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Society Against Markets. The Commodification 
of Money and the Repudiation of Debt

The financialization of the economy and society engenders different forms of 

resistance that fall under the category of debt repudiation, which we can con-

ceive as a distinctive feature of advanced capitalism. From anti-debt movements 

in Mexico, Spain, Poland, Croatia and Chile to occupy movements in the United 

States, Israel and Canada, to mention a few examples, organizations have 

emerged to repudiate both debt and the centrality of financial markets.

The financialization literature has yet to come to terms with these con-

flicts since it has mostly stressed the disciplining character of finance, rather 

than its resistance and repudiation. For two decades now, financialization stud-

ies have invested considerable effort in mapping the dense network of actors, 

devices, institutions, and processes that lead to the financialization of the 

economy and society (Krippner, 2005; Langley, 2008; Mader, Mertens & Van der 

Zwan, 2020; Van der Zwan, 2014), including households (Montgomerie, 2013), 

companies (Fligstein & Shin, 2007), food (Clapp, 2014), pension funds (Macheda, 

2012), education (Eaton et al., 2016), poverty (Mader, 2015) and culture (Langley, 

2010), to mention a few. However, conflicts around debt or the politicization of 

finance do not stand as a subject of inquiry in itself. Social studies of finance 

have tackled this gap indirectly and began to address the way households “do-

mesticated” finance and shaped it in novel and unpredictable ways (Deville et 

al., 2016), often stressing the conflictive relationship that emerges in this pro-

cess (Montgomerie & Tepe-Belfrage, 2019; Pellandini-Simányi, Hammer & Vargha, 
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2015). Investigating the repudiation of debt represents an addition to this col-

lective effort.

How should we investigate the repudiation of debt? There is no single 

framework to encompass the enormous variety of debt repudiation across differ-

ent scales (local and international social movements) and domains (student debt, 

mortgages, sovereign debt, and so on). The documentation of debt repudiation 

cases, moreover, remains scattered across distinct disciplinary fields, ranging 

from international political economy to scholarship on social movements. Con-

sequently, the existing works interrogate the empirical world pursuing different 

research goals and depicting both distinct aspects of the repudiation of debt and 

different understandings of what debt is. International political economists, for 

instance, investigate the default probabilities of a given government (Asonuma, 

2016; Tomz & Wright, 2013), the political economy of debt cancellation (Ocampo 

et al., 2014), or offer critical insights into the way in which debt serves the politi-

cal project of neoliberalism (Soederberg, 2013). Scholars of social movements, on 

the other hand, offer a variegated approach to anti-debt movements. Guzmán 

(2015), for example, studies why people trust institutional misinformation from 

lenders over alternative information provided by anti-debt movements. Brumley 

(2013) studies the shifts in collective identities of the Mexican debtors’ movement 

known as El Barzón. Many scholars tackle issues such as the resistance engen-

dered by austerity policies (Della Porta, 2015), or offer historical accounts of anti-

debt movements focusing on their characteristics and accomplishments (Mar-

chini, 2004; Ross, 2014; Williams, 1996). Finally, some scholars offer broader reflec-

tions on how to resist debt (Caffentzis, 2013; Caraus, 2016).

The goal of this article is twofold. Conceptually, it seeks to organize a 

wide range of cases of debt repudiation under an economic sociology framework 

that draws from Karl Polanyi’s notion of “double movement” to help contextu-

alize debt repudiation within a broader historical context. I argue that Polanyi’s 

framework offers four main vantage points to address the repudiation of debt: 

it shows the systemic interdependence of the commodification of land, labor, 

and money (financialization) in the era of neoliberalism; it sheds light on how 

different forms of debt repudiation intertwine with broader movements against 

financial markets and austerity politics worldwide; it draws attention to the 

way the expansion of finance erodes democratic institutions; and, finally, Po-

lanyi’s work draws attention to the moral dimension of economic institutions 

– not least debt, which lies at the base of the micro and macro-mobilization 

processes through which actors seek to subvert financial obligations.

The second goal of the article is empirical. It seeks to map both finan-

cialization processes and related forms of debt repudiation, whose documenta-

tion remains dispersed across various disciplinary fields. For this I rely on three 

main sources: first, I draw from the extant financialization literature to char-

acterize both the commodification of money as a transformation of economic 
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and social institutions, and how it leads to the advancement of financial pow-

er over different realms of society, most notably companies, households, and 

governments. Second, I rely on dispersed accounts of anti-debt movements, as 

documented by scholars of social movements, international political economy 

analysts, activists and, to a lesser extent, financialization scholars. Finally, I 

draw many insights from my own ethnographic research on social movements 

of student debtors in Chile, which I conducted between 2016 and 2018. In this 

fieldwork, I spent two years following activists from the movement Deuda 

Educativa in Santiago, conducting direct observation – and later participant 

observation – in assemblies, public debates, and protests. I held 36 recorded 

interviews with activists, debtors, experts, and policymakers, as well as count-

less conversations and fieldnotes.

The article has three parts. The first section outlines the conceptual 

framework that draws from Polanyi’s notion of double movement to frame fi-

nancialization and debt repudiation as two related processes. Then, I sketch 

the way in which the commodification of money – namely, financialization – 

entails a transformation of the economic and social institutions that sustain 

debt relations in society. In the final section, I explore the rise of social move-

ments of debtors at the national level, and the repudiation of external debt. In 

doing so, I try to shed light on the social, cultural, and political processes un-

derpinning the politicization of debt, as well as the multiple connections among 

different types of mobilizations against financial power.

