effects that
these concepts, being influential on the making of these policies, can have on the social groups they target.
3. I have addressed in a similar way the question of the use of ethnography in a critical approach to public policy in Dubois (2009). For
a case study of welfare reform in the United States following a comparable
approach, see, e.g., Morgen, Acker, and Weigt (2010).
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Economic Expertise in French Welfare Policies
Economic concepts have a double status. They are elaborated
for scientific purposes, but they are also used in the real world,
especially by decision makers. I will focus on the latter aspect.
From this perspective, economic concepts can be regarded as
beliefs (based on scientific knowledge) in the sense that they
are unquestioned principles of vision that orient practices and
give them meaning and legitimacy (Lebaron 2001). I will illustrate this general proposal with economic concepts used
in welfare policies on the basis of my research on anti-welfarefraud policies in France. Whereas their users describe them
as neutral technical tools to account for reality, I will first
present the premises on which some of them are based in
order to point out their ideological biases. I will then turn to
the reasons for their success in policy making and give some
examples of their uses as policy tools in the French case.
Anthropological Bases and Implicit Ideological Orientations
The basic assumptions of standard economic theory prevail
in labor economics and by extension in economic research
on welfare as in the other fields of this discipline. Among the
most shared assumptions, the rational choice hypothesis posits that individuals act in order to “maximize their utility.”
From this perspective, it is assumed that individuals have “a
preference for leisure” and regard work as a cost. They “decide” to work or not to work depending on the balance between the level of this cost and the level of benefits they can
anticipate from work. The theory of “voluntary unemployment” that follows this reasoning states that workers may
decide not to participate in the labor market because the
incentives are not sufficient to make them “prefer” work to
“nonwork.” The idea here is to underline the causes of unemployment that are due to the aggregation of individual
“rational choices.” This brief abstract is of course an oversimplified presentation, but it is sufficient to recall the implicit
anthropological conceptions of such a theory according to
which human beings are above all lazy and selfish calculating
machines, as Laurent Cordonnier sums up in a critical and
humorous way (Cordonnier 2000).
Whereas this theory is applied through sophisticated arguments and complex statistical models that present its results
as objective and neutral, the factors mainly used to explain a
possible “voluntary unemployment” reveal a specific if not
always explicit policy orientation. Following this reasoning,
one would think that from a utilitarian perspective, people
choose not to work because the “equilibrium wage rate” is
too low to regard work as worthy enough. In that case the
practical lesson would be to raise salaries. But in a marketdriven economic policy, this is not seriously considered as an
option. In lieu of the level of work income, the theory emphasizes two main factors: a supposedly too high rate of income tax, and what is described as “excessively generous welfare benefits.” In the 2000s in France, several economic
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researches following these ideas framed the policy debate even
though they were sometimes controversial.4 These policy lessons have been broadly implemented in the developed countries over the past decades, with tax cuts and various forms
of welfare retrenchment or reforms designed to make people
“prefer work to welfare.”
The idea of an “inactivity trap” or “unemployment trap”
comes from this general approach and is a key reference for
welfare reform. Here the stress is put on the fact that welfare
or unemployment benefits would “disincentivize” those who
could get a job and return to work. According to this kind
of analysis, “workers exploit unemployment insurance benefits for subsidized leisure” (Boone and van Ours 2012:414).
In order to avoid this effect, decreasing the level of benefits
is advocated as well as making benefits more difficult to access
or shortening their duration so that even low-paid jobs become comparatively preferable to welfare. More stringent requirements for unemployment or minimum benefits and
stronger bureaucratic constraints over recipients have been
conceived in this perspective. This is also one explanation for
the coercive turn in welfare and unemployment policies in
France as elsewhere in Europe from the mid-1990s, which
consists among other things in the development of individual
control over the poor not only because they are suspected of
abusing the system but in order to make welfare “less comfortable” and to create “negative incentives” to drive them
back to work. A large part of the academic literature on economics advocates for such reforms (see, e.g., Abbring, van
den Berg, and van Ours 2005).
The Development of Economic Expertise in French Welfare
The translation of implicit or explicit policy recommendations
by economists into mental and discursive categories and into
concrete reforms is nevertheless not self-evident. The specific
role economic expertise played in the neoliberal turn in France
(Jobert 1994) as well as in the United Kingdom and the United
States (Hall 2001) has extensively been shown. This influence
differed, however, from one country to another and from one
policy domain to another. In the case of French welfare, it is
closely related to a managerial turn that occurred after changes
in the profiles of top public managers of welfare organizations
from the 1980s onward. The old welfare elite, trained in public
law and sharing the ideal of programs and institutions
launched after World War II to reduce socioeconomic inequalities, has been progressively replaced by a new generation
trained in management and economics (with previous careers
in financial departments) and more concerned with the reduction of the cost of welfare (Genieys and Hassenteufel
2001). In addition, the media played a decisive role in the
dissemination of a narrow financial vision of welfare to the
general public. Health insurance, for instance, was almost
4. See, e.g., the analysis of the debate provoked by Laroque and Salanié
(2000) proposed by Mirau (2002).
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exclusively presented in terms of deficit, which journalists
rephrased in a popular way: “trou de la Sécu” (Duval 2007).5
Media discourse imposed the diagnosis of excessive expenses
as an explanation for this deficit, putting the blame on patients
and on the physicians prescribing medication and sick leaves
too easily. This financial view is widely shared by the left- and
right-wing politicians who have been running the country for
the last decades.
While the managerial turn and the influence of mainstream
economic concepts are two distinct processes, they are both
part of the same orientation toward welfare retrenchment, the
responsibilization of welfare recipients, and the individualization of the causes of social problems. As opposed to what
transpired in the United States and the United Kingdom,
think tanks did not play a leading role in the rise of the
influence of (neoliberal) economics through expert policy advisory and advocacy in France; most were created subsequently, during the 1990s and 2000s. This influence in fact
came from within the state and was soon wielded by economists working as experts at the Ministry of Finance, the
National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies (Institut
national de la statistique et des études économiques), and to
a lesser extent at welfare departments and organizations. This
is how standard economic theory became a key element of
“the thought of the state,” to use Bourdieu’s phrase, which
describes the principles of vision and division endorsed by
the state, applied through its policies, and promoted as the
legitimate representations of the social world (Bourdieu
1994). Similar trends occurred earlier and were stronger in
other countries, such as the United States. This was nevertheless a substantial shift for France, where “classic” welfare
is a strong tradition.
