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1 Introduction   
This PhD thesis is motivated by the fairly recent acceleration of credit-
driven personal indebtedness in Denmark. The thesis focuses on people who 
live with debt in Denmark, specifically those experiencing the plenitude of 
issues that indebtedness might provoke. Talking to colleagues, friends, 
family members, and strangers about my project, they have repeatedly 
asked who “those people” are, often framed in an explicitly or thinly veiled 
moralistic tone. Such inquires drove me to zoom in on the moral ideas we 
have about debt and debtors. Crucially, I wanted to explore how these moral 
ideas make themselves known in the lives of people struggling with debt 
from a first-hand perspective, rather than from external representations 
such as those portrayed in media.  
To capture and reflect upon these moral conceptions, I have turned to 
French pragmatic sociology. The theoretical framework is sensitive to the 
moral foundations of the everyday actions ordinary people perform. The 
framework choice is also motivated by my attempt to contribute to the 
embryonic body of literature on ‘financial oikonomisation’ (Ossandón, 
Deville, Lazarus, & Luzzi, 2021). While similarly situated in a pragmatist 
tradition, surprisingly, French pragmatic sociology is largely absent in the 
literature. Financial oikonomisation studies focus on how ordinary people 
manage their finances while always conceiving these efforts through a wider 
optic of the other sites and actors – for instance, commercial banks or 
consumer organisations – involved in the domestic management of 
finances. Sometimes these actors and their problematisations – the morally 
laden act of defining a certain phenomenon as a problem in need of a 
solution – of how households govern their finances, including debt, become 
especially prominent. This is what I denote with the abbreviation, ‘problem 
debt’, as in the normative framing of personal debt as a problem to solve, 
whether this framing is performed by the legal possessor of said debt or by 
other actors. 
Denmark is, among others, recognised for its well-developed welfare state, 
historically compensating Danish citizens suffering from worklessness, 
illness, and other “social problems” over which they are not in (full) control. 
The Danish welfare state likewise offers different safety valves dedicated to 
people with problem debt, such as state-funded debt advice agencies and 
the bankruptcy court in charge of consumer debt relief. As indebtedness is 
exploding in Denmark, I wanted to study whether these safety valves indeed 
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succeed in addressing this and explore at what costs – personal and 
otherwise individuals may obtain personal debt-control and -freedom via 
these institutional interventions. For these reasons, I have observed and 
interviewed people with problem debt about their encounters with various 
state or semi-public institutions.  
Not that this thesis is for Danish readers only or an audience taking a special 
interest in Denmark as a case, nor is it strictly for the small circle of financial 
oikonomisation scholars. While a motivating factor for me is the 
“Danishness” itself – the social scientific research on credit and debt in 
Denmark is scarce – the thesis does not get lost in esoteric localism. The 
thesis shows how the institutionally coordinated journeys that people travel 
when their debts become subject to problematisation bear witness to a 
synchronic formative journey. During this, the sanctioned moral codes of 
how to live one’s life around debt are first to be inculcated and lived out by 
the person before problem debts might be redeemed. It is these journeys 
towards what I call ‘debtworthiness’ and the incessant and overlapping 
institutionalised and non-institutionalised trials and tribulations that dot 
these journeys towards becoming a worthy debtor that tap into a more 
universal account of what it means and feels to live with problem debt today. 
 
In the rest of this introduction, I elaborate on the political and scientific 
motivations behind this PhD thesis. The reflections end with my stated 
research question and sub-questions guiding the rest of the thesis.  
 

THE EXPLOSION AND OMNIPRESENCE OF PERSONAL DEBT  
There is little doubt that debt is at the centre of wider social transformations 
today. Debt is widely considered the driving force behind the global crisis of 
financial markets in 2007-08. The related and devastating experience of 
personal and public indebtedness is the emblematical consequence of the 
subsequent credit crunch, bailouts of the financial institutions, and the 
protracted and disputed aftermath of the crisis known as austerity. The 
overall message of the austerity cuts and neoliberalism is that we have lived 
heedlessly above our means and are now to come or rather, crash down to 
earth headfirst by collectively accounting for what we owe. The turn to 
austerity has arguably accompanied the re-emergence of political 
extremism and populism as authoritarian leaders seek to frame widespread 
social and economic precariousness, mediated as they are by the 
outstanding debt burdens, as a problem of immigration (Featherstone, 
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2019, pp. 14f). Living under “ever increasing mountains of debt” is akin to 
being submerged in a real-life dystopia, as the sociologist Mark 
Featherstone proposes (Ibid., pp. 11f).  
  
The contemporary formation of personal debt 
Debt, along with that of money and finance, has long been the unilateral 
interest of economists and been hegemonically defined according to the 
disciplinary sympathies of economics (Adkins, 2019, p. 29ff). The crisis and 
its aftermath were revelatory – unveiling that “populations are beholden to 
institutions of credit and that lives are lived in and through debt”, just as 
“states themselves [are] entangled in and reliant on debt” (Ibid., pp. 28,29) 
– and abruptly sparked a wide-ranging and growing social scientific 
attention to debt and finance. According to sociologist Lisa Adkins, that 
“money, debt and finance have become deeply embedded in social life and 
have become central to the dynamics of social formation” urges social 
scientific introspection to deeply “rethink … understandings and 
engagements with debt and indebtedness” (Ibid., p. 27).  
  
Debt, however, is not a novel phenomenon. It has existed for most of the 
history of humanity (Kus, 2015, p. 213), encompassing at least the written 
human history as powerfully shown by anthropologist David Graeber. 
Greaber states that Mesopotamian recordings of credits and debits are 
among the first recorded writings (2014, p. 21). In social theorist and 
historian Silvia Federici’s view, personal debt is “the oldest means of 
exploitation”, and “an instrument of class rule through the ages” (2014, pp. 
232,233). Historically personal debt has operated through impoverishment, 
dispossession, bondage, punishment, and incarceration (Allon, 2015, p. 
698f; Federici, 2014, p. 231f). Although debt is not a historical constant 
(Allon, 2015, p. 687; Federici, 2014, p. 232). It has undergone significant 
historical changes.  
Again, following Federici, debt has long been a staple in proletarian life, 
purposing as “a sort of mutual aid, a means by which communities 
circulated their scarce resources to those most in need” (Ibid., p. 234). From 
the nineteenth century until post-WWII, working-class people were “paying 
shopkeepers on payday and borrowing from each other to make ends meet,” 
the creditor or lender hereby remaining part of the community (Ibid., pp. 
234,234f). Personal debt changed its connotations in particular during and 
after the 1980s because of the proliferation of bank credit (Ibid., p. 234). 
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Still following Federici, what is distinct as well as troubling about personal 
debt today is how “[d]ebt has become ubiquitous, affecting millions of 
people worldwide who for the first time are indebted to banks”, supposedly 
operating through “far more individualized and guilt producing” 
mechanisms (Ibid., pp. 232,235). While the former colonial world has 
witnessed a re-colonisation, as entire populations are plunging into growing 
debt to, among others, the World Bank and the IMF, similar mechanisms 
are now being extended to the Western world (Ibid., 232).  
 