Polanyi’s double movement and financialization

According to Polanyi (1945), the attempt to impose laissez-faire ideology in the 

nineteenth century came at the cost of an entire re-organization of society 

driven by the marketization of three “fictitious commodities” that were cre-

ated neither by nor for markets: labor, land, and money. The commodification 

of these “fictitious commodities,” wrote Polanyi, engendered a reaction of so-

ciety, a countermovement that aimed to protect itself from disruptive market 

forces and established regulatory bodies. These protective forces of society 

against markets took different forms, many of which were spontaneous re-

sponses that came from the most affected groups of society, the landed gentry 

and the working classes, which explains why these reactions came in the form 

of both conservative and progressive movements. Thus, for example, while the 

protection of land from commodification included agricultural tariffs to ame-

liorate the effects of competition, labor protection was driven by the demands 

of the rising working classes for government assistance to the unemployed, as 

well as regulations such as limiting the length of the working day (Polanyi, 1945). 

In this way, Polanyi asserted that the implementation of free market policies 

was followed by successive regulatory interventions that aimed to establish 

protective laws and restrictions on markets. 
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The commodification of the fictitious commodity of “money,” on the 

other hand, was engendered by haute finance during the nineteenth century, 

which sought in the gold standard the means to achieve a stable store of value 

(Block & Somers, 2014). However, it brought about deflation, inaugurating a new 

era of endemic conflicts. The reactions of society were multiple and had no 

pre-established direction. Depending on the dominant class coalitions on each 

country, the gold standard gave birth to totalitarian movements, democratic 

arrangements, or revolutionary reactions. 

At its base, Polanyi’s “countermovement” asserts not only the attempt 

to protect society against market logics, but also the primacy of social and 

cultural institutions over the economic principle of profitmaking, which ex-

plains why “persons belonging to various economic strata unconsciously joined 

forces to meet the danger” (Block & Somers, 2014: 63). Through these protective 

forces, the economy is “embedded” back into the cultural institutions of soci-

ety and not the other way around. 

Although Polanyi used the concept to make sense of the collapse of the 

liberal period of the nineteenth century, scholars have re-interpreted it as a 

means to critically assess the free market ideology of the neoliberal age, as well 

as make sense of the way in which subordinate forces seek to restrain the 

advance of self-regulating markets (Block & Somers, 2014; Dale, 2010; Levien, 

2007; Silver & Arrighi, 2003; Worth, 2013). Following Polanyi, it is possible to 

assert the role of both progressive and conservative responses to a new wave 

of marketization in the era of globalization and neoliberalism, which range 

from social movements and organizations demanding environmental regula-

tions, to religious congregations providing charity, or right-wing populist gov-

ernments eroding free trade. 

I see in the Polanyian “double movement” a vantage point to character-

ize the advance of financialization as a second wave in the commodification 

of the fictitious commodity of “money,” though different in nature from the 

early marketization of the nineteenth century. In this new wave, neoliberalism 

reshaped the economic and social institutions that had curbed the advance of 

finance, most notably through the deregulation of financial markets and the 

dismantling of both the welfare and tax states. While the former process paved 

the way for the implementation of multiple innovations that revolutionized 

financial markets, the latter created the conditions to force both households 

and governments to increasingly rely on financial markets to cope with market 

volatilities and distributive conflicts (Streeck, 2014). 

Following Polanyi’s idea of double movement, it becomes clear that the fi-

nancialization literature has been primarily concerned with one part of the his-

torical process, the movement, understanding the way finance expands the fron-

tiers of markets and its devastating effects over society. It also tells us that schol-

ars have been less concerned with the “counter-movement,” or the way finance’s 
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expansion confronts resistances and a variated reaction from society to protect 

itself from financialization and its economic and moral imperatives.

I conceive financialization and the repudiation of debt as two sides of 

the same process, the “movement” and the “counter-movement” engendered 

by the “commodification of money” that took place in the second half of the 

twentieth century. To illustrate this idea, I begin by characterizing the “move-

ment” as the expansion of financial markets and its imperatives into different 

realms of society. Second, I characterize the “counter-movement” of society 

against (financial) markets as the micro- and macro-mobilization processes of 

resisting and dismantling financialization, characterized by the attempt to sub-

sume the dominant principles of economic profit and the morality of debt into 

a new hierarchy of moral principles underlying financial obligations.

Financialization and the fictitious commodity of money under 

neoliberalism

The current cycle of the commodification of money, known to us as “finan-

cialization,” can be characterized as a displacement of power from financial 

institutions to financial markets, reinforcing the “tendency for profit making 

in the economy to occur increasingly through financial channels rather than 

productive activities” (Krippner, 2011: 4). This process took shape roughly around 

the 1980s in the developed world, where financial markets reached a stage of 

impressive innovation, complexity and dynamism led by liberalization and de-

regulation. Nowadays, astonishing levels of credit, debts, stocks and insur-

ances are traded on a real-time basis with the help of information technologies 

and risk-management techniques, becoming a global phenomenon (Rona-Tas 

& Guseva, 2018). This phenomenon was to a great extent driven by the fact that 

non-financial firms turn to finance as a source of profits. Business came to be 

increasingly funded by financial markets, rather than banks, which resulted in 

a situation in which the growth and complexity of intermediary activities 

shaped the behavior of both firms and households (Erturk et al., 2007). 