As in other domains, policy change under the influence of
neoliberal economics in welfare is an international process in
which international organizations such as the World Bank,
the International Monetary Fund, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), or the European Commission played a decisive role. These institutions
have converted economic formulas into welfare policy mottoes that serve as guidelines for reform at the national level.
“Making work pay” has been a slogan of the OECD since the
mid-1980s as illustrated by the frequency of editorials devoted
to this theme in the Employment Outlook series published
annually by the organization. The European Commission
documents repeat the same leitmotif, particularly since the
creation of the European Employment Strategy in 1997 (de
la Porte and Pochet 2004). With this slogan, policy makers
urge us “to strengthen the incentives to work.” On the downside they advocate for less “attractive” social welfare by restricting conditions for access, reducing the benefits period,
demanding commitment in return, and tightening the con5. Trou (literally, “hole”) is an informal word for budget deficit, and
Sécu is the colloquial abbreviation for Sécurité sociale, the French public
health insurance.
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trols. All these measures constitute the practical solutions that
logically extend the principle of “rewarding work.” Among
many other similar statements, a communication from the
European Commission in July 1999, taken up by the Conclusions of the Council in December 1999, underscored that
“the new labor market called for more than simply providing
traditional forms of protection like the guarantee of a replacement income” and drew attention to the “need for a
new balance between flexibility and security, as well as between
rights and responsibilities.”6 More explicitly, a communication
from the European Commission on December 23 cited unemployment insurance benefits as one of the “obstacles to
integration on the labor market,” arguing that “unemployment benefits can create counterincentives to work since they
are paid over a long period and are neither monitored nor
controlled adequately through clear requirements in terms of
active job search, professional tests and participation in active
measurements on the labor market.”7 This is the intellectual
basis for the implementation of measures that reinforce the
obligations and constraints bearing on the unemployed and
on welfare recipients, including the coercive aspect of control
of so-called welfare fraud. These various institutional prescriptions from international organizations, more or less directly put into practice by national governments, echo the
aforementioned set of economic theories. But this is not only
about putting theory into practice. If these theories have been
influential, it is also thanks to their possible echoes with political rhetoric and popular beliefs.
The theoretical model of the “inactivity trap,” applied with
sophisticated statistical treatments, provides policy and political discourse with scientific legitimacy. In comparison, the
concept of “non-take-up,” which refers to the fact that people
do not ask for the benefits to which they are entitled, has
enjoyed far less success among the policy elite even though
it describes a phenomenon that is certainly more widespread
than welfare abuse. But in times of public expenditure cuts,
this problem is unlikely to be promoted on the governmental
agenda. Conversely, the “inactivity trap” justifies welfare retrenchment. The political strength of this economic argument
also lies in the fact that it echoes commonsense representations, often repeated in everyday conversations: “What’s the
point of them waking up in the morning to go to work if
they can earn the same staying at home?” Here a sophisticated
economic model mates with an oversimplistic argument that
seems irrefutable. The two faces (scientific and ordinary) of
such beliefs make them difficult to question in public debate.
There is an additional ambiguity. The discourse of the “active
welfare state” presents itself as neutral and technical even
though it rests on implicit or explicit moral judgments. These
6. The Social Protection Committee, “Key issues on social protection
and employment,” 1999 (rev. version, June 2003).
7. Communication from the Commission to Council, the European
Parliament, to the European Economic and Social Committee and the
Committee of the Regions, “Modernising social protection for more quality jobs: a general strategy for making work pay,” 2003.
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were made very explicit under the Sarkozy regime in a binary
governmental discourse opposing “the France of the early
risers” (la France qui se lève tôt) to “the France of the entitled”
(les assistés), the latter assumed to be taking excessive advantage of public generosity if not cheating welfare. There are
two main features of this socioeconomic morality, which connects neoliberalism to neopaternalism (Soss, Fording, and
Schram 2011; Wacquant 2008). The first is based on the traditional idea of work in itself as a moral value. By valuing
work (in addition to “making it pay”), it defines the social
worth of individuals on the basis of their labor, that is, of
their efforts as workers but also of their value on the job
market. It devalues by contrast welfare, made synonymous
with inactivity if not the cause of inactivity. This also means
devaluating people on welfare, because they lack the job that
could make them valuable and because of their alleged lack
of will to seek employment. Here the concepts of the current
standard economic theory meet the old moral notion of the
undeservingness of the able-bodied poor who could work but
do not. This leads to renewed forms of branding as guilty the
poor on welfare. First, they are viewed as partly responsible
for their situation: in moral terms because of their laziness;
in economic terms because of their cost and benefit calculation. Second, their behavior is seen as a cause of socioeconomic problems, such as unemployment. We can think in
that sense of the questionable emphasis on “unfilled job vacancies” in high unemployment periods, which aims at proving that unemployment is less about the lack of opportunities
on the labor market than about the lack of will of the unemployed to take them. A third way of branding welfare recipients as guilty consists in depicting them as cheaters. In
that perspective, the entitled are not only lazy, they also are
dishonest. They not only fail in their duty to work, they also
infringe the moral and legal rules of welfare requirements,
unduly taking benefits at the expense of the workers who pay
higher taxes to fund them. In terms of social worth, this
signifies that the “useless unemployable,” economically defined by their unworthiness regarding the production of value,
are socially defined by their “negative symbolic capital” (Bourdieu 1999:598) resulting from their stigmatization as responsible for socioeconomic problems. Here again, current standard economic theory (which promotes providing “negative
incentives” in order to make people “prefer work to leisure”)
meets old moral notions (separating the deserving from the
undeserving, recalling the duties associated with the rights).
In terms of policy, this convergence of economics and morals
adds neopaternalistic tendencies to neoliberal orientations,
which defines the postwelfare era. This trend is concretized
by coercive control procedures and other means of “disciplining the poor” (Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011).

Alternative Views: Back to the Field
The same socioeconomic problems appear in an entirely different light when we consider the actual practices of recipients
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regarding welfare. It is readily apparent that the utilitarian
concept of “rationality” is far from being the universal motive
of human behavior that economic theory describes. In Marx’s
terms, one could say that if the “icy water of egotistical calculation” theorized by standard economics is the basic pattern
of capitalist practices, this pattern is far from unanimously
shared by members of the new Lumpenproletariat made up
by social welfare recipients under current capitalist regimes.
And when we turn to the concrete implementation of welfare
policies reformed according to the precepts of orthodox economics in terms of “incentives to work,” we soon see, to say
the least, that things are not as simple as they seem, and we
mostly observe moralization into practice.