The recent increase in personal debt in the Western world is contextualised 
in wider scholarly accounts within discrete structural changes under the 
rubric of ‘financialisation’. Financialisation entails the extensive growth in 
size and reach of financial markets and the dominance today that financial 
imperatives have over economic, political, social, and cultural life. Driven 
by factors such as heightened global competition and waning productivity 
of manufacturing, financialisation supposes a shift starting from an 
industrial capitalism – defined by long-term investments, mass production 
and unprecedented economic upturn and stability – towards a financial-
based capitalism defined by short-term and flexible investment and 
production and overall, economic decline and instability since the 1970s. 
While financial institutions formerly made capital available for the 
productive economy, global finance has progressively become autonomous. 
With the ultimate decoupling of the dollar from gold in the 1971, debt has 
become dramatically more free flowing and vital for sustaining personal 
consumption and macroeconomic growth in the face of economic lethargy 
(Featherstone, 2019; Montgomerie, 2020, p. 381; van der Zwan, 2014, pp. 
99ff). Today, personal “indebtedness is driving, sustaining and reproducing 
financialisation” (Montgomerie, 2020, p. 380).      
The mass proliferation of financial debt is “part and parcel of the neoliberal 
reorganization of the state –economy–society relationship” (Kus, 2015, p. 
212). The social compromise defined the post-war welfare state epoch, 
denoting a strong tie between a rising demand for industrial goods and 
rising wages. The shrinkage and retreat of welfare states, and the 
decomposition of the social safety net provided by welfare states, coupled 
with wage stagnation/repression and labour market precarisation, pushes 
people unto and into financial debt so to “plug the gap” (Kus, 2015, pp. 212f; 
Montgomerie, 2020, pp. 381,383; van der Zwan, 2014, pp. 100f). In other 
words, going into debt becomes a necessity if one is to sustain oneself and 
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one’s household. In political economic accounts, including that of Colin 
Crouch (2009), this is conceived as a push away from a Keynesian model in 
which states propel economic demand and growth by debt-spending 
towards a model in which responsibility is privatised and individualised: 
ordinary people are tasked with kick-starting the economy via massive, 
debt-driven consumption (van der Zwan, 2014, pp. 116f).  
This supposedly marks an overall transformation in the general conception 
of “debt” from a social to an individual one. In a social sense, debt speaks to 
the imagined welfare state that acknowledges that we are all interdependent 
of and are beholden to each other. A financial understanding of debt, on the 
other hand, accompanies a neoliberal ideology where everyone is atomistic, 
individually responsible for our personal choices (Featherstone, 2019, pp. 
3f). The retrenchment of the welfare state means that individuals are now 
to invest against the uncertainties of life (unemployment, health, 
retirement, housing, etcetera) that such states hitherto protected against. 
People do this by taking on financial products, including forms of debt such 
as credit cards, overdrafts, instalment purchases, payday loans, student 
loans, and mortgages (Montgomerie, 2020, p. 386; van der Zwan, 2014, pp. 
111f). Debt then becomes an individualised (and highly risky) safety net 
when states have ceased to pose as “market-embedding” institutions (van 
der Zwan, 2014, p. 103).  
With the proliferation of mass-marketed financial products, technologies, 
knowledges, schemes and discourses, people are tied every closer to the 
globalising financial markets. Scholars show that the dissemination of 
financial instruments is not merely a technical-financial endeavour. The 
growing power of financial capital is co-constitutive, with the formation of 
financial subjectivities being called forth by market and state authorities 
and NGO’s alike on a grand scale. Ordinary people are encouraged to 
become self-responsible and -realising, risk-embracing asset-managers 
rather than acting as the passive saver of the past. According to these 
scholars of the ‘financialisation of the everyday’ – the foundational works 
being Aitken, 2007; Langley, 2008; and Martin, 2002 – financial norms are 
seeping into our very hearts and minds (French, Leyshon, & Wainwright, 
2011, p. 804; Hall, 2011, pp. 404ff; Montgomerie, 2020, p. 383; van der 
Zwan, 2014, pp. 102,111ff). 
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Between productive credit and destructive debt 
Perceiving and engaging personal debt as financial investor subjectivities 
alludes to the dynamism of debt. “[D]ebt is always already a dyadic relation 
that requires its opposite”, namely credit, as anthropologist, Gustav Peebles, 
adduces (2010, p. 226). Via the credit/debt contract, the borrower is able 
“to borrow speculative resources from his/her [sic] own future and 
transform them into concrete resources to be used in the present”, while the 
situation is the inverse for the creditor “denying him-/herself [sic] the use 
of concrete resources today in exchange for speculative gains in the future” 
(Ibid., p. 227).  
The above definition underscores the speculative nature of debt projecting 
one into a future that will always be rife with unpredictability: “Credit is a 
financial resource that makes it possible to pay for necessities or 
conveniences today, but at the same time, it is a liability that might curb 
consumption tomorrow” (Kus, 2015, p. 213). The attainment of credit might 
be “productive”, “beneficial and liberating” but it can also turn “destructive”, 
“burdensome and imprisoning” debt, as Peebles notes (2010, p. 226). It is 
this ambiguity that we have witnessed on a grand historical stage: while the 
global financial crisis, set in motion by mass default on the subprime 
mortgage market, showed debt in its destructive guise. The recent debt-
financed stimulus packages provided by states, in contrast, seek to tap into 
its productive power, hoping to lessen the economic impact of the Covid19 
pandemic (Bennike, 2020). 
This dynamic is particularly pronounced in our present moment in which 
financial debt can be “leveraged” or embraced as an asset, rendering higher 
levels of wealth a possibility (Allon, 2015). The most emblematic example of 
this is the home-equity loan which enables its holders to borrow money at 
low interest and, for instance, make home renovation, while the equity of 
the home (the appraised market value minus the outstanding debt) acts as 
collateral. Increases in the value of the home, triggered by improvements 
and/or the ever-inflating home prices, ups the equity and thus, at least in 
theory, amounts to an endlessly expansive cycle of debt-fuelled investments 
and prosperity – just as financial institutions are accumulating profits by 
continuously pooling, repackaging and selling off debt-based financial 
instruments such as securities (Allon, 2015, pp. 688,695; Montgomerie, 
2020, pp. 384f). 
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Contemporary financial debt thus simultaneously holds out the aspiration 
of the “good life” facilitated by continuous productive asset-based 
investments and the risk of its destruction or obstruction (Allon, 2015, p. 
688). The latter presents itself in the present boom in personal struggles 
with debt payment and the foreclosures, indenture and even imprisonments 
that problem debt might lead to as witnessed post crisis (Ibid., p. 699). The 
odds of the latter scenario are magnified by the eroding social and economic 
securities mentioned above, offering people precarious means to service 
debts, as well as how financial risks and losses have been imposed upon 
individuals who must absorb them (Featherstone, 2019, p. 11; 
Montgomerie, 2020, p. 384). The development of debt-based economies 
then goes hand in hand with increasing financial risks experienced at the 
personal level, among these, debt struggles (Hohnen & Hansen, 2021, p. 
313).  
Studies show that the effects of debt struggles are not only material in that 
people experience lowered standards of living, even to the point that 
households live through “enforced deprivation”, meaning that they lack 
basic essentials like food and health care (Alleweldt, et al., 2013, pp. 172ff). 
But moreover, “[t]here appears to be a growing consensus … that 
experiences of over-indebtedness and financial strain are conclusively 
associated with mental health problems, distress and suffering” (Walker, 
2012, p. 534). A Swedish report explains how personal indebtedness is 
associated with permanent feelings of expulsion and persecution. These 
sensations can feel so threatening that they trigger physical and mental 
illnesses (Kronofogden, 2008, pp. 41ff). A recent study pointed to psychotic 
and neurotic disorders, anxiety, bipolar disorders, depression, suicide, 
alcoholism and drug dependency as associated with problem debt and 
succinctly concludes that “[a]n economy driven by debt (and prone to 
problem debt at the level of households) will have a predisposition towards 
rising rates of depression” (Davies, Montgomerie, & Wallin, 2015, pp. 
5,24).1   

                                                   
1 Going over the literature on “overindebtedness”, Sabaté Muriel adds up that 
“overindebtedness has an impact on material living conditions, as it leads to or aggravates 
economic precariousness and impoverishment …, dispossesses debtors of basic resources by 
overwhelming their means of livelihood …, undermines potential solidarities among debtors 
or workers …, excludes debtors from society or from the social sectors they intended to reach 
…, and expels them from the formal economy … Because of the psychological suffering it causes 
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THE FORMATION OF PERSONAL DEBT IN DENMARK 
Anglo-America and the rest 
In the literature on the financialisation processes, specifically the 
financialisation of everyday life, as well as political and cultural economic 
examinations of the link between personal debt and finance, there is 
significant bias privileging USA and UK as empirical foci (French, Leyshon, 
& Wainwright, 2011, p. 805; Ossandón, Deville, Lazarus, & Luzzi, 2021, p. 
26; van der Zwan, 2014, pp. 114f). The bias is motivated by the notion that 
Anglo-American countries have the most financialised and neoliberal 
political and cultural economies and are those most radically “defined by 
indebtedness” (Featherstone, 2019, p. 1). The sentiment seems to be that 
other political and cultural economies are simply dragging their feet 
towards a similar fate (French, Leyshon, & Wainwright, 2011, p. 805; Kus, 
2015, p. 212; van der Zwan, 2014, pp. 114ff) – that other “political economies 
affected by these processes will converge towards this model of [Anglo-
American] capitalism” (van der Zwan, 2014, p. 115). Such a reading can 
easily conclude that other foci are inherently scientifically and politically 
pointless. 
 