Neoliberalism was the context in which money became commodified, pro-

ducing a systemic interdependence between the further commodification of labor 

and land through successive institutional changes, with privatizations – of both 

public goods and nature – standing out as a main force. This systemic interde-

pendence is nowhere more visible than in the financialization of households. It 

began with the retrenchment of the welfare state and the privatization of public 

services (Montgomerie, 2006), which lead to an ever increasing dependence of 

households on different sources of credit to continue to reproduce their everyday 

life, acquire housing, consume, access higher education, possess a safety net 

against the flexibility of labor markets, and access privatized health services 

(Montgomerie, 2013; Streeck, 2014). The extension of credit to households was 

primarily facilitated by a revolution in retail banking practices during the 1980s, 
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which turned workers’ salaries into a source of profit and designed complex in-

novations, such as asset-backed securities and credit default swaps, that allowed 

financial markets to extract value from labor (Langley, 2010; Lapavitsas, 2011). 

Pensions and savings were invested in mutual funds, whereas credit cards and 

auto loans, together with mortgages, were turned into bonds traded in interna-

tional financial markets (Davis & Kim, 2015). In this way, the fate of the salaried 

(labor) and their property (land) became tied to the fate of financial markets, 

something that many came to realize in the financial crash of 2008.  

As with the early commodification of fictitious commodities that Polanyi 

described in the nineteenth century – and despite the renewed free market ide-

ology – the commodification of money has been largely driven by state action, 

which actively sought to create all sorts of financial markets alongside the pri-

vatization of public goods, among which markets for housing (Quinn, 2010) and 

higher education (González-López, 2020b) became prominent policy fields. The 

same holds true for markets in consumer goods, which in some cases have been 

promoted by governments as a social right (Calder, 1999; González-López, 2018; 

Trumbull, 2014), as well as for the market in micro-credit to the poor, widely con-

ceived as a policy panacea to fight poverty by governments and international 

agencies alike (González-López, 2020a; Mader, 2015). 

In this context, mounting levels of debt have sparked several crises 

worldwide, triggering fragmented – although related – responses from society. 

On one hand, the housing bubble exploded in 2008 in the form of a global crisis 

that erased hundreds of thousands of jobs and triggered home evictions, paving 

the way for the rise of housing movements (Casellas & Sala, 2017). Student loan 

debt, on the other hand, skyrocketed in many countries as a response to the pri-

vatization of higher education, and workers increasingly face saturated labor 

markets whose salaries barely help them meet their financial commitments 

(González-López, 2020b; Larson, 2014). Moreover, the financial crash of 2008 – 

and later the sovereign debt crisis – exposed the way in which money commodi-

fication contributed to the erosion of democratic institutions. Because banks 

and financial institutions now concentrate so much power, they have been able 

to demand massive bailouts, while at the same time avoiding being held ac-

countable for the damage they have inflicted on citizens and public finance.

The rise of international financial powers connects directly with the pro-

liferation of manifestations worldwide, from occupy movements in Spain and 

the US to spontaneous protests in Israel, Canada, Greece and so on (Calhoun, 

2013). Such protests called into question the capacity of financial powers to 

transfer the costs of the crises they themselves brought into being onto national 

governments and ordinary citizens in the form of bailout packages, austerity 

policies, home evictions, and mounting levels of household and public debt (Ber-

glund, 2018). Thus, these movements have denounced the way governments 

handle finance, challenged the attempts to implement austerity policies that 



103

article | felipe gonzález-lópez 

103

favor international financial markets and fought to reclaim democratic control over na-

tional institutions. In parallel, anti-debt movements have repudiated financial obligations 

outright and demanded government intervention to relieve debtors and erase debt.

The financialization of cultural institutions

As finance pervades the everyday life of ordinary citizens, the commodification of money 

also subsumes cultural institutions under the logic of finance. Mortgages, consumer loans, 

credit cards, student loans, insurance, and pension funds, to mention a few, became central 

to household budgeting, which increasingly embrace an orientation towards accounting 

and risk across several domains (Martin, 2008). This is reinforced by the proliferation of 

credit ratings and financial discourses that stress entrepreneurial spirit and values, invit-

ing people to adopt an entrepreneurial management of the household and to transform it 

into an object of speculation (Fligstein & Goldstein, 2015).

This process, known as the financialization of everyday life (van der Zwan, 2014), 

bears a striking resemblance to Polanyi’s description of how the implementation of lais-

sez-faire capitalism entailed the subsuming of “the social” to the imperatives of the mar-

ket economy. In this sense, we can conceive financialization as a form of “colonization” 

through which motives, values, calculative frames, and subjectivities spread from finan-

cial markets to every domain of life, producing new subjectivities and specific ways of 

exerting power over individual conduct (Langley, 2010). Banking practices, for instance, 

address subjects as responsible and calculative agents who are meant to take control over 

their own economic fates and assume responsibility for their own welfare (Geisst, 2009; 

Manning, 2001; Pellandini-Simányi, Hammer & Vargha, 2015). In a similar vein, as credit 

ratings become a true social test for the credibility of individuals, they prompt people to 

change their behavior in order to improve their scoring (Langley, 2008).