The Limits of a Narrow Economic Vision
Qualitative and ethnographic observation reveals that the allegedly neutral and universal categories of standard economic
thinking do not fit well with the lifestyles, living conditions,
and economic practices of the poor. In her ethnographic study
of deprived families in a northeastern French city, Ana PerrinHeredia observes the everyday confrontation of their economic attitudes and practices with the efforts of social workers
specialized in “social and family economy advisory” (conseillères en économie sociale et familiale) who oversee them
(Perrin-Heredia 2010). Among other things, she shows that
while the basic economical/bureaucratic monthly time unit
may have become a naturalized and internalized category for
those who participate in the “normal” economy (e.g., those
who work on a regular basis), it has not been the case for
most of those who belong to the precarious fractions of the
population. If they plan ahead, they do so in their own way,
according to a specific calendar punctuated by supply in lowcost grocery stores, family events, or, for migrants, by the
annual trip back to their home country for which they save
money and buy gifts. In a similar way, Perrin-Heredia indicates that the concept of household (ménage) used in statistics
and for administrative purposes fails to account for the complex socioeconomic relations within deprived and precarious
milieus that combine kinship, friendship, mutual help, financial exchanges, and housing arrangements. As a result, when
the economic overseers make the “household” budget, they
include incomes and expenses that are not part of the actual
economic structure of the people under their care and conversely exclude some others that actually matter. To sum up,
the economic categories of the monthly time unit and of the
household are taken for granted, but they are not for everybody. They appear to be quite abstract concepts when social
workers apply them to populations whose economies do not
share the implicit social norms they carry. The enforcement
of such categories, supposedly in order to help people, imposes on them the patterns of a “normal” (i.e., “rational” and
“moral”) economic behavior.
The same gap separates the more sophisticated concepts I
have been discussing from the actual living conditions and
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behavioral patterns of the poor viewed in concrete situations.
A case in point is the “inactivity trap.” Beyond internal critiques of the model itself, sociological work has been carried
out in France to address the question of its empirical relevance
using a framework and methods that differ from standard
economic research. Dubet and Vérétout (2003 [2001]) base
their findings on the analysis of a large number of minimum
income benefit (Revenu minimum d’insertion [RMI]) files
and on numerous interviews conducted with recipients. They
show that this model, based on a narrow conception of rationality, is insufficient to explain the propensity to return to
work and the reasons for doing so or not doing so. The
“disincentive effect” of receiving the RMI is far from being
as systematic as the “inactivity trap” model predicts. This
effect is observed only in a small proportion of cases. Moreover, it is contradicted by more numerous cases that are absurd in the perspective of this model: recipients who lose
money when they leave welfare for a job, and conversely those
who stay on welfare when they could find work and raise
their income. The authors advocate for reasoning not only
in terms of employment but also in taking into account the
content of the available work, that is, its social value—not
strictly quantifiable and impossible to comprehend on a
strictly utilitarian level. While most of them do not follow
the narrow financial rationality of the “inactivity trap” model,
individuals may have good reasons to do what they do even
if these reasons are varied and sometimes contradictory. Finding a job at any price to avoid the shame of welfare, conforming to the expectations of the social and family network,
remaining on welfare to pursue an alternative life project or
to finish a PhD; Benarrosh (2003) complements this analysis
on the basis of qualitative and biographical interviews conducted with minimum income recipients. She acknowledges
that in some cases recipients who refuse job offers may in a
sense “calculate” but states that this possible calculation is
not limited to the financial arbitration made at a given moment that defines an “inactivity trap.” First, other dimensions
of social life come into play, such as family life, which may
or may not be predisposed to regard work as a valuable option.
Second, accepting or refusing a job has to do with individual
attitudes toward work. Considering it in terms of a financial
utility confronted with a “preference for leisure” is not as
natural as the economic model assumes. It is one of the various possible attitudes also based on the meaning people give
to their work and the extent to which they can be valued in
it. These attitudes are shaped during one’s life span. Therefore,
a third dimension must be taken into account: time. The
possibility of a “preference to work” as per the vocabulary of
economics is determined by previous work experience. Too
much physical or psychological suffering during earlier experience can lead people not only to consider work as “too
costly” but to exclude it from the range of conceivable options.
The “decision” of working or not is also determined by the
welfare recipients’ expectations of the future, which once
again do not amount to a “rational” anticipation at a given
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moment of time but result from their age, their concrete social
and family situations, the norms of their environment, and
the experience of opportunities, hopes, and failures accumulated during their life.
As Bourdieu (1979) has shown in his research on 1960s
colonial and rural Algeria, the concepts of work or income
and the notion of anticipation that are taken for granted in
modern capitalist economies can prove unfamiliar and irrelevant to traditional forms of economy. The colonial domination partly consisted in imposing these ideas in order to
reform and “modernize” an economy described as archaic.
This forced “rationalization” destroyed the local structures of
the economy and challenged the traditional vision of the
world, which became devalued and useless in such a changing
situation. Economic domination (in the materialistic sense of
exploitation) goes hand in hand with symbolic domination
(in the sense of the imposition of the legitimate point of view).
We could draw on this general framework to consider the
enforcement of reformed welfare programs as the imposition
of norms of behavior and categories of perception defined as
universally legitimate on people whose economies are delegitimized and redressed.
From Description to Prescription: The Social Implications of
Economic Concepts
The concrete confrontation of welfare recipients with welfare
agents provides a good vantage point from which to analyze
the relationship between the concrete living conditions of the
poor and their “moral economies” (i.e., the way they view
their own situation and deal with their problems and with
institutional injunctions) on the one hand and the “moral
machinery” of official representations and social expectations
toward the poor on the other hand.8 I will focus here on the
control practices of welfare recipients. These practices are not
new but have been especially reinforced for the last 10 years
in France as part of a more general policy made in the name
of “getting back to work.” This policy also changed the status
of control practices: they emerged from behind the scenes to
come up in policy discourse as well as in political and media
debates. What was seen as a mundane bureaucratic routine
became a policy instrument supposed to reduce “inactivity
traps” by searching for recipients of unemployment benefits
not willing enough to work and identifying the “lazy entitled”
suspected of organizing their “comfortable” welfare at the
taxpayer’s expense.
Control interviews must be set in the context of the economic logics of the renewed welfare-control policies. The
managerial thinking and the economic vulgate I have been
discussing are influential in this renewal. The former considers
welfare control as a means for saving money by limiting the
payment of undue benefits and for recovering money from
fraudulent recipients. However, this financial vision quickly
8. On moral economies and moral machinery, see Fassin (2005).
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shows its limits when put to the test of some simple facts.