Against such a reading, this thesis explores personal debt and struggles with 
debt in the empirical context of Denmark. Denmark is a fascinating case, 
seeing that it is one of the uniquely well-developed Scandinavian welfare 
states. This entails that social and classed differences and problems – like 
that of personal debt issue – “(although existing) are generally less clearly 
marked due to a universal welfare system, e.g. providing state-financed 
education” (Hohnen, Gram, & Jakobsen, 2020, p. 362). Such an image 
assumes a contrasting hypothesis to that above. Namely, that Denmark is a 
paradigmatic example of the ‘welfare-debt trade-off’ where “reliance on 
credit [is thought to oppose the] … reliance on the welfare state” (Comelli, 
2021; Kus, 2013, p. 184). This supposed gulf between these paradigms is 
said to be “rooted [in] economic patterns laid down at the turn of the 20th 
century” (Comelli, 2021). The latter hypothesis then prepossesses that 
Denmark will never adapt and converge with debt-driven Anglo-America 

                                                   
…, overindebtedness may even lead to the deaths of debtors, as in the waves of suicides 
described by Dudley (2000) and Guérin, Morvant-Roux, and Villarreal (2014)” (2020, p. 5). 
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but will continue being a welfare society that largely escapes personal debt 
reliance and, by extension, issues of debt.   
A figure troubling for the above hypothesis is that Danish households are 
among if not the most indebted households in the world. Currently debt 
amounts to almost 260 percent of households’ net disposable income 
(compared to 105 and 142 percent in USA and UK respectively) (OECD, 
2020). Moreover, we are witnessing “rapidly growing problems of debt both 
in Denmark and across OECD countries” (Hohnen, Gram, & Jakobsen, 
2020, p. 356). For these reasons the “rather scarce” research – academic 
and otherwise – on credit and debt in Denmark, including the dearth of 
sociological and anthropological research on debt problems and the political 
government thereof, is striking (Hohnen & Hansen, 2021, pp. 315f,316) and 
worrisome. The sparse research limits our capacity to speak on the “politics 
of debt” in Denmark, meaning “who is affected, how, to what extent, and 
whether alternatives to the debt-dominated economy exist and might be 
nurtured" (Deville & Seigworth, 2015, p. 619). In the present thesis, I will 
continuously address these questions.  
 
A brief history of the ascent of personal debt in Denmark 
We must conceive record household debt and the rise of problem 
indebtedness in light of Denmark becoming a ‘consumer society.’ 
Consumption levels have tripled since WWII, as consumption is no longer 
subordinate to or merely derivative of production. Consumption has been 
spurred by the drastic growth in mean wages since the 1960s, the rise in 
women’s labour market participation, and the establishment and 
development of a strong and generous welfare state. Today, middle- and 
working-class people can acquire consumer goods over and above the bare 
necessities, thus breaking with the privilege that previously lay solely with 
the elite. People obtain mass consumer goods not strictly for their utilitarian 
purposes but moreover use them to socially and culturally position 
themselves (Hohnen & Jakobsen, 2014, pp. 413f,416ff). 
The establishment of the consumer society in Denmark must also be seen in 
the context of the ascendancy of debt among Danes, occasioned by entering 
“the era of financialization” (Poppe, Collard, & Jakobsen, 2016). Mass 
consumption has been sustained by state liberalisations of the mortgage 
credit system and the lending market in general, easing the limitations on 
the financial sector. Financial deregulation started in the 1980s, during 
which both restraints on consumer lending and mortgage credit were eased, 



14 
 

and continued from the 1990s with the abolishment of consumer and 
mortgage lending ceilings, temporarily re-instituted in 1986  – locally 
known as the “potato cure”. This profoundly altered how money is borrowed 
and used for consumption.  
A prominent example of this is the advent of supplementary mortgages in 
1992, rendering debt-based consumption possible by utilising rising 
property values – that is, consumption not narrowly limited to home 
repairs. This has been further advanced by introducing variable interest-
mortgages in 1996, and interest-only mortgages in 2003 (Poppe, Collard, & 
Jakobsen, 2016, pp. 59,61).  
Such changes incrementally envelop homes in “investment language” (and 
paint homeowners as investor subjectivities) as home equity (in Danish, 
“friværdi”) became “the favourite topic of conversation at social dinners”, 
signifying homeowners’ endless consumer desires (Poppe, Collard, & 
Jakobsen, 2016, p. 73; Sjørslev, 2012, pp. 386f,387). Later, equity became 
the emblematic target when the financial “bubble” burst as house prices fell 
and 50.000 households became technically insolvent and de facto bound or 
adscripted to their homes (Hohnen & Jakobsen, 2014, p. 428; Sjørslev, 
2012, p. 386).  
Consumption and production have increasingly been dislodged from 
savings and wages due to the rise of consumer credit. It has been brought 
about by the innovation of new credit products and the emergence of finance 
companies, rendering loans accessible for huge swaths of the population 
beyond those able to obtain mortgage loans and bank loans against security. 
Availability has been culturally countered by a readiness amongst the 
Danish population to take on debt, hereby marking a shift in relation to the 
considerable opposition to borrowing in the 1950s and the budding 
acceptance of low-risk loans/investments in the 1960s and 1970s (Hohnen 
& Jakobsen, 2014, pp. 427ff). For this reason, it is no wonder that studies 
show that younger generations generally have adopted more sympathetic 
attitudes towards debt-based non-investment consumption (Poppe & 
Jakobsen, 2009). Younger generations (as well as the most disadvantaged 
groups in Denmark) are also the main target of intensive marketing, and 
generally, the actual consumers of more interest-heavy and, shown to be, 
more risky loans such as the infamous “quick loans” (Hohnen & Jakobsen, 
2014, pp. 428ff).  
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As remarked above, Danes are amongst, if not the most indebted 
households worldwide and have been so since 1993 (Hohnen & Jakobsen, 
2014, p. 427). In the Danish case, this relates to a particular mortgage-credit 
system, dating all the way back to 1797, in which specialised mortgage-credit 
institutions are the primary suppliers of residential housing finance, 
providing Danes relatively easy access to substantial loans and, thus, debt 
(Hohnen & Jakobsen, 2014, p. 427; Poppe, Collard, & Jakobsen, 2016, p. 
61).  
Still personal debt levels have noticeably changed since the advent of 
Denmark's financialisation. Between 1994 and 2010, debt among Danes 
rose by about 230 percent (Christensen, 2013, p. 5). The use of consumer 
loans from banks and finance companies has markedly and constantly risen 
until the financial crisis and has since then further accelerated though 
eventually stabilised at about 110 billion kroner total (Danmarks Statistik, 
2021; Hohnen, Gram, & Jakobsen, 2020, p. 362). Consumption of 
unsecured loans almost tripled between 2004 and 2010 (Danmarks 
Statistik, 2018).  
During the economic upswing of the 2000s, a phrase often invoked was that 
of a veritable “loan party” going on (followed by the crisis popularly 
described as the ensuing hangover) (Poppe & Jakobsen, 2009; Thorup, 
2016, p. 13). The narrative was that one was downright foolish not to take 
advantage of the historically cheap loans available – a sentiment sustained 
by banks eagerly urging customers to take on credit (Christensen, 2013, p. 
7). Today, credit is both normalised and critical for macroeconomic growth 
in Denmark (Hohnen & Jakobsen, 2014, p. 427f).  
 
Struggles with debt amongst Danes in figures 
Just like elsewhere, when personal debt levels increase, so does the 
incidence of problem debt. Recent studies show that the widespread use of 
consumer credit has led to “higher levels of default debt” and other 
spiralling debt problems in Denmark (Hohnen, Gram, & Jakobsen, 2020, p. 
356; Hohnen & Hansen, 2021, p. 312). One article finds evidence that widely 
used and sanctioned bank loans and credit cards expose middle- and higher-
income households to the risk of defaulting and incurring problem debt 
(Hohnen & Hansen, 2021, p. 319). So, while research shows that vulnerable 
groups – people who are young, single, have low education and low or 
unstable income, etcetera – are most exposed to problem debt, the inherent 
unpredictability of debt, co-determined by the volatility of financial and 
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labour market and events of life, places great shares of the Danish 
population at risk of debt struggles (Ibid.).  
A similar statement can be made about the group of young people who have 
shown difficulty distinguishing between “having and owing money” due to 
the concurrent structural and cultural transformations of credit lending and 
borrowing (Hohnen, 2020, p. 38). This means that the “growing debt 
problems among the young … in the Nordic countries” are not merely an 
epiphenomenon of unstable, consumerist youth life (Hohnen, Gram, & 
Jakobsen, 2020). Rather, the studies demonstrate that the establishment of 
a debt-driven economy puts much of the Danish population at risk of debt 
default and debt-related problems and moreover, that debt issues can affect 
the individual level as well as the Danish society at large in relation to 
financial costs and instability (Hohnen & Hansen, 2021, p. 324; Jørgensen, 
2015, p. 119).  
 