The commodification of money thus entailed a re-configuration of social ties 

through the proliferation of debt relations, which can be conceived as power relations 

maintained and reinforced through both external and internal means of coercion (Davey, 

2019; González-López, 2018). External coercion is set by institutional means. So long as 

financial contracts work under the assumption that actors will pay back their debts, there 

exists a social infrastructure in charge of monitoring and enforcing debt compliance, 

which includes credit bureaus, bankruptcy laws, and consumer protection agencies. The 

extent to which these institutional arrangements favor the expansion of finance or pro-

tect consumers against powerful lenders varies from country to country (Ramsay, 2012). 

The internal coercion of debt, on the other hand, relies on moral frames and pub-

lic discourses that assert individual responsibility (Jefferson, 2013). Debt is itself a moral 

institution, underpinned by the obligation to pay back, which is why it is always framed 

in moral ways, as something that ought to be, forming the base of social hierarchies 

(Peebles, 2010). Financial markets work in large part because people internalize the mor-

al obligation to pay back their debts, which is systematically reproduced through media 

discourses, marketing practices, and conventional wisdom (Graeber, 2011). This idea is 

reinforced by shared values such as meritocracy and individual responsibility, which are 

systematically promoted by media outlets, financial institutions, and public agencies.
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These institutional and moral aspects assert both the material and symbolic pow-

er of debt, respectively, and make debt repudiation an unlikely event. In the third part of 

this article, I turn to a very disperse body of literature to outline what it means to repudi-

ate debt from a sociological point of view, mapping different forms of debt repudiation 

as a social response to the commodification of money under neoliberalism.

The Polanyian countermovement of society and the repudiation of debt

There are several ways in which society protects itself from the advancement of finance 

and the commodification of money. In this article, I am concerned with a particular form 

of resistance: debt repudiation. 

What is debt “repudiation” and how does it differ from simple “default”? The simplest 

distinction is that default is the fact of not complying with financial obligations, whereas 

repudiation entails a purposeful rejection of such an obligation on moral grounds. On many 

occasions, debtors may simply be unable to pay back their debts. Income shocks may leave 

a household without the resources to pay back its mortgage or credit card bill outright. In 

other cases, the burden of a debt may become more unbearable than the moral imperative 

to pay it back, and individuals may see more benefits in defaulting than in paying. What 

makes debt repudiation different from merely defaulting, however, is the grounds on which 

this action takes place. Debt default may arise from the impossibility of paying or as a 

strategic response to a situation, whereas “repudiation” is a conscious way of denying the 

obligation to pay one’s debt on moral or political grounds. It is the moral foundation of 

debt repudiation that allows us to talk of a Polanyian countermovement, as it implies re-

embedding economic obligations and logics into broader frames of justice and legitimacy.

When do actors reject debt on moral grounds? Feelings of anger, injustice and more 

broadly grievance are at the basis of many actions of disobedience and the disruption of 

social order (Diani, 1992; Jasper, 2004; Polleta & Jasper, 2001). This is no different in the case 

of debt repudiation. Debt repudiation originates with the erosion of the legitimacy of debt, 

normally stemming from what is perceived as an unfair situation, either due to the debt’s 

illegitimate origin or because it does not fulfil the purpose for which it was originally in-

tended. In a sudden devaluation of housing – as occurred during the 2008 crisis, for exam-

ple – a mortgage debt may become not only unbearable but also illegitimate. What is at 

stake in a case like this is that the promise to pay back one’s debt is made under the as-

sumption of another underlying (and unfulfilled) promise, namely that the value of the 

house will increase with time (or at least not fall). Such is also the case with student loans. 

Student loans are issued under the assumption that the individual debtor will capitalize 

their education over time, receiving a higher salary at a later point in time when the debt 

needs to be paid back (Ziderman, 2013). Nevertheless, this may become an unfulfilled 

promise for many. The lack of opportunities for young people, the saturation of labor mar-

kets, and the frustration this produces are all major drivers of the repudiation of student 

loans and the emergence of social movements focused on debt (Larson, 2014). Moreover, 

as people conceive education to be a social right, student loans are perceived as illegitimate 

in their origins.
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Seen in this way, the repudiation of debt may be either individual or collective. In 

the remainder of this article, I am concerned with collective ways of repudiating debt 

that require the enrolment of various debtors and the politicization of debt more broad-

ly. I focus on the collective repudiation of debt because it represents a broader “politiciza-

tion of debt,” or countermovement of debtors, which I understand as the coordination of 

collective action to repudiate debt publicly and to demand the intervention of third par-

ties to enforce underlying obligations and mitigate power asymmetries. It is this type of 

repudiation which leads to the demand for public interventions to create regulatory bod-

ies in a Polanyian sense.

Anti-debt movements

The rise of social movements of debtors is one distinctive way in which society protects 

itself from financial markets. As I show in this section, these stand out as a countermove-

ment to the further commodification of money insofar as they seek to re-shape financial 

obligations on moral grounds (re-embed the economy), create collective power to balance 

asymmetries, and target authorities to shape or create regulatory bodies.

Anti-debt movements are the result of a complex process that involves both the 

agency of activists and the effects of broader social forces, and they may unfold either 

through slow processes of collective identity formation or as a more immediate response 

to dramatic events. 