First, even if the amount of welfare fraud is a controversial
issue and is impossible to establish precisely, official evaluations attest that it remains far lower than other frauds on
public budgets. The figures provided by French governmental
accounting bodies for the year 2007 estimated the total
amount of welfare benefit fraud (including unemployment
and minimum benefits, pensions, and health expenses) at 2–
3 billion euros, whereas the nonpayment of welfare contributions by employers and undeclared workers amounted to
8.4–14.6 billion euros, and tax evasion cost 20.5–25.6 billion
euros. If its goal was to balance public budgets, the government should not have given priority to welfare fraud (as it
did in France in particular since 2002) but to the struggle
against tax evasion (an issue that the French government only
tentatively started tackling after François Hollande, member
of the Socialist Party, was elected President of the French
Republic in May 2012). Second, welfare control has not
proven to be an effective means to save money. The organization of control itself is costly. Also, financial reports on
control by welfare organizations providing minimum benefits
suggest that the amount of unpaid benefits is approximately
equal to the total cost of welfare abuse and undue payments.
These organizations fully compensate recipients who are
found not to have received the benefits they were entitled to
but recover only about 50% of those that were undeservedly
paid because of claims for equitable relief or insolvency. As
a welfare manager once told me, “in the end, control is not
a good deal.”
Beyond this financial aspect, the economic effect of welfare
control in terms of return to work is worth considering. While
we have noted that welfare control was partly conceived to
combat “negative incentives” to work, it has actually not
proven to be an efficient back-to-work policy. Even if they
are controlled and “incentivized,” the unemployed cannot get
back to work when there are hardly any jobs available for
them. This is especially so as most of the recipients targeted
for checks are long-term unemployed—single mothers or unskilled workers, in short, the least “employable,” to use a
common term in workfare policies, among welfare recipients.
This does not mean that welfare-control policies have no
implications on the labor market. From the beginning of the
2000s onward, the control of the unemployed has been a
major factor in the elimination of job seekers from the lists
of the national unemployment agency. This bureaucratic sanction means suspension of benefit payments if they received
any, but it does not equal getting a job. As a result, control
programs do not bring people back to work, yet they are part
of a general policy that tends to make underpaid and precarious work acceptable to those who are forced to take any
job and to make those who already are at work fear unemployment more than ever.
The above clearly demonstrates that the direct confrontation of welfare recipients with welfare agents during control
interviews cannot be interpreted from a narrow economic
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standpoint. If they fulfill economic functions, it is not in the
sense of utilitarian calculation and direct effect but through
social and moral constraints: moral evaluation, moral probation, and moral rectification.
These interviews partly if not mainly consist in a moral
evaluation. It is not the objective situation but to a large extent
the behavior of the recipient that is controlled. This is obvious
in unemployment control. The main point is not to verify
whether the unemployed person is really unemployed or not
using criteria of fact. Control is mainly focused on the individual behavioral obligation of “active job search” and consists of checking to what extent the unemployed fulfills it. As
a result, the unemployed are judged on a moral more than
a legal basis. Are their plans realistic and trustworthy? Do
they make enough effort to achieve them? Are they lazy or
ready to work? Do they play the game? To answer these questions investigators cannot rely on economic knowledge. They
have only vague notions of the employment situation in the
various labor sectors and occupations. They have neither the
data with which to formulate a realistic idea of the objective
chances of a given person getting a given job nor the ability
to rely on precisely defined economic/bureaucratic norms.
“Active job search” does not translate into a set of objective
criteria that could be used in a standardized fashion (e.g.,
number of application letters and job interviews per month).
As a result, they use their own criteria based on their personal
and professional experience and rely on categories of perception informed by their social backgrounds. Far from the cold
technical perspective of economic expertise that inspired the
formulation of welfare-control policies, their implementation
is in the realm of subjectivity, feelings, and morals. As control
agents say, “we don’t want to be taken for a ride,” meaning
that their suspicion toward welfare clients is related to their
self-esteem as individuals and not merely to their official function. The consequences of their suspicion nevertheless vary
from one client to another according to their personal perceptions of the morality of the clients. Poor people who keep
a low profile during the interviews and try to show that they
are doing their best to find a job are less likely to be sanctioned
than those who less eagerly comply with the implicit rules of
a bureaucratic interrogation. The agents rarely show any leniency toward the minority cases of unemployed enjoying a
higher social status than theirs, as the following example illustrates.
On February 25, 2005, Charles, control agent, receives Peter,
a 50-year-old pharmacist who has been unemployed for two
years.
Charles. We are going to talk about your job search. It’s
been more than two years [of unemployment] now. How
can you explain that?
Pierre. Well, my long professional experience is an obstacle. But there are other concerns. [He explains that because of marital problems, his wife, who owns a pharmacy
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and employed him for 33 years, has fired him. He has filed
for divorce and now lives with his mother.]
Charles. How is it an obstacle for you to get back to
work?
Pierre. The obstacle is when I am asked how much I
used to make and what are my expectations. When I answer,
the job interview ends.
Charles. Are you never asked any further questions?
Pierre. No, it never happens.
Charles. That’s weird. Sincerely, [he insists] I can’t believe you. . . . Conclusion: your job search is insufficient.

Pierre tries to argue that it is difficult for him, as a former
pharmacy manager, to ask his former colleagues for a job.
Charles repeats that the job search is insufficient and ends
the interview. After Pierre leaves, he has “no qualms” about
striking him off the list of the unemployed for two months.
During these interviews, moral evolution is also moral probation. The interviews target recipients who are suspected of
cheating and of behaving badly. As objective evidence is difficult to collect, control agents try to get the alleged fraud
perpetrators to confess, using police techniques of bluffing,
threats, or fake sympathy. This is what an investigator explained:
I always try to be very easygoing. I always shake people’s
hands; they like that. It makes them feel at ease. I always
find a subject to lighten the mood at first. For instance, if
there are kids, I talk about the kids—“He’s cute. He’s tall
for his age”—stuff like that. If there’s a dog, I talk about
the dog; if there are houseplants, I talk about the houseplants. . . . That way the person will feel more at ease, less
guarded. So that during the interview they’ll be less vigilant.
That way I get much more information out of them. . . .
Before getting welfare recipients back to work, control is
about making them uncomfortable or feel guilty about their
situation. There is a moral aspect to such confessions in
terms of redressing the fault and returning to the straight
and narrow.