An official report shows that more than one in six Danish respondents 
reports experiencing payment problems (Økonomi- og Erhvervsministeriet 
, 2010), corresponding with another report documenting that one in seven 
young adults experience problem debt2 (Forbrugerrådet Tænk & 
TrygFonden, 2015). Looking at the biggest Danish debtor registry alone, 
more than four percent of the Danish population has a bad credit history 
(Experian, 2020, p. 2). An NGO providing free debt advice in Denmark 
reported that a record number of people (nearly 5.000 Danes) applied for 
counselling in 2019, remarking that similar tendencies are observed at other 
state-funded NGO-led debt advice projects (Forbrugerrådet Tænk, 2020).  
The aforementioned report on youth problem debt outlines the contours of 
an everyday life pervaded by financial precariousness and worries. This 
leads to consequences such as sleeplessness, poor health, and strained social 
relations, as problem debtors feel compelled to abstain from social activities 
and are susceptible to disputes with partners and family members. More 
than just being socially deprived, they are materially deprived, refraining 

                                                   
2 In the first report problem debt is defined as Danes who, in the past twelve months, either 
were unable to pay their bills at least once (ten percent) or Danes who, in the same period, 
were unable to pay their bills and resorted to lend money (six percent) (Økonomi- og 
Erhvervsministeriet , 2010, p. 45ff). The second-mentioned report defines problem debt as 
(young) Danes who had experienced recurrent issues paying one or multiple types of bills 
(Forbrugerrådet Tænk & TrygFonden, 2015, p. 22f). Below I spell out my own definition of 
‘problem debt.’ 
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from dental visits and  paying insurance, medication, and even buying 
foodstuff – that is, basic forms of deprivation otherwise believed to be long 
eradicated in a welfare society like Denmark (Forbrugerrådet Tænk & 
TrygFonden, 2015, pp. 83ff).  
 

THE GOVERNMENT OF PROBLEM DEBT IN DENMARK 
Political responses in the aftermath of the debt crisis 
The troubling signs of a debt-based economy begets the question of how 
debt is perceived and handled politically in Denmark. No more than fifteen 
years ago, politicians began to frame personal debt issues as a social 
problem (Advokaterne Foldschack & Forchhammer, 2014, p. 6). Like 
elsewhere, the political concern heightened in the backdrop of the global 
crisis, eventually triggering the worst economic crisis in Denmark in 
decades as bankruptcies, foreclosures and unemployment rose while 
investments, consumption, and GDP decreased. The systemic financial 
crisis commenced with the collapse of Roskilde Bank in the summer of 2008 
(Rangvid-udvalget, 2013). Financial institutions like Roskilde Bank had 
assumed risks threatening national economies and the international 
economic system. The Danish state, like others, responded via multiple 
bank bailout packages, encompassing takeovers and liquidations of 
distressed financial institutions, guarantees on their liabilities as well as 
capital injections (Pedersen, 2011, p. 20). 
In relation to personal debt issues, the Danish state responded by, among 
others, financing and rolling out various debt advice projects since 2008 in 
combination with various examinations of problem indebtedness and 
informational initiatives and campaigns regarding financial consumption 
and management in seeking to prevent problem indebtedness (Regeringen, 
2012, pp. 9f; Økonomi- og Erhvervsministeriet , 2010, pp. 96ff).  
These measures spoke to a political awareness about the magnitude and 
urgency of the problematic. In 2010, regulation on consumer credit was 
intensified. Consumers, among others, gained the right of purchase 
withdrawal, and the duty to assess potential borrowers’ creditworthiness 
was imposed on lenders (Jakobsen & Jørgensen, 2012, p. 23). The latter has 
recently been further reinforced in an instruction on creditworthiness 
assessments supposed to prevent “irresponsible lending” (Finanstilsynet & 
Forbrugerombudsmanden, 2021). Since 2014 private debt advisors have 
been subject to a demand for official authorisation, trying to offset bad and 
exploitative advice (Jørgensen, 2014, p. 85). In 2015 a board of appeal was 
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established so that consumers could submit complaints against exorbitant 
interest rates. In 2017, a law instantiated a 48-hour “cool-off period” for 
short-termed, unsecured payday loans, allowing loan-requesting persons 
time to ponder the pros and cons before making a final decision (Jørgensen, 
2015, pp. 113f; Forbrugerrådet Tænk & TrygFonden, 2018, p. 13). More 
recently, in 2020, after multiple reintroductions of comparable regulations, 
a broad political coalition agreed more definitively to “confront quick loans” 
by putting a ceiling on interest rates and total costs of payday loans as well 
as limiting opportunities for their advertisement (Folketinget, 2020).  
 
Shifting the responsibility for problem debt unto the individual 
While the above initiatives demonstrate a recent uptick in the political focus 
on debt in Denmark, particularly on the most expensive consumer loans, 
the political engagement with debt and problem indebtedness is, as the 
researchers argue, still severely wanting. Scholars emphasise, among 
others, the insufficient credit assessment system in Denmark, rendering 
assessments more imprecise (Hohnen & Hansen, 2021, p. 325) and that 
usury stipulations – the regulations against exploitation of borrowers in a 
state of inferiority and dependency – largely have no practical utility 
(Jørgensen, 2015, p. 119). In broad strokes, the researchers paint a picture 
of a “legal system [that] focuses on helping creditors rather than debtors” 
(Hohnen & Hansen, 2021, p. 325). It is as a system that allegedly focuses on 
assisting creditors in enforcing debt claims rather than protecting 
borrowers by preventing debt default or helping those already experiencing 
payment difficulties, for instance, via debt relief, the conditions of which are 
“rather tight” (Jørgensen, 2012, p. 201; Jørgensen, 2014, p. 86). The 
undisputed verdict is then one of political inaction, entailing “passivity both 
when looking at the regulation of lenders and credit markets and when 
examining the legal possibilities for debt resettlement [or relief] and debt 
counselling” (Hohnen, 2020, p. 33).  
 
A common way to reflect on the consequence of the political conception and 
handling of unmanageable personal debt is in the form of a notional 
boundary that divides, on the one hand, the responsibility attributed to 
society and, on the other, the responsibility assigned to the individual. The 
sentiment is that the allocation of responsibilities amongst these parties, 
materialised in the given measures, speak to the relative status of the 
(welfare) state. That is, whether the welfare state indeed uncoils its safety 
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net to capture those on the verge of falling into the red (see for instance 
Jørgensen, 2014, p. 89). Looking at the situation of people using payday 
loans to finance instalments on other loans, law professor Tanja Jørgensen, 
finds that such situations occur as a wider “consequence of society not 
having, at an earlier stage, impeded their indebtedness or provided remedial 
measures” (2014, p. 88). This signifies that “the state transfers its protection 
of welfare and leaves it to the (lacking) ability of the individual,” which 
ultimately makes “the borrower … responsible for his [sic] own 
indebtedness” (Ibid., pp. 88,89). 
Like the scholars referenced above, in my Master’s thesis on the governance 
of personal debt by the Danish state in the aftermath of the crisis, zooming 
in on the unrolling of debt advice projects, I concluded that personal debt 
does not become a downright matter of public concern (Schwarz, Det, vi 
skylder, 2015). Political initiatives have largely invested in building an 
infrastructure to facilitate educated, rational consumer choices on a free and 
efficient credit market primarily materialising in consumer information and 
protection initiatives. Here, debt advice must be perceived as a particularly 
intensive variant of such measures. This resonating with British research 
demonstrating how state policies frame personal debt as a consequence of 
consumer financial irresponsibility and incapability. In this view, 
consumers are thus in need of educative measures (Marron, 2012; Marron, 
2014; Pathak, 2014; Walker, 2012). Besides only indirectly affecting the 
generation of debt issues (Jørgensen, 2015, p. 116f), such initiatives leave 
more far-ranging implications of a debt-based economy outside the political 
scope.  
 