Many social movements of debtors arise from dramatic events that make their 

debt illegitimate, an impossible burden, or both simultaneously, thus pushing people 

into coordinated action. Such is the case, for example, of the Mexican El Barzón move-

ment. After the liberalization of the Mexican economy in the 1990s, currency exchange 

and interest rates became free-floating. In 1994, the sudden devaluation of the Mexican 

peso against the US dollar turned mortgage debts into an impossible burden for many 

Mexicans, who, in response, organized to defend their properties (Kingsolver, 2008). El 

Barzón grew out of the organization of farmers spread throughout the country (most 

notably Jalisco and Zacatecas), and gathered a wide range of people from the middle 

classes to land-holding farmers, which led it to become a broader political movement 

(Brumley, 2013). 

A similar story can be told about housing mortgage debtors in Spain. Perhaps one 

of the most documented cases is the Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca (PAH), which 

began in the city of Barcelona as a reaction to home evictions after the financial crisis of 

2008 and the implosion of the Spanish real estate boom. Massive foreclosures sparked 

after the rise in unemployment rates in the 2010s, which reached 25% of total population 

and more than 50% of people under the age of 25 (Casellas & Sala, 2017). In this context, 

citizens organized to resist evictions and demand a fairer mortgage law, which has so far 

worked in favor of debt repayment and left homeowners to their own fate. The PAH stood 

as a grassroots organization whose aim was to protect the right of citizens affected by 

evictions, proposing as a solution the repossession of houses and the transformation of 

empty properties into social housing. Later, during the rise of the 15 May movement in 
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2011, it became a hosting organization for many activists seeking to fight aus-

terity policies and home evictions alike. Currently, the PAH network is the most 

important organization dealing with home evictions and with transforming the 

Spanish mortgage law (Ordóñez, Feenstra, & Torney, 2015).

Creating a collective identity for debtors

Dramatic events tend to trigger debt repudiation as an immediate response, yet 

this is not always the case. Even a huge foreclosure crisis, such as the one that 

followed the financial meltdown of 2007, may not be enough to trigger the mo-

bilization of debtors. As Robinson (2013) shows, for example, no movement fol-

lowed the high rates of foreclosure among workers of southern California, even 

though it was among the most affected areas. In this case, a mix of interrelated 

phenomena prevented workers from mobilizing, such as a community individu-

alistic ideology that suppresses discontent among people suffering foreclosures, 

the general lack of engagement in civic organizations, and participation in reli-

gious organizations that were indifferent or even opposed to any action. 

Social movements usually arise when shared feelings of fear and injus-

tice motivate action (Benford, 1997; Castells, 2012). In the case of debt, there 

are several obstacles that prevent this from happening. On one hand, debt is 

marketized and experienced as the outcome of individual decisions. If debtors 

concur freely to take on debt, why would they organize to collectively repudiate 

it? Moreover, credit is issued under the promise of future repayment, which is 

endorsed by a sense of moral obligation. So how do debtors change their mor-

al frames, and how do they overcome feelings of shame or guilt to collectively 

demand debt relief? Seen from this angle, anti-debt movements arise from a 

complex problem: to change the moral frames of other debtors in order to en-

list them and, later, create collective material and symbolic power to both coun-

terbalance the power of financial actors and convince broader publics and po-

litical authorities about the necessity of debt relief.

To illustrate these processes, I draw from (though not exclusively) my 

own research on the rise of social movements of student debtors, conducted 

in Chile between 2016 and 2017. Chile has one of the most expensive higher 

education systems in the world (in terms of PPP, purchasing power parity) (Gar-

ritzmann, 2016), and different student loan schemes have been systematically 

used since the 1980s to meet the demand for higher education in a context of 

low wages. The conflict around student debt began during the early 2010s in 

the wake of the student movement, which demanded free and public education. 

By then, the first generation of students indebted to the State Guaranteed Loan 

(created in 2005) were having to pay back their student loans. Default rates 

soared to 60%, one third of debtors had to use almost 20% of their monthly 

income to service their debt, and 60% of defaulters did not even finish up in 

their chosen careers (González-López, 2018). 
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In this context, debtors from different loan schemes organized in 2013 

to demand debt relief and lower interest rates, among other changes to the 

educational system. Some of these concerns were tackled during the student 

mobilizations in 2012, but the demand for debt relief gained momentum at a 

later point with the transition towards a new higher education system. During 

the 2017 presidential election, the left-wing candidate Beatriz Sánchez worked 

hand-in-hand with the movement and proposed a complete remission of stu-

dent debt, although she did not manage to win the election. The examples I 

draw from here come from ethnographic research I conducted between 2016 

and 2017 in Santiago de Chile with the movement Deuda Educativa. It includes 

36 recorded interviews with activists, debtors, policymakers, and authorities, 

as well as countless fieldnotes taken during assemblies, protests, and the eve-

ryday coordination of activists through different virtual platforms, most nota-

bly WhatsApp.

What stands out in this case is that the first move to politicize (student) 

debt is to turn it into a collective – rather than individual – phenomenon. Anti-

debt movements bring together people who would otherwise not have met or 

come together in a political movement. They share grievances, feelings of in-

justice, and anger stemming from the unfair terms of debt contracts, as well 

as a lack of protection against powerful lenders. However, they are not neces-

sarily aware of these mutual connections. Activists or lone resistors searching 

for others are needed in any attempt to “collectivize debts” (id est to unite 

people currently bearing the burden of debt in isolation in an acknowledgement 

that they share the same grievances). This is how Deuda Educativa was born, 

out of the desperate attempts of lone resistors to find others experiencing the 

same problem and sharing the same feelings of outrage.