These control interviews based on moral evolution and on
moral probation can be regarded as having a function of moral
rectification. Control agents remind those they oversee of the
bureaucratic rules as well as of the duties of the entitled. In
other words, they reiterate the social expectations toward the
poor. Most of the comments they make include moral considerations of work, effort, and good will. As one of them
tells me in a tongue-in-cheek manner during an informal
conversation, “we’re moralists, we lecture them, don’t we?”
Thus control is not limited to its outcomes in terms of sanctions and benefit cuts. Control in itself is a means of regulation
aimed at bringing the recipients back to their expected behavior. Some control agents choose to summon the “lazy”
recipients early in the morning, to “haul them out of their
beds,” as one of them puts it, in order to remind them what
work life is. “How can you expect them to find a job if they

S145

can’t make it here at eight in the morning?” she asks. The
“educational virtues” of interviews is a common phrase control agents use to express their belief in the social utility of
their work. As one of them explains,
Actually, the interview itself, the simple fact of summoning
people, for some . . . this has an obvious coercive aspect,
but there is also another aspect, which can be beneficial for
the unemployed themselves. It can give them new incentives
to . . . intensify their job search. Because sometimes, you
can understand that they slow down their search, or even
stop searching. The act of summoning them, provided the
interview is positive and not only coercive, can bring people
to tell themselves, “well, why not get back to searching actively, as it’s in my own interest to do so, since I’m accountable. Being more active will help me make the right
impression during the next check, and possibly, who knows,
finding a job.”

As this last sentence expresses, before bringing the recipients back to their expected economic behavior (looking for
and finding a job), control is about bringing them back to
their expected bureaucratic role. Control interviews are indeed
hypocritical: most of the time investigators only verify that
an unemployed person can provide evidence of an active job
search even though both know that employment is unlikely
to be forthcoming. Neither the recipients nor the control
agents are fooled by the play in which they act. “We can’t
blame them for not looking for jobs when these jobs do not
exist,” one of the control agents says. If they cannot get them
back to work, at least they can make sure that they behave
as proper unemployed persons, paying their duty to the community by showing that they fulfill their obligations, be it
only for the purpose of control interviews.

Conclusion
Controlling the unemployed does not help reduce public expenditure, and there is scant evidence that it is efficient in
terms of return to work. It does, however, fulfill economic
functions. To comprehend these functions, it is necessary to
go beyond the narrow vision of the economic vulgate that
inspired control policies and more generally welfare reform.
The economic functions of welfare control are indeed inseparable from social, moral, and political dimensions. An illustration of this entanglement is given by an overview of the
three populations targeted by control policies. First, there are
the welfare recipients themselves, who are reminded of their
duties and whose stigmatization as fraud suspects is part of
a general policy that delegitimizes “the entitled” to in turn
delegitimize the old “passive” welfare state made synonymous
with entitlement. Then, the workers, especially those in the
lower classes, are more indirectly targeted—the coercive turn
of welfare policies shows them that any job is better than
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welfare.9 Finally, the taxpayers are a key target group: showing
them that welfare institutions are no longer overlenient and
do not waste public money by paying undue benefits to lazy
or fraudulent recipients is one of the main goals of this policy.
This moral reinsurance has more of a political than a direct
economic effect; it is part of a general trend that through
retrenchment and reform promotes a social model in which
welfare no longer has the socioeconomic regulatory function
that it used to have in a country such as France. One could
say that on the contrary, it is now welfare retrenchment and
the blame put on welfare clients that fulfill this regulatory
function by obscuring the causes of the economic crisis, by
intensifying pressure on the workers, and by helping keep
wages at a low level.
This case study has inspired the discussion proposed in this
paper. I did not engage with economic concepts themselves
but instead with their social and political uses and possible
effects. My critical perspective, armed with ethnographic fieldwork, serves to highlight the implicit anthropological and
political orientations behind these concepts, which are meant
to be made to appear universal from the point of view of
mainstream economists and policy experts. It helps to show
that when transformed into an economic vulgate for policy
making, standard economic thought poorly accounts for the
complexity of the situations it describes and partly causes the
symbolic violence that delegitimizes entire segments of the
population. This discussion could be part of a collective and
cross-disciplinary project concerned with analyzing the social
making of economic concepts, describing their dissemination
and social uses, confronting them with alternative points of
view, and ultimately assessing their effect on the social reality
they claim to explain.
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Rethinking the Economy with Thick
Description and Weak Theory
by J. K. Gibson-Graham
In this paper I rehearse the thinking steps J. K Gibson-Graham developed in order to theorize diverse economies
and reveal a landscape of economic difference. Reading with and against Clifford Geertz’s 1973 essay “Thick
Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,” I discuss how “thick description” of diverse economic
practices can be combined with weak theory to produce a performative rethinking of economy centered on the
well-being of people and the planet. I discuss the difficulties of resisting the influence of “strong theory”—that is,
powerful discourses that organize events into understandable and seemingly predictable trajectories. I outline the
diverse economy, a reframing that allows for a much wider range of social relations to be seen to bear on economic
practices including, to name just some, trust, care, sharing, reciprocity, cooperation, coercion, bondage, thrift, guilt,
love, equity, self-exploitation, solidarity, distributive justice, stewardship, spiritual connection, and environmental
and social justice. In the complexly overdetermined field of a diverse economy, we are invited to trace multiple
dynamics at play. It is in the apprehension of these diverse determinations that ethnographic thick description comes
into its own and leads the way toward rethinking the economy. For ethnographers today, no task is more important
than to make small facts speak to large concerns, to make the ethical acts ethnography describes into a performative
ontology of economy and the threads of hope that emerge into stories of everyday revolution.

Small facts speak to large issues, winks to epistemology, or
sheep raids to revolution, because they are made to. (Clifford Geertz 1973:23)
Calls to rethink economy as a central organizing cultural
frame within contemporary society have increased in number
and force in recent years. From the demands of the Occupy
movement to the concerns of the climate science community,
there is a groundswell of feeling that our economic theories,
management practices, and projection tools are insufficient
for the task at hand. While the global economy shudders
under the weight of financial crises and climate uncertainty,
economic orthodoxy holds to the view that economies can
grow their way out of danger. But economic growth, with its
uneven geography and voracious appetite for earth’s resources, is undermining the likelihood of a peaceful and sustainable future. On the ground as people go about their dayto-day lives in places around the world there is a questioning
of mainstream economic growth as the panacea for all social
and environmental ills. As a discipline with its ear to the
J. K. Gibson-Graham is the pen name of Katherine Gibson, Professor
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Sydney (Parramatta Campus, Locked Bag 1797, Penrith, New South
Wales 2750, Australia [katherine.gibson@uws.edu.au]) and the late
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This paper was submitted 10 IV 13, accepted 25 III 14, and
electronically published 11 VII 14.