Taken together, the research details how state measures effectively 
individualise the acceleration of personal debt and debt problems – an 
individualisation that must be weaved into a wider history marked by the 
slow rise but eventual dominance of neoliberalism in Denmark (Stahl, 
2018). In the 1980s the Conservative government sought to “modernise” the 
public sector by cutting social budgets, following the preoccupation with 
“individual responsibility,” rights and duties in the 1990s, materialising, 
among others, in workfare programmes and privatisations (Jakobsen & 
Jørgensen, 2012, pp. 16,16ff,19). Individual responsibility was further 
reinforced during the 2000s which saw “[s]ocial problems such as poverty 
and growing inequality almost erased from political agenda” (Ibid., pp. 
24f,25). Recently a book, which gained mass coverage in Denmark, argued 
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that the Danish state had fundamentally transformed from a welfare state 
to a ‘competition state’ (Pedersen, 2011). Originally, the welfare state 
emphasised moral education and the prospects of democratic participation, 
conceiving the political realm as primary and the market as secondary, 
framing uncurbed markets, joblessness, inequality, and economic crises as 
threats to such ideals. The competition state, in contrast, is founded on 
neoliberal assumptions and defined by economism and conceives 
individuals as opportunistic, rational, and independent. Moreover, it seeks 
to actively mobilise people as competitive workers on the global market 
(Ibid.).  
The individualisation of the responsibility for personal debt in Denmark can 
moreover be related to the fact that there is no designated political authority 
responsible for or preoccupied with matters of personal credit and debt. 
Regulations and management of personal credit and debt cut across 
ministries, committees, and municipalities (Advokaterne Foldschack & 
Forchhammer, 2014, pp. 5ff). According to the authors, this makes it 
difficult to have a serious political discussion (Ibid., p. 5). Similarly, activist 
circles have given little attention to personal debt and problem debt. For 
example, the cultural rallying point around Occupy Wall Street and its call 
for a massive debt strike did not gain the slightest traction in Denmark 
(Gaardmand & Tholl, 2013) – just as topics related to debt rarely gain the 
attention of media. Combining this with the aforementioned sparse level of 
research on personal debt in Denmark, it seems fair to say that the field of 
personal debt in Denmark is thoroughly shelved and left in obscurity. 
 
Oddly enough, Denmark seems to lag considerably behind its Nordic 
neighbours when it comes to the political attention to and the handling of 
personal debt issues. Returning to debt advice, Denmark, in contrast to the 
other Nordic countries, has yet to establish a permanently and securely 
anchored debt advice arrangement.3 While debt advice legally is a public 
obligation in other Nordic countries, the same is not true in Denmark, where 
the function is typically performed by the “semi-public” debt advice sector 
(Jørgensen, 2012, p. 185): a publically provisionally funded but NGO-driven 

                                                   
3 A wide political coalition decided to carry out an investigation of different debt advice 
models in Europe and discuss their different merits and demerits in the prospect of 
establishing a permanent debt advice arrangement in Denmark (Espersen, Hansen, 
Lemvigh, Eskelinen, & Rahbæk, 2016).  
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and -organised arrangement limited to the most vulnerable citizens. The 
actual debt advice task, peculiar in comparison to the rest of Europe, is 
predominantly carried out by volunteers rather than professionals, hereby 
risking uneven counselling4 (Espersen, Hansen, Lemvigh, Eskelinen, & 
Rahbæk, 2016, p. 82). Again, unlike in Finland, Norway, and Sweden, this 
is an arrangement that is 1) uncoupled from mechanisms of debt relief, and 
2) whose regulations have not been continuously updated (Advokaterne 
Foldschack & Forchhammer, 2014, pp. 38f). Such conditions support the 
assertion that in regards to debt, there is a “lack of consumer protection in 
Denmark compared to the regulatory measures in other Scandinavian 
countries” (Hohnen & Hansen, 2021, p. 313).  
 

MORAL IDEAS OF PROBLEM DEBT IN EVERYDAY LIFE  
Beyond neoliberal tendencies (perhaps more widespread in Denmark than 
the rest of the Nordic countries), the political passivity can be related to the 
widely accepted notion that contrasts, on the one hand, the steep household 
debt found in Denmark and other northern European countries, mainly 
composed of more productive and secure mortgage debt, and, on the other 
hand, an Anglo-America mired by risky, burdensome consumer debt 
(Comelli, 2021). The conviction, recycled among others by the central bank 
of Denmark, is that the immense household debt is counterbalanced by 
capital or assets (residence, shares, pension custody accounts, etcetera) and 
that the current levels of household debt pose no serious threat to  financial 
nor economic stability (Danmarks Nationalbank, 2018).5  
The focus on financial consumer information by and the general 
indifference to personal debt levels and issues of Danish authorities can 
then be related to the aforementioned ambivalence between perceiving debt 

                                                   
4 While extending the funding of semi-public debt advice arrangement in 2018 – and once 
again until 2023 (Socialstyrelsen, 2021) – the coalition parties launched an initiative to 
define common “standards of quality” that publically financed advice projects are to 
implement, develop and act up to, including defining the needed competences of the 
voluntary advisors and the ethics supposed to govern their counselling (Deloitte, 2018).  
5 Declarations from the EU, IMF and OECD are at odds with such statements. All have 
spoken up about the potential devastative ramifications of the immense personal debt 
levels (Gaardmand & Tholl, 2013). In a similar vein, Poppe et al. find that people fail to 
properly assess the risks related to taking on mortgages, thus ending up downplaying the 
fact that “the difference between credit-based freedom and debt-based slavery may be slim” 
(Poppe, Collard, & Jakobsen, 2016, p. 73). 
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as a productive liberator or a destructive burden and the extent as to which 
these two optics are to be applied. The ambivalence catches the political 
authorities in an uneasy position “between deregulated credit markets and 
a general individualization of debt problems on the one hand and the need 
for the political protection of individual loan takers on the other” (Hohnen 
& Hansen, 2021, p. 326).  
Viewed from an individual perspective, this ambivalence might be viewed 
and lived as a paradoxical impetus to both carefreely “give the debit card a 
swing” (in Danish, “svinge dankortet”) so as to boost economic growth while 
displaying financial caution to avoid the burdens related to indebtedness 
(Forbrugerrådet Tænk & TrygFonden, 2015, p. 44). The point is that the 
prevailing moral notions and images of debt are critical for the measures 
one chooses to take as well as how people marked by problem debt are 
perceived and perceive themselves (Kronofogden, 2008, p. 4).  
 
Changing moralities of personal debt 
While matters of the economy, like that of money, are often presented in the 
cold language of neutrality, technicality and rationality, hereby effectively 
cloaking their moral ballast and the force they exert on social life (Konings, 
2015), the same is not true for the phenomenon of debt. In anthropological 
and sociological literature, it is a crucial point to emphasise that debt is and 
has always been shrouded in “ubiquitous moral debates” (Peebles, 2010, p. 

225). As Graeber laconically remarks, debt could be construed as the very 
essence of morality: “[I]sn’t paying one’s debts what morality is supposed to 
be all about? … What could be a more obvious example of shirking one’s 
responsibilities than reneging on a promise, or refusing to pay a debt?” 
(2014, p. 4). Today the “obligation to pay” is conceived as part of the very 
moral foundation driving the present-day economy (Ibid., p. 13). Lazzarato 
argues that “the promise (to honor one's debt) and the fault (of having 
entered into it)” result in “the moralization of the unemployed, the 
"assisted," the users of public services, as well as of entire populations” 
(Lazzarato, 2012, p. 30). The morally charged language of debt and default 
is then frequently invoked to frame and penalise all sorts of inabilities to 
behave like good economic subjects.  
 
The hold that interest-bearing credit can have over people has long made it 
a target of moral condemnation and morally motivated prohibition 
expressed by most world religions (Graeber, 2014, pp. 10f). In the Fifth Book 
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of Moses, Jews are forbidden to charge interest from each other, while 
Ezekiel, taking a stronger stance, calls for the execution of usurers (Gane, 
2019, p. 178). The Catholic Church prohibited money lending until the 
nineteenth century, perceiving moneylenders as malignant and immoral, 
“warning usurers that unless they repented and made full restitution of all 
interest extracted from their victims, they would surely go to Hell” (Graeber, 
2014, p. 10). In the twelfth century, such threats turned into tangible 
sanctions as usurers were excommunicated (Ibid.). The Devil, Graeber 
notes, is often portrayed as “a kind of usurer, an evil accountant with his 
books and ledgers, or alternatively, as the figure looming just behind the 
usurer” (Ibid.). Comparably, in Islam, usury or “riba” is prohibited in the 
Qur’an, stipulating that risks must be shared by both debtor and creditor 
(Gane, 2019, p. 178; Wiedenhoft Murphy, 2020, pp. 447f). Rather than 
remediating the anguishes of the poor via charity or loans with no 
expectations of full repayment, the usurers extorted the poor (Wiedenhoft 
Murphy, 2020, pp. 446f).  
The Protestant Reformation ushered a more pragmatic stance: Luther 
conceived usury as a sin while conceding that moneylending at interests was 
an inescapability and that honest moneylending, could be considered a 
vocation given by God. “Usury” converted into the legalised “interests,” 
paving the paved the way for liberal and utilitarian arguments for free credit 
markets, pointing to how restrictions curtail economic growth generated by 
industrious borrowers (Gane, 2019, pp. 181ff; Kus, 2015, pp. 213f; 
Wiedenhoft Murphy, 2020, pp. 448f).  
 