Activists connecting debtors with the help of social media made the 

collectivization of debt possible in Chile, eliciting the feeling of “togetherness,” 

a fundamental psychological mechanism that helps people overcome fear and 

engage in social movements (Castells, 2012). But this alone is not enough. In 

the absence of dramatic events that directly prompt debtors to act (such as 

home evictions), scholars of social movement teach us that a necessary step 

to the rise of social movements of debtors is the creation of “collective action 

frames.” These are the “interpretive packages that activists develop to mobilize 

potential adherents and constituents” (Polleta & Jasper, 2001: 291), which stand 

as a precondition for any social movement to arise. It is through these collec-

tive action frames that activists seek to target their “sentiment pools” and 

enlist adherents and supporters, as well as change normative and cultural rep-

resentations of debt.

Initially, activists needed to create collective action frames to convince 

other debtors that they were not responsible for getting into debt in the first 

place, for failing in their payments, or for not being able to catch up with oth-
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ers. Collective action frames in this setting help shift blame attribution (Benford 

& Snow, 2000) from the individual and isolated debtor to those that designed, 

implemented, and legitimized student loans as a solution to the rising cost of 

tuition fees: politicians. In other words, collective action frames were crucial 

to undermining existing conceptions of debt, overcoming the feelings of shame 

associated with it, and challenging the idea that debtors are individually re-

sponsible for their debt. 

Bringing people together in parks, assemblies and public debates is a 

way of both collectivizing student (and other) debt and changing moral frames. 

People were able to acknowledge that their afflictions were shared by others, 

and that there were alternative ways of interpreting their own situation. In 

Chile, one of the most successful ways of doing this was by setting up a Face-

book fan page, which today has around 200,000 followers. Such an outlet gave 

activists real leverage against politicians who have no wish to become the 

target of their videos, posts, or memes. Social media is a useful resource for 

this action in at least two ways. First, it provides a virtual space for isolated 

and dispersed debtors to meet. Second, it becomes a place where activists can 

foster group solidarity through memes and humorous posts, as well as any 

content that helps draw boundaries between “them” (the politicians responsi-

ble for their debt) and “us” (the victims of badly designed social policies). Group 

solidarity and collective identity were thus crafted in online platforms as much 

as in other public forums.

The politicization of debt and the public sphere

A third aspect of the rise of anti-debt movements is the need to address third 

parties enforcing debt relations, which means that the problem must be made 

public. This works by challenging moral conceptions about debt in the public 

sphere. 

The case of student debt is again illustrative. The entire world is against 

debtors. From the point of view of policymakers, debt repudiation seems un-

necessary and even unfair, as state subsidies attenuate market forces in con-

siderable ways (Albrecht & Ziderman, 1993). After all, why should anyone revolt 

if student loans provide interest rates below market prices, flexible payment 

schemes, and in some cases include debt-relief mechanisms? Common sense 

is also on the side of governments and creditors. As long as governments issue 

student loans under the premise that students invest in themselves (human 

capital) and hence that benefits are private, paying back one’s debt becomes 

both an economic and a moral imperative. Intellectuals, scholars, journalists, 

and the like play a crucial role in bringing these collective action frames to 

broader audiences to convince both public opinion and policymakers. This 

logic holds true for housing debtors as well. As Jefferson (2013) showed when 

investigating the reaction of Michigan’s debtors after the foreclosure crisis that 
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started in 2007, activists and homeowners produced public narratives of suicide 

or strategic default in order to contradict mainstream narratives that hold debt-

ors responsible for the consequences of their housing debt.

Finally, politicizing debt not only entails the collectivization of debt, but 

also requires that this collectivity works in a coordinated way. In other words, 

debtors must unite and create collective power in a way that challenges the 

power asymmetries between creditors and governments on one side and iso-

lated debtors on the other. 

Creating collective power among people with student debt is exceed-

ingly difficult as this takes organizational effort and time. Normally, debtors are 

no longer students when they become aware of the problem: they have families, 

jobs, and, of course, a debt to service. They do not belong to the same trade un-

ion, nor do they live in the same neighborhood – a key asset in the resistance to 

home evictions. They therefore need to create their own organizations. In Chile, 

assemblies with debtors consistently failed, as it was always difficult to bring 

together people who were both dispersed and busy. Building alliances with ac-

tual students was crucial to raise the issue and to occupy public spaces, but it 

was not enough to bring attention to the problem among authorities (González-

López, 2020b). In this scenario, activists in Chile found a more effective way of 

“organizing debtors”: the judicialization of the struggle. They did this by launch-

ing six class actions against banks involved in the SGL (State Guaranteed Loan), 

which are still in courts. They claim that the contracts that originate student 

loans violate the country’s consumer protection regulations.

More broadly, as financial obligations are embedded in different legal 

corpuses, the judicialization of conflicts is a common avenue for debtors to re-

sist debt, and stands as a way of creating or shaping regulatory bodies to pro-

tect people from financial markets. Court action has been a common strategy 

among housing debtors. These have sought to judicialize the conflict in coun-

tries such as Croatia, Poland, and Spain, and they have been successful in 

changing different laws and regulations that institutionalize asymmetric power 

relations with creditors. 