ground, anthropology is well placed to advance the project
of rethinking the economy today.
The question of how to rethink economic identity and
economic dynamics is one that J. K. Gibson-Graham has spent
many years considering (Gibson-Graham 1996, 2005, 2006a,
2006b, 2008). A vast wealth of economic anthropological studies and the outstanding scholarship of anthropologists such
as Marcel Mauss, Karl Polanyi, Stephen Gudeman, and Arturo
Escobar, among others, have fueled our rethinking project.
In turn, many anthropologists have found our rethinking of
diverse economies useful (see, e.g., Callon 2007; Fisher 2013;
Palmer 2010; Yang 2000).1 In this short paper I would like
to rehearse the thinking steps involved in reading the landscape for economic difference and theorizing diverse economies. As indicated in the statement above from Geertz’s
(1973) seminal essay “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,” there is a “making” involved in
sorting out structures of signification. Reading with and
against Geertz’s essay, I discuss how “thick description” of
diverse economic practices can be combined with a weak
theory of “large issues,” “epistemology,” and “revolution” to
produce a performative rethinking of economy centered on
the well-being of people and the planet.
1. This was evident, e.g., at the 2011 American Anthropology Association meetings session organized by Josh Fisher on “Capitalism, Feminism and the Politics of the Possible: Engaged Research in Honour of
J. K. Gibson-Graham.”
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Small Facts and Large Issues
Doing ethnography is like trying to read (in the sense of
“construct a reading of”) a manuscript—foreign, faded,
full of ellipses, incoherencies, suspicious emendations and
tendentious commentaries, but not written in conventionalized graphs of sound but in transient examples of shaped
behaviour. (Clifford Geertz 1973:10)
The anthropological record recognizes a rich pallet of economic practices and everyday interactions associated with
making a living, surviving, getting by, getting ahead, gaining
respect, building a future, maintaining habitats, and juggling
different regimes of value. This is a chaotic landscape of complexity in which available theory has little to say to empirical
experience (Narotzky and Besnier 2014). It is here that thick
description steps in as a method that directs interpretive attention not only to material practices but to the nuances,
affects, multiple codes of meaning, silences, jokes, parodies,
and so on, that accompany them. While theory might have
little to say to such complexity, it is never absent, nor can it
be bypassed. The impossible task of documentation and sorting involved in thick description can only ever be refracted
through a preexisting frame of meaning (Geertz 1973:27).
Many ethnographic studies are focused on situations in
which social relations are changing. Whether it is the effect
of colonialism, imperialism, globalization, or postsocialism,
the context of ethnographic study is rarely immune to some
kind of influential economic force. And in “reading” change,
it is difficult to resist the influence of “strong theory”—that
is, powerful discourses that organize events into understandable and seemingly predictable trajectories. Since the emergence of mercantile capital and later capitalist industrial enterprise, strong capitalocentric theories of economic
reorganization have dominated understandings of economic
change. Capitalocentrism refers to the positioning of all economic identities with reference to capitalism as “fundamentally the same as (or modelled upon) capitalism, or as being
deficient or substandard imitations; as being opposite to capitalism; as being the complement of capitalism; as existing in
capitalism’s space or orbit” (Gibson-Graham 1996:6). Capitalocentric dynamics are those that are seen to be strengthening or bringing capitalist relations into being. Such dynamics include the enclosure of common property,
proletarianization, marketization, commodification, the accumulation of capital, and neoliberal privatization of state
resources (Gibson, Cahill, and McKay 2010). It is tempting
to align small facts with these large issues of economic import.
An example that illustrates the choices involved in ethnographic interpretation is the way in which the introduction
of cash into many rural communities in the Philippines has
been “read” as evidence of the commodification of labor—
that is, the separation of workers from access to land as a
means of production and family survival and the resort to
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selling their labor power as a commodity. “Thin description,”
according to Geertz (1973:7), jumps too quickly to name an
action (e.g., closing an eye) in culturally loaded terms (as a
wink) and runs the risk of bleaching human behaviour of
complexity. Thin descriptions of rural change might read the
cash remuneration of workers for their harvesting or planting
labor by a landowner as evidence of the advancing proletarianization of the countryside. In contrast, thick description
might resist the gravitational pull toward strong theories of
economic behavior and unidirectional change.
Frank Hirtz (1998) provides a thick description in his study
of a poor rural municipality in Central Luzon. In this community, farm labor gangs, the kabesilya, are now paid cash to
plant and harvest rice fields. This monetized transaction replaces the practice of nonmonetized reciprocal labor exchange
that farming families used to engage in to achieve intensive
agricultural tasks at planting and harvesting time. Hirtz (1998)
describes how daily wage rates are closely negotiated and how
farmers form a coalition to “deal with the use and selection
of free labour,” but he warns against reading this in terms of
proletarianization and a capitalist transformation of the countryside (260). Behind the transactional encounter between
landowner and laborer lie complex relationships of kin and
commitments of care that position the cash payment not as
a coldly rational payment for services rendered to those who
have nothing but their labor power to sell but as a recognition
of a “quasi right to the land” held by unmarried women
relatives in the extended family of the formal landowner. The
thin reading that positions the kabesilya as “wage” labor is
what informs government attempts at land redistribution in
the area, and the thick reading explains why claims to land
have been few and far between.
This is a case in which the interpretation of economic
identity is up for question. Whether we read the worker as a
“wage laborer” or a “rural worker who is supported by familial
ties that take the form of payment for work” is not just
academic hairsplitting. It is important when it comes to representing economic dynamics and how change occurs (Gibson, Cahill, and McKay 2010). A thin description of rural
change makes small changes associated with the exchange of
cash for harvesting or planting labor speak to the large issue
of advancing proletarianization of the countryside. A thick
description attends to multiple transactions that are bound
up in the cash payment. In an economy that is strongly theorized as becoming capitalist, the appearance of cash payments is evidence of the increasing hold of capitalist relations
of production. In a diverse economy in which dynamics of
change are weakly theorized, the appearance of cash in extended family strategies of care for unmarried women is evidence of a still intact ethic of a noncapitalist economy. It can
be seen as evidence also of the complex ways in which “private” property is accessed and benefited from by a collective
of family members and of how people find ways of investing
in each other’s futures.