The external, othering view of the Luxury Trap 
Such ideas still resonate today. According to much critical literature, the 
regulatory means and moral appraisal presently seem to favour creditors 
rather than debtors (Wiedenhoft Murphy, 2020, p. 448). Together with the 
fact that debt is thoroughly laden by moral claims rather than appearing as 
neutral, this can be detected when zooming in on the context of Denmark. 
Particularly indicative is the most popularised image of debt presented on 
the lifestyle-themed TV programme, ‘The Luxury Trap’ (in Danish, 
‘Luksusfælden’). The participants on the show are presented as endlessly 
accruing payday loans to sustain a level of frivolous or ‘conspicuous 
consumption’, as Veblen (1994[1899]) would have it, without paying what 
they are due – financially, in relation to creditors and socially and 
emotionally, with regard to their children and partners. Seemingly these 
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people, “prodigals,” as Adam Smith named them (Wiedenhoft Murphy, 
2020, p. 445), do this without feeling a lick of a guilty conscience (Hohnen, 
2020, pp. 37,43n4). 
While writing my Master’s thesis and going about the present dissertation, 
the TV show has been a persistent reference. When introducing this project 
to friends, family, strangers, and even fellow academics, the knee-jerk 
reaction, more often than not, was if the project is anything along the lines 
of The Luxury Trap – if I was studying “those people” that might be cast for 
the show. At an early stage of the project, in an interview article, I defended 
the people struggling with debt that I had encountered during my initial 
studies. I argued that I did not recognise the informants in the participants 
on the show. The people I engaged with live austerely and rack their brains 
thinking about how this affects their children and their chances of entering 
romantic relationships – all the while being draped in shame (interview with 
me by Urban Kuci, 2019).  
 
Soon, I realised the problems of kick-starting what I deemed a highly 
problematic debate about the inherent nature of credit products and people 
struggling with debt. So I decided to shift my lens, moving beyond fixed 
oppositions of the debtor as innately prudent or imprudent and either 
victim or guilty to a meta-level (Deville, 2015, pp. 4f; Joseph, 2014, p. 67). 
Instead of, for instance, working out the most prevalent individual and 
structural drivers of personal indebtedness, I began to explore how people 
morally infuse or normatively charge drivers for instance, individual 
overspending versus worklessness shortly after the emergence of the crisis. 
As a starting point, I chose the intuition that “how debt is believed to have 
been accumulated strongly affects our everyday perception of the 
individual’s moral culpability for, and relationship to, that debt” (Marron, 
2012, s. 417). Methodologically, I take a cue from the anthropologist Ryan 
Davey. He states that “oppositions between debts of necessity and debts of 
prestige, appetite, excess, or frivolity are best seen as cultural facts to be 
described ethnographically rather than reproduced analytically” (2020, p. 
226). 
Inspired by the anthropologist Isabelle Guérin, I became empirically 
preoccupied with the moral classifications of “good” and “bad” personal 
debt (2014). So I posed the question: in which circumstances and through 
what means is a debt framed as a matter of destructive vice, a matter of 
”Schulden”(debt)/”Schuld”(guilt) – a German etymological connection 
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observed by philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche (2006[1887]) – or conversely, 
of productive virtue or ”credere”, meaning trust or believe in Latin (Bjerg, 
2016, p. 37)? Here, the Danish example is also telling: debt is called “gæld,” 
which is so close to “guilt.” Also telling is the link between “skyldner” 
(debtor) and “skyldig” (guilty). 
 
Motivating this shift was my opposition to and frank indignation over the 
external moralising gaze cast on people who struggle financially, simplifying 
who is struggling and the reasons why and effectively, narrowly placing the 
blame on the disgraceful “other” (Hirdman, 2016). Counteracting this, I 
sought to study personal debt and debt problems from the inside, individual 
perspective. I wanted to explore the point of view of the individual legal 
possessors of debt. Specifically, those struggling with debt whose existence 
was so badly misrecognised in popular conceptions and images. Inspired by 
emergent and highly captivating research on debt, I was driven to move 
close to the “lived relations to credit and debt” and be sensitive and open to 
the “empirics of indebtedness” (Deville & Seigworth, 2015, p. 615).  
This view emphasises that debt is not simply a quantitative black box 
(Latour, 2005), but open-ended phenomena that could be intimated by 
qualitative research into the specifics of personal debts and their particular 
practical, experiential, moral, intimate and affectual instantiations.6 I was 
normatively driven by questions such as: what does it mean and feel to live 
through struggles with debt in a climate seemingly so hostile to such 
individuals? 
 
‘Problem debt’: a definition 
Connecting the foci of moral ideas and individual experiences, I wanted to 
explore everyday engagements with and negotiations of morally laden 
notions regarding how one ought to live with debt or how one organises 
one’s day-to-day life around personal debt. More broadly, I was interested 
in studying the “how” of being a good economic subject from the point of 
view of individual people widely considered complete failures at just that, 
those allegedly living with the after-effects of the intoxicating loan party. 
More specifically, I wanted to give an account of political ideas of what good 

                                                   
6 See particularly the work of Deville, 2012; 2014; 2015 on encounters between defaulting 
debtors and debt collectors and the lived experiences of the former. 
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or sanctionable economic citizenship entails by attending to state 
institutionalised ‘problematisations’ – employing the Foucauldian concept 
of normatively defining a problem that calls for a solution (Hansen, 2016b, 
p. 133f) – of personal debt.7 I hereby aspired to provide a fuller picture of 
‘entanglements’ and ‘resonances’ (Deville, 2015), reflecting on how 
“official,” that is, institutionalised, concerns about people’s conduct of their 
economic life echo and mesh with mundane cultural concerns about the 
same.  
Having previously studied problematisation of personal debt from the 
perspective of the Danish state, I had only superficially touched on the 
implications for people living with institutionally problematised debt or 
abbreviated, ‘problem debt.’ By employing the notion of ‘problem debt,’ I 
stress the two connected foci of morality and (political) power. For instance, 
going into arrears, defaulting on a debt item, or the prospects cannot simply 
be taken as a given but presupposes an actor who normatively defines these 
activities as 1) actual discernible transformations, 2) label them as 
problematic, and 3), actively intervenes so to remediate the defined 
problem. Problematisations are then not neutral operations but instead 
moral and political in nature (Davey, 2019b).  
The notion of ’problem debt’ is not understood here as a fixed or “objective” 
measurement of debt relative to income, the ability to service bills within a 
given timeframe, of a balance between assets and liabilities nor, as related 
to the Luxury Trap, a fixed definition that singles out certain debt types and 
the quantity of those items nor individual spending-saving patterns. Nor is 
it an “objective” correlation of indebtedness and psycho-social 
determinants. Problem debt is specified here as normative classifications, 
political negotiations regarding these classifications, and the impressions of 
both as experienced by the implicated actors.  
 
Short of ideas? 
Common for institutionalised problematisations are that they – similar to 
the Luxury Trap – are not only concerned with disclosing and adjusting 
objects of debt like principals and interests, incomes and outgoings, assets 
and liabilities but are deeply preoccupied with problematising the 
individual holders of debt. The perceived nature and attitude, motives and 

                                                   
7 See also Marron, 2012; 2014 who has conducted Post-Foucauldian analyses on 
problematisations of financial consumption and specifically, of “over-indebtedness”. 
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motivations, practices and behavioural patterns, priorities, understandings 
and thought patterns, emotional responses, and more related to the 
possessor of debt are problematised and compelled to be altered. In my 
Master’s thesis on debt advice, I intimated that people were severely 
affected by and kept in problem debt because of moral ideas regarding 
personal financial prudence, responsibility, or guilt that the measures 
ultimately subscribe to or, at least, did not dissociate from. A chasm 
seemingly defined the relationship between the external political reality, 
insisting on pacta sunt servanda (agreements must be kept) (Wiedenhoft 
Murphy, 2020, p. 456), and the first-person realities of people living with 
problem debt, resulting in the relative failure of the initiatives.  
This impression colours the present study, seeking to unfurl further 
governing moral ideas that seem uncharacteristic of a generous and 
universal welfare state like the Danish one and archaic for an economy said 
to be driven by a willingness to take on financial risks. Oddly it seems that 
ancient and preachy proverbs like “one must pay everyone their due” (in 
Danish, “svare enhver sit”), that “one must cut one’s coat according to one’s 
cloth” (in Danish, “man skal sætte tæring efter næring”, meaning that one 
must arrange or really, reduce one’s consumption to one’s earnings) or that 
“one must count one’s chickens before they are hatched” (in Danish, “man 
må ikke sælge skindet før bjørnen er skudt”, literally translated as one is not 
to sell the fur before the bear has already been shot) are very much alive and 
kicking (Thorup, 2016, pp. 10f,21).  
 