Debt repudiation at the international level

One distinct kind of conflict arising from the commodification of money orig-

inates in the relationship between financial powers – markets and states – and 

peripheral countries. Across several ages and regions, ruling countries – or 

empires – have exerted their domination and accumulated wealth with the help 

of debt. The rise of capitalism was no different, with major capital powers rely-

ing on external debt to assert their domination over rising republics (Toussaint, 

2019). Ever since the establishment of financial markets, credit contracts have 

been carefully designed to extract wealth from poorer countries and punish 

default, providing justifications for invasions, the occupation of territories, the 
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establishment of favorable trading conditions, or the right to access natural 

resources in indebted countries. In this final section, I outline major features 

of the conflicts arising from the international debt system. 

The history of debt repudiation among states is as long as capitalism it-

self. In Latin America, for example, the creation of new republics after the inde-

pendence wars went hand-in-hand with the massive indebtedness of the re-

cently established governments. Since this era, Latin American countries have 

experienced at least four debt crises which, as Toussaint (2019: 177) shows, are 

systematically preceded “by a boom in the central economies when a part of the 

surplus capital was recycled into the peripheral economies.” 

External debt exposes power imbalances between creditors and debtors, 

which many scholars and activists have sought to tackle through the writing of 

manifestos and campaigns in favor of debt repudiation. Two key elements help 

elucidate the repudiation of external debt: its origins and its consequences. 

Governors can incur debt to repress citizens, pursue personal goals, or 

wage war against other states, and capitalism favors debt servitude in all events. 

It makes no distinction between dictatorships and democracies, which depend 

on financial markets and international credit alike. In this context, several 

scholars and international organizations have raised the case for debt repu-

diation at international level under the doctrine of the “odious debt” (Jayachan-

dran & Kremer, 2003). First, in 1927, the Russian lawyer Alexander Sack, in his 

book Les effets des transformations des États sur leurs dettes publiques et autres 

obligations financières, established that debts contracted by dictators, absolute 

monarchies, or non-representative governments are illegitimate since they are 

not issued under consent, are not used for the benefit of the people, and orig-

inate from the dishonest machinations of the creditors (Ambrose, 2005). 

In any case, the doctrine of “odious debt” is not majoritarian among 

legal scholars, and such a claim is also not enough to erase the debt held by 

countries, most of them poor. There need to be institutions and international 

organizations – or global powers – representing debtors. In recent times, the 

repudiation of external debt reached its peak in the wake of the external debt 

crisis in the 1980s and 1990s (Jones, 2013; Kugler, 1987), where debt was con-

ceived as a political tool through which global super powers – not least Amer-

ican banks – exerted their dominance over developing and poor countries 

(Fridell, 2013a, 2013b, 2013c). As scholars and activists increasingly highlighted 

the negative effects of external debt on the economic and social performance 

of indebted countries (Hanlon, 2000), the doctrine of odious debt was used 

alongside other arguments to campaign for debt relief in the wake of the ex-

ternal debt crises of the 1980s and 1990s.

This points to a second feature relevant to understanding the repudia-

tion of external debt: the effects of this debt. An external debt crisis is simple 

to understand. Loans that countries from the Global North issue to poor coun-
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tries from the Global South originate in development assistance, but end up 

producing a contrary effect. As interest rates soared during the 1980s, debt 

payment became a nightmare for impoverished countries, which spent more 

on servicing debt than on public services, reversing the logic of development 

assistance between countries. In the end, these countries end up in an endless 

circle of taking more loans to service their debts (Ambrose, 2005).

According to the study by Pettifor and Greenhill (2003), developing coun-

tries in the 1970s owed USD 72.7 bn to the rest of the world, corresponding to 

around 10% of their collective GDP. However, by 2000 external debt rose to USD 

2,527.3 bn, which amounted to 37% of GDP. As a share of GDP, Sub-Saharan coun-

tries accounted for the most heavily indebted countries, rising to 75% of GDP in 

2000. In absolute terms, though, Latin America stood as the biggest debtor, its 

total debt having risen to USD 809 bn, or just under 40% of GDP. The external debt 

crisis of the 1980s in Latin America provided a precedent for the way in which 

international organizations would handle external debt over the coming dec-

ades. The loan package that the IFM put together to bailout Mexico became a 

template for the negotiations that would ensue in the 1990s in countries such 

as Indonesia, South Korea, Russia, and Brazil (Williams, 2001). It attached condi-

tions that would re-orient the trajectories of developing countries from the im-

port substitution to trade openness and cuts in social spending.