J. K. Gibson-Graham’s project of rethinking economy ad-
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vocates a move away from “strong theory,” with its “embracing reach” and “reduced, clarified field of meaning” (Gibson-Graham 2006b:4) toward “weak theory,” which, though
“little more than description” (Gibson-Graham 2006b:6),
powerfully attends to nuance, diversity, and overdetermined
interaction. Weak theory does not elaborate and confirm what
we already know; it observes, interprets, and yields to emerging knowledge. To rethink the economy using thick description and weak theory is to carefully reconsider the “large
issues” that “small facts” are made to speak to. It is not to
ignore what Geertz (1973) refers to as the “hard surfaces of
life— . . . the political, economic, stratificatory realities within
which men are everywhere contained—and the biological and
physical necessities on which those surfaces rest” (30). But it
is to train our analysis on “such realities and such necessities”
so that it widens the field of economic “realities” and multiplies the dynamics at play in a complexly overdetermined
field. To do so is to begin to rethink the economy as we have
known it.

From Epistemology to a
Performative Ontology
So there are three characteristics of ethnographic description: it is interpretive; what it is interpretive of is the flow
of social discourse; and the interpreting involved consists
in trying to rescue the “said” of such discourse from its
perishing occasions and fix it in perusable terms. The kula
is gone or altered; but, for better or worse, The Argonauts
of the Western Pacific remains. But there is, in addition,
a fourth characteristic of such description, at least as I
practice it: it is microscopic. (Clifford Geertz 1973:20–
21, emphasis added)
Geertz’s definition of ethnographic description stands out for
its ontological stance. While the interpretive and microscopic
aspects of ethnography are still crucial to thick description,
the “rescuing” and “fixing” functions have come under examination. Geertz presents ethnography as a practice of preserving meaning whereas now we might more readily highlight its world-making contribution, that is, its “performative”
effect (Callon 2007; Law 2004; Law and Urry 2004; Mitchell
2005). Take, for example, the no nonsense confidence with
which the kula becomes, in the quote above, a “said” that is
gone or altered. This statement reveals a conception of unidirectional change that performs this very absence and sits
uncomfortably with contemporary understandings of temporality. From the perspective of rethinking the economy, this
nonmarket exchange practice is too hastily relegated to a
ghostly trace thankfully preserved for posterity in a 1922 text.
When conducted with some self-consciousness of its performative effects, ethnographic thick description can surely
offer a way forward for rethinking the economy outside of a
capitalocentric frame. Practicing weak theory in relation to
thick description involves conscious engagement in ethico-
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political moments of transformation when decisions to name
and connect are made on an undecidable terrain. (GibsonGraham 2006b:71–72). Interpretive skill and a microscopic
gaze can, for example, be turned to the project of appreciating
the diversity of economic practices and “rescuing” them from
discursive annihilation by mainstream economic thought. Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2004) describes this work as moving from a “sociology of absences” to documenting “ecologies
of difference” (238). These practices might then be “fixed,”
not in texts or museum exhibits where they remain frozen in
time and space but in processes of contemporary world making. This is not to romanticize “traditional practices” but to
investigate and name the interdependence they enact and thus
to expand a workable economic vocabulary. In Gibson-Graham’s project of rethinking economy, the epistemological and
the performative ontological become one. What motivates this
thinking practice is commitment to an open future.
When the large issues to which small facts are made to
speak are mostly those of the penetration of market forces or
capitalist relations into all aspects of daily life, a conception
of possibility is constrained. Certainly noncapitalist economic
imaginaries are curtailed. Gibson-Graham’s (1996) critique
of capitalocentric theory offers as a way out of this confinement. By theorizing a diverse economy in which the dynamics
of change are an open empirical question, not a structural
imperative, I propose a framing that allows for a different
imaginary in which economic possibility proliferates. By accepting that how we represent the world contributes to enacting that world, we collapse the distinction between epistemology and ontology (Gibson-Graham 2008).
As a way of rethinking the economy from the ground up,
the diverse economy framing marshals heterogeneous economic practices. Rather than selecting certain practices, instating them as the “real” economy, and theorizing interactions between these selected practices as economic “drivers”
of change, this strategy adopts an ecumenical approach that
gathers all practices to do with material survival onto one
conceptual plane. Five types of economic practice are distinguished—enterprise, labor, property, transactions, and finance. In figure 1, these are arranged into columns at the top
of which is a broadly named practice (capitalist enterprise,
wage labor, private property, market transactions, and mainstream market finance) that is recognized and privileged by
mainstream economic theory and unquestionably included in
representations of the economy.2 Below are economic practices that are largely ignored by mainstream economic thinking and rarely incorporated in representations (such as the
National Accounts and calculations of Gross Domestic Product) of what constitutes a functioning economy.
2. When discussing the economy with community members, I have
often used the image of an iceberg economy that shows these “real economy” practices on the tip of ice above the water line and the vast range
of other practices in which people are engaged in to make a living on
that part of the iceberg below the water line.

Figure 1. Diverse economy.
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At the bottom of each column are clustered those practices
that feminist scholars, economic anthropologists, economic
sociologists, and those who study the informal sector, the
“third” world, and the social economy recognize as producing
goods, services, values, and care that are crucial contributors
to material well-being. Between the “mainstream” and its
“other” are practices that might incorporate aspects of mainstream practices but that operate according to distinctively
alternative, non–market-oriented ethics. By arranging practices in this framing so as to highlight their radical heterogeneity, we attempt to undo the privileging of certain activities
as more important to and directive of the economy while
others are undervalued and relegated to dependency. This is
both a deconstruction and a queering of the identity of the
economy (Gibson-Graham 1996).
But what of the dynamic interrelationships between these
practices; that is, what of the question of economic determination? Mainstream economic discourse theorizes strong
connections between certain practices—for example, wage
levels and capitalist profits, currency values and international
trade, or bank interest rates and home ownership—while ignoring others. What is more, it draws on a select set of motivations said to animate economic change—such protean
forces as individual self-interest, competition, efficiency, freedom, innovative entrepreneurship, exploitation, and the pursuit of private gain. In contrast, a weak theory of diverse
economies opens to these and a myriad of other motivating
forces that are not only confined to so-called nonmainstream
practices. A much wider range of social relations bear on
economic practices, including, to name just some, trust, care,
sharing, reciprocity, cooperation, divestiture, future orientation, collective agreement, coercion, bondage, thrift, guilt,
love, community pressure, equity, self-exploitation, solidarity,
distributive justice, stewardship, spiritual connection, and environmental and social justice. It is in the apprehension of
these multiple determinations that ethnographic thick description comes into its own and leads the way toward rethinking the economy.