I have observed that when discussing people living with debt burdens, we 
often evoke the image of the prison. It seems that beyond working as both a 
metaphor and, for some, a very real condition for people bogged down by 
debt (LeBaron & Roberts, 2012), it also seems legitimate to speak of the 
prison in the sense that our ideas of debt are confining. The normative and 
political purpose of the present thesis is to empirically display these ideas 
and explore their effects on people, and finally, based on this, to suggest how 
we might free ourselves from this prison of thought. Key – in a dual sense – 
here, I pose, are capturing the lived experiences of people with problem debt 
and mobilising the critical-normative intuitions of people, imbued as their 
experiences are, by tension, doubt, resistance, resentment, and critique, as 
resources for political change. I believe that their moral sense heralds a way 
out. 
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1.1 Research question, sub-questions, and outline 
of the thesis 

In the coming sections, I state and delimit my research question and sub-
questions. To unfold the research question and the key concepts included in 
it, with which the reader might be unfamiliar, I go on to outline the 
methodological, theoretical, and analytical foundations of the study. After 
this, I will provide an outline of the rest of the thesis.  
 

RESEARCH QUESTION AND SUB-QUESTIONS 
The thesis addresses the following research question: 
 
How are people with debt problematised and tested by state institutions in 
Denmark, and how do these people experience these tests and the moral 
ideas regarding how one ought to live with debt underpinning them? 
 
The research question is broken down into three sub-questions. The three 
sub-questions are respectively answered in three analytical parts.  
 
As problem debt is something that is not “out there” in and of itself but 
something that must be actively labelled as such by an actor, the story told 
through the analyses commences at the initial moments in which debt often 
becomes subject to institutional problematisation, namely by 
representatives of debt collection and enforcement institutions. The subject 
of the first analytical part is these encounters between the institutional 
representatives and people with now problematised debt. The sub-
questions I answer in this analytical part are: 
 
How do, on the one hand, representatives of debt collection and 
enforcement institutions and, on the other hand, debtors experience the 
initial journeys of debt problematisation, and how do their respective 
experiences feed off each other? Through what mechanisms are the 
journeys coloured by experiences of forms of violence? 
 
The analysis takes its point of departure from the scholarly notion that the 
activities of debt collection and enforcement institutions are animated by 
violence, corporeal and other forms of violence. I analyse and discuss how 



29 
 

the encounters between people with problem debt and representatives of 
debt collection and enforcement institutions give rise to impressions and 
sensations of violence carried out by the opposite party.  
 
In the second analytical part, I show how people with problem debt seek 
ways of escaping sensations of violence by finding ways to manage problem 
debt in their day-to-day life. Sometimes these efforts are supported by debt 
advisors from state-funded debt advice agencies. In this analytical part, I 
answer the sub-questions:  
 
How are citizens to relate to and engage with problem debt via debt advice 
mediated-tests of internalisation and externalisation? In that process, how 
are these citizens to become responsible subjects? 
 
The analysis starts from the scholarly premise that today's debt advice 
initiatives afforded by authorities ultimately place the moral and financial 
responsibility for respectively entering into problem debt and for managing 
problem debt on the shoulders of the individual legal holders of debt. Here, 
I analyse and discuss the notion of “responsibilities” that people with 
problem debt are to live up to as compelled by the debt advisors.  
 
Beyond advising people on how they are to relate to and engage with 
problem debt in their everyday lives, the debt advisors, in some cases, make 
plans with people on how the latter may become free of problem debt. In the 
third analytical part, I show how people seek ways out of problem debt. 
These attempts are sometimes mediated by consumer bankruptcy court 
judges who decide whether people with problem debt are worthy of debt 
relief, also known as debt adjustment. Debt adjustment can be perceived as 
a safety valve that affords a negotiable route out of problem debt. Here, I 
answer the sub-questions: 
 
How do the debt adjustment procedures test people’s access to becoming 
free of problem debt, and how does this relate to people’s experiences of the 
promise of debt-freedom in Denmark? 
 
The analysis is founded on the scholarly premise that debt is a financial 
claim on the future and that one cannot grasp debt without paying attention 
to temporality. The debt adjustment legislation and the consumer 
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bankruptcy court judges effectively regulate the temporality of problem debt 
as they stipulate and assess when (and how) people can move beyond 
problem debt. The analysis follows the procedures through which people 
seek to become debt-free and discusses the possibilities of freedom of 
problem debt afforded by the Danish state.        
 

KEY CONCEPTS  
The analyses move through what I call “institutionalised journeys” 
punctuated by the three ideal-typical moments or phases. The three 
moments are respectively analysed in the three analytical parts: 1) 
encountering problem debt, 2) living with problem debt, and 3) moving 
beyond problem debt.  
 
 

Figure 1. The three ideal-typical moments of institutionalised 
journeys 

 
 
 
By the notion of “ideal-typical,” I in no way propose that people with 
problem debt experience these moments uniformly, nor that they 
necessarily engage with the institution that sometimes mediate this 
moment. Instead, I simply refer to the notion that any and all people living 
with problem debt somehow have to relate to these three phases in some 
manner and to some extent.  
 

1) Encountering 
problem debt

The debt collection 
and enforcement 
system 
problematising 
people's payment on 
debt

2) Living with 
problem debt

Debt advice agencies 
problematising how 
people manage debt 
in their everyday 
lives

3) Moving beyond 
problem debt

The bankruptcy court 
problematising 
people's 
deservignness to 
becoming free of debt
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The institutionalised journeys are marked by ‘tests’ which problem debt and 
people with problem debt are subjected to. Seeking a methodological and 
theoretical apparatus able to encompass concerns over moral ideas and 
power relations from the perspective of agentic persons themselves, I have 
turned to the theoretical architecture of French pragmatic sociology. 
Sociologists Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot study ordinary people in 
everyday situations of dispute in which they critically evaluate or ‘test’ the 
situation based on normative ideas of what is legitimate or ‘worthy’. 
Unveiling, on the basis of the test, illegitimate circumstances, the actors 
seek to reorder things into a more legitimate or worthy arrangement (2006; 
1999).  
I am also inspired by sociologist Jeanne Lazarus’ work on ‘credit tests.’ 
Lazarus employs her theoretical framework to representatives of banks 
testing clients’ creditworthiness (2009). In this thesis, I inspect how people 
experience engaging with tests of their problem debt, which I denote as ‘debt 
tests.’ I also examine the transformations that these debt tests exhort and 
inspect the moral ideas of worthiness that underpin the debt tests, which I 
denote as ‘debtworthiness’.  
 
I position the thesis in state-of-the-art literature on the dynamic 
relationship between households and finance known as ‘financial 
oikonomsiation’ (Ossandón, Deville, Lazarus, & Luzzi, 2021). Inspired by 
this body of work, the thesis offers a dynamic view by showing how debt 
tests are engaged remotely from the main institutional sites and how 
institutionalised debt tests are always somehow connected to other 
emblematic tribulations, primarily unfolding in and around the dwellings of 
people with problem debt.  
I have traced, followed, and examined institutionalised journeys by 
conducting interviews with people with problem debt and institutional 
representatives, acting as spokespersons for each of the above-named 
institutions, as well as observing their mutual encounters at various 
institutional sites and beyond.  
 
The institutionalised journeys are often imagined as a moral learning 
process for the individual person with problem debt. The story ends 
precisely in the moments in which the consumer bankruptcy court judge 
scrutinises the journey travelled and assesses whether the transformations 
undergone by the individual application vouches for the problem debt to be 
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legally discharged or cleansed, often accompanying the sentiment that this 
marks the re-entry of the individual into “normal” society (Peebles, 2012b; 
2013). I got the profound feeling of major puzzle pieces fitting together when 
I was encouraged to read anthropologist Mary Douglas’ classical and 
evocative work, ‘Purity and Danger’ (2002[1966]), theorising on beliefs 
about pollution and cleansing rituals. This made me aware of the ritualistic 
qualities of discrete institutional tests and, beyond this, the overall 
institutionalised journeys. In these journeys, I see shades of the tripartite 
rite of passage: from the stage of transgression to liminality and, finally, to 
re-incorporation (Gregory, 2012, p. 383).  
 