During the 1990s, external debt was tackled by an unprecedented global 

campaign that advocated cancellation of the external debt of poor countries, an 

initiative known as the Jubilee 2000 movement (Ambrose, 2005; Fridell, 2013c; 

Reyes Tagle & Sehm Patomäk, 2007; Somers, 2017). This campaign originated from 

the writings of British scholar Martin Dent in the 1990, which sought to link the 

turn of the new millennium with the ancient Biblical mandate of Jubilee. Working 

with the Debt Crisis Network, originally launched to demand debt relief for Third 

World countries, it assembled a platform that included Third World leaders to 

lobby the IMF and the World Bank. It enlisted political and religious leaders from 

Africa, the Americas, and Europe, who met the chief executive of the IMF in 1996 

to discuss Third World debt and make a decisive step towards the Heavily Indebt-

ed Poor Countries initiative (HIPC). The campaign launched an aggressive agenda 

that included meetings in different regions of the world, recruiting Catholic and 

Evangelical churches alongside local movements to support the initiative (Busby, 

2007). The most eloquent move of the Jubilee 2000 movement was to systemati-

cally gather 10,000 people at the WTO and G8 summits in 1997, 1998, 1999 and 

2000 to demand debt relief on at least four grounds: unpayable debt that requires 

the sacrifice of poor people; debts that had been already paid in real terms; debt 

accrued to poorly designed programs; and odious debt inherited from predeces-

sors. Similar manifestations were held in debtor countries, which successfully 

connected trade unions, grassroots organizations, churches, local activists op-

posing the IMF, and international activists.
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Jubilee 2000 was distinctive because it stood as a “global civil society” 

campaign. From the viewpoint of civil society, the collective action frame mo-

bilized against external debt was switching the approach to overseas aid from 

“charity” to “global justice.” The demand for debt cancelation was thus framed 

around concepts like “human rights” and the “historical debt” of the North to 

the Global South. In the end, the campaign did not manage to erase debt as 

intended, but it pushed the IMF to implement debt-relief programs, the most 

famous being the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries debt initiative (HIPC). To date, 

these initiatives have relieved more than USD 100 billion in debt from 37 coun-

tries, 80% of which are concentrated in Africa. As critics have pointed out, how-

ever, debt relief programs run by international agencies work as a tool for con-

cealing underlying power relations between countries, while simultaneously 

neutralizing the political underpinnings of debt relations (Fridell, 2013c).

ConclusiÓn

In this article, I have drawn on Karl Polanyi’s work to frame both the finan-

cialization of society and different forms of debt repudiation as a “double move-

ment” characterized by a second wave of money commodification and the at-

tempts by society to protect itself from the advancement of finance. Polanyi’s 

notion of double movement helps us place the repudiation of debt in a his-

torical context, shedding light on the way in which the second wave of money 

commodification produces a systemic interdependence with the commodifica-

tion of both labor and land. It also draws attention to how the expansion of 

finance entails a re-shaping of cultural institutions, which in turn engenders 

a reaction from society to protect itself from debt relations asserted through 

both internal and external means of coercion.

Mapping a wide range of anti-debt movements at national and interna-

tional level, I have explored the conditions and processes that lead to a con-

scious repudiation of debt in a collective fashion. The way actors seek to repudi-

ate debt differs across types of debt (housing, student loans, external debt) and 

context but, as a common ground, it entails the re-embedding of financial rela-

tions in new moral hierarchies, which establish who shall pay to whom and at what 

cost. This challenge broadly shared the same conceptions about the legitimacy 

of debt. As the analysis shows, changing these conceptions at the individual and 

social levels is a precondition for the politicization of debt in the public sphere.

Several questions still remain open for investigation, such as why so-

cial movements of debtors arise in some countries or areas and not in others; 

what repertories characterize debtors’ actions across the globe; how they turn 

into broader political movements, such as El Barzón or the Plataforma de Afec-

tados por la Hipoteca; what kind of narratives work best for politicizing debt 

in the public sphere; what tactics they deploy to counterbalance powerful 

creditors; and when they succeed and when they do not. This article provides 
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a first step in this direction by offering a broad picture of the advancement of 

finance and the way it encounters different forms of resistance in society.
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A sociedade contra os mercados. 

A mercantilização do dinheiro e 

o repudia da dívida

Resumo

Dos movimentos sociais de endividados no México, Espa-

nha, Polônia, Croácia e Chile aos movimentos Ocuppy nos 

Estados Unidos, Israel e Canadá, as organizações que re-

pudiam tanto a dívida quanto a centralidade dos mercados 

financeiros proliferam em todo o mundo. Neste artigo, me 

apoio na obra de Polanyi para enquadrar a financeirização 

da sociedade e as diferentes formas de repúdio ao endivi-

damento como um duplo movimento, caracterizado como 

uma segunda onda de mercantilização do dinheiro e das 

tentativas da sociedade de se proteger do avanço das fi-

nanças. Baseando-me na literatura secundária e em minha 

própria investigação etnográfica sobre movimentos sociais 

de endividados, exploro as semelhanças e diferenças entre 

as diversas formas de repúdio à dívida por meio de ação 

coletiva, tanto em nível nacional quanto internacional.

Society against marketS. The commodification 

of money and the repudiation of debt

Abstract

From anti-debt movements in Mexico, Spain, Poland, Cro-

atia, and Chile to the Occupy movements in the United 

States, Israel and Canada, organizations repudiating both 

debt and the centrality of financial markets have prolifer-

ated worldwide. In this article, I draw on Polanyi’s work in 

order to frame the financialization of society and different 

forms of debt repudiation as a double movement, charac-

terized as a second wave of the commodification of mon-

ey and the attempts by society to protect itself from the 

advancement of finance. Relying on a secondary literature 

and my own ethnographic research on debtors’ movements, 

I explore the commonalities and differences between di-

verse forms of repudiating debt through collective action 

at both national and international level.
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