Ethnography can give us insight into how people enact
economies by piecing together diverse labor practices—salaried labor, for example, with household-caring work, with
services provided under the table, with reciprocated work in
a child-care network, with selling products on the side, with
self-provisioning work in the garden, and so on. The difference between barely surviving and living well can be traced
back to the rates and kind of remuneration obtained for labor
and the range of diverse labor practices that make up an
individual’s livelihood “portfolio” (Rigg 2005:179). Ethnography can delve into how individuals or enterprises distinguish between what is needed for survival now and what is
surplus to be saved and invested for use in the future or
distributed to those who have claims on this surplus or sequestered to keep it out of circulation or away from claims
on it—whether in hidden bank accounts or durable household furniture—or expended in luxuries or expansive festivity.
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Ethnography can describe the different regimes of value that
people juggle and move into and out of throughout their
daily life and over the life course. It can describe how, for
example, they share and reciprocate household flows of goods
and services with family and community members while
transacting other goods and services in the market via cash
exchanges with strangers while negotiating access, use, and
care of collectively owned property or open access natural
resources and while borrowing money from family or loan
sharks to make ends meet. Ethnography can trace how people
view temporality and make provision for their own or others’
futures—deploying various kinds of savings practices, investing in social relations or material goods, borrowing and
lending to secure intergenerational security. Or, in the case
of actors in the financial industry or the high-value black
market, it can describe the process of hedging bets, risking
other people’s lives, illegally obtaining advantage, or bluffing
to create investment environments.
A weak theory of diverse economies does not assume there
is any one direction for economic change but is alert to the
ways in which crisis and stability are experienced differentially
across the heterogeneous economic practices that constitute
an “economy.” Importantly, the ethnographer has some
choice as to what threads of interpretation to pull on in the
making of a story about “large issues.” This involves a political
choice to enact a revolution of sorts, one that makes faint
glimmers of hope into prefigurative elements of a becoming
economy.

Making Revolution by Pulling Threads of
Hope through Ongoing Crises
The essential task of theory building . . . is not to codify
abstract regularities but to make thick description possible,
not to generalize across cases but to generalize within them.
. . . Theory is used—to ferret out the unapparent import
of things. (Clifford Geertz 1973:26)
Crisis today is an everyday event, the daily bread for our news
media and a focus of much academic analysis. Whether it is
a financial, refugee, climate, obesity, ecological, waste, housing, or species extinction crisis, to name just some, it seems
that crisis is the new norm. We are wired up to expect our
next serving. But curiously, we also expect to survive crisis.
From wherever it springs, hope fosters a belief that there is
a future and that there are pathways toward it. While economists and governments continue to mouth the “growth is
good” pathway, on the ground people are experimenting with
other ways forward. The revolutionary contribution of thick
description and weak theory is to help make these otherwise
hidden pathways apparent.
The ethnographies collected in this special issue of Current
Anthropology all illustrate the multidirectional and interrelated
dynamics of change in diverse economies. While they do not
ignore recurrent experiences of constraint, oppression, and
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violence, they help us to glimpse possibilities and hopeful
strategies for reshaping economies in revolutionary ways. It
is worth looking at just a few examples. Karen Brodkin (2014)
shows how a crisis of survival for blue-collar working families
in Los Angeles engendered an alliance with Latino neighborhood activists and forged a pathway toward improved standards of living both in terms of wage remuneration and benefits for workers and a cleaned-up environment for portside
residents. In the face of deregulation of the trucking industry
and wins for capitalist corporations, volunteer community
activists and sole contractors joined together to put care for
people and the planet on the economic radar. Shenjing He
and Desheng Xue (2014) relate a story in which the crisis of
enclosure threatened to engulf a poor rural community in a
part of China where urbanization is a rampant force. The
resistance mounted by poor farmers in Wukan to privatization
of land by the Chinese state was supported by young, urban,
computer savvy entrepreneurs. Farmers were able to claim
rights to their communally held land and stop its enclosure.
This unlikely alliance of farmers and young business people
reinvigorated and revalued modes of clan governing that have
exercised responsibility for the land on which they have lived
for generations. Both of these stories show people coming
out of disparate contexts, with different values at stake and
unique horizons of expectation, combining to forge an economy of ethical interdependence, or what Gibson-Graham
(2006b) calls a “community economy.”3
In his ethnography of families in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Stef Jansen (2014) discusses yearnings for a “normal” future
shaped by the lives people once knew under state socialism.
The memory of economic security gained from regular work
in self-managed enterprises is hard to forget, yet the prosperity
once enjoyed courtesy of state allocations of surplus into
housing, schooling, health care, and transport infrastructure
lies in an unattainable past. The now “diversified” economy
offers only a few precarious positions as waged workers in
capitalist firms, hand-to-mouth self-employment, or alternatively paid and unpaid work in the neighborhood where a
variety of nonmarket transactions are pursued to make ends
meet. As people face the certainty that the road into Europe
is one in which collective service provision and worker-managed enterprises play no part, their sense of moving forward
is stalled. War has wrought destruction not only of lives and
buildings but of an imaginary of a different, more equitable
economy, and yet the yearnings remain. Might they be a fuel
for economic experimentation if supported by a different discourse of a rethought economy?
Rethinking the economy is a revolutionary task. It is not
just a scientific revolution in thinking in the Kuhnian sense
but the enactment of revolution in a performative sense. To
rethink the economy as a site of ethical interdependence is
to abandon the structural imperatives and market machinations of capitalocentric discourses of economy. All over the
3. See also http://www.communityeconomies.org.
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world people are taking back the economy as a site of politics
and negotiation every day. Some ways in which they are taking
back work, business, markets, property, and finance for people
and the planet are collectively organized (Gibson-Graham,
Cameron, and Healy 2013). It is ethnographic thick description and weak theory that have helped us to imagine the
becoming of community economies motivated by concerns
for surviving together well and equitably; distributing surplus
to enrich social and environmental health; encountering others in ways that support their well-being as well as ours;
maintaining, replenishing, and growing our natural and cultural commons; investing our wealth so that future generations can live well; and consuming sustainably. For ethnographers today, no task is more important than to make small
facts speak to these large concerns, to make the ethical acts
ethnography describes into a performative ontology of economy and the threads of hope that emerge into stories of
everyday revolution.
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