DELIMITING THE RESEARCH QUESTION 
I have decided to frame the research question as how “people” rather than 
“debt” is problematised. This underscores my empirical observation that 
institutionalised and non-institutionalised problematisations of debt are 
inherently concerned with its legal holder's actions, thoughts and feelings. 
The research question stresses that these concerns are fundamentally moral 
(“moral ideas”) – ponderings about the moral fibre and nature of people –
and declares an intent on my part to meditate on and bringing these moral 
fixations to the fore. The research question moreover accentuates my 
intention to privilege the point of view of the people (“how do these people 
experience”) subjected to the institutionalised debt tests.  
 
The present thesis is delimited to explorations of the problematisations and 
tests of personal debt. The study refrains from detailed examinations of 
institutionalised practices of issuing credit and pre-contractual 
problematisations, notably regarding advertisement, provision of 
information, assessment of creditworthiness and costs and fees. I do not 
examine problematisations and tests nor provide an overview of 
transformations relating to private or public debt, as in the problem debt 
held by companies and governments, respectively.  
I have decided not to use the denotation of “consumer debt” so to depart 
from the perhaps prevailing impression, also found on the Luxury Trap, that 
the types of debts appearing in the empirical material are narrowly related 
to matters of (conspicuous) consumption facilitated by the lending market, 
such as credit cards, payday loans and overdraft facilities. All sorts of types 
of debts are shown to be problematised. This includes, but is not limited to, 
financial debts to banks, mortgage providers, and finance companies and 
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non-financial debts to public authorities, friends and family. This means 
that the main story told in the introduction of the rise of financialisation and 
the accompanying acceleration of personal financial debt and debt struggles 
can only partially account for the structures mediating lived experiences of 
people with problem debt.  
I do not employ the notion of “household debt” – the combined debt of all 
people in a household. The notion would conceal a key analytical point of 
mine, which is to unearth the difficulties that some people with problem 
debt experience. They include letting partners and family in on their 
financial struggles – and the distress that often accompanies those struggles 
– as well as crucially, the difficulties that some experience financially and 
emotionally managing domestic relations and life.  
 

OUTLINE OF THE THESIS 
The rest of the thesis comprises eight chapters, unfolding and answering the 
above research question.  
 
The second chapter further unpacks the literature on personal debt and my 
chosen theoretical framework. The third chapter unfurls and reflects on my 
chosen methodologies and the empirical material produced, functioning as 
a backdrop for a bird’s eye view of the overall research design. The fourth 
chapter focuses on the initial encounters with problem debt and how the 
debt collection and enforcement system might mediate these experiences. 
The fifth chapter focuses on people’s attempts to manage problem debt, 
perhaps mediated by debt advice agencies, and centres on the qualities of 
life with problem debt. The sixth chapter analyses people’s strivings for and 
movements towards debt redemption and how the bankruptcy court 
mediates these experiences. The seventh chapter is comprised by a 
conclusion, in which I answer the research question, and a reflection on the 
contributions of the thesis. Based upon the analyses, I discuss the 
government of problem debt in Denmark and how one might reform the 
welfare state safety valves in relation to problem personal debt. Lastly, there 
is a bibliography followed by Danish and English abstracts.  
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2. Theoretical horizons: Everyday 
moral debt tests  
In the present chapter, I clarify my conception of two key concepts, namely 
that of ‘debt’ and that of ‘tests.’ The chapter is to be read in succession as I 
first explicate how I conceive debt and then build upon this conception by 
adding the key French pragmatic sociological concept of test to my 
understanding of problem debt.  
  
After presenting and extrapolating the main features of debt as shown in 
classical and new advancements of sociological and anthropological 
theorisations of debt, I position myself in the literature of financial 
oikonomisation. According to axioms found in this body of work, I theorise 
debt as a phenomenon that is always situated, relational, uncertain, and 
practically negotiated as well as morally ambivalent. I move on to argue that 
the development of French pragmatic sociology – my chosen theoretical 
framework– not only resonates with the pragmatic stance in the financial 
oikonomisation literature but also holds the potential for a crucial 
contribution to the literature. I argue that French pragmatic sociology offers 
lenses and concepts able to go deeply into questions pondered by financial 
oikonomisation scholars while being largely overlooked in the corpus.  
I go over key meta-concepts from French pragmatic sociology, including 
that of ‘test’. I reinterpret and operationalise the meta-concepts as chore 
components of an overall analytical strategy tailored to address my 
analytical aims. Then I sketch sub-concepts that will help me focus on 
specific wrinkles in the analyses. Arguing that ritualistic qualities mark the 
tests of problem debt in Denmark, I briefly indicate how anthropologist 
Mary Douglas’ classical theorisation of pollution and ritual cleansing can 
help elucidate these qualities.         
 

2.1 Theorisations of debt 

In this section, I will follow different outlines of some of the most notable 
sociological and anthropological theorisations of personal debt and 
personal problem debt, spanning classical work and newer developments 
(Dodd, 2014; Featherstone, 2019; Harker & Kirwan, 2019; Sabaté Muriel, 
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2020; Saiag, 2020; Wiedenhoft Murphy, 2020). As the wider literature on 
debt is enormous, I will not provide an exhaustive review of all existing work 
on debt. Instead, I carry out a strategic literature argument, focusing in 
particular on the work by Graeber, Lazzarato and governmentality scholars, 
according to which I illustrate how the literature calls attention to three 
pivotal features of debt, namely the intimate link between debt and 
temporality, violence and moral responsibility respectively. As with other 
recent advancements in debt research, I locate blind spots in the imagaries 
of personal debt found in the aforementioned literature. After my reading 
of Graeber, Lazzarato, and governmentality studies, I outline these recent 
advancements, leading to the theoretical conception of debt adopted in the 
present thesis.  
 

DEBT AS A DIS-EMBEDDING MONOLITHIC FORCE 
Debt and temporality 
Anthropologist Marcel Mauss, has perhaps written the classical theoretical 
treatise on debt in ‘The Gift.’ Mauss analyses exchange in so-called ‘archaic’ 
societies, refuting, based on ethnographic material, established liberal and 
utilitarian conceptions of exchange, economic life, and its origins. Mauss 
does this by tracing present-day money exchange – perceived to conform to 
the individualist, self-interested and calculative nature of homo 
oeconomicus – back to the collective or grouped, intensely morally and 
emotionally loaded exchange of gifts. He opposes the sharp distinction 
between traditional and modern economic forms, professing that gift 
exchange, its meanings, and moralities, albeit veiled or subdued, are still 
operative in or actually permeate liberal societies (Mauss, 2011[1925]). One 
example of this is credit and debt (Peebles, 2010, p. 226), founded upon 
reciprocal relationships of obligation: if one, as a debtor, receives credit, one 
is compelled to repay the donor or creditor so to discharge the debt owed – 
one cannot simply refute one’s obligation to the creditor. Resonating with 
Peebles’ review of anthropological writings on credit/debt, referenced in the 
introduction, Mauss paints debt to be a hybrid or an ambivalent 
phenomenon, potentially generating freedom or obligation, subordination 
or solidarity, humiliation or honour, violence or peace, and wealth or 
austerity (2011[1925]).    
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Mauss shows gifts/debt as ‘total social phenomena’, pervading social life.8 
He argues, like his uncle and formal founder of sociology, Émile Durkheim, 
that the glue and force of long-standing economic contracts, for instance, 
mortgage loans, emanate from their social origin, from sanctioned and 
binding obligations (Dodd, 2014, p. 31). Scholars find that one pivotal 
feature defining debt, contrary to “ordinary” exchange and barter, is its 
temporality, its ability to bind. In a major work, renowned sociologist and 
anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu critically engages with Mauss. Bourdieu 
calls attention to the “temporal structure of gift exchange,” more 
specifically, the “lapse of time separating the gift from counter-gift”– or the 
“interval” between credit-giving and debt fulfilment in the legally ensured 
version of lending (Bourdieu, 1977, pp. 5,6). Debt operates via a 
“manipulation of time” (Ibid., p. 6), the “contracting parties conjoin[ing] 
their respective futures and pasts, materializing their temporal bond” in the 
debt contract (Peebles, 2010, p. 227). It is, among others from this temporal 
structure, from the financial claim of the future that religions have 
condemned debt as sinful, seeing how creditors sell and thus effectively steal 
time from God (Wiedenhoft Murphy, 2020, p. 446).  
 
Debt and violence 
The recently deceased David Graeber builds on the anthropological legacy 
from Mauss in the groundbreaking work ‘Debt: The First 5,000 Years’ 
(Graeber, 2014, pp. 395f). Here Graeber too stresses the significance of 
temporality, pinning down debt as “an exchange that has not been brought 
to completion” (Ibid., p. 121). Graeber, like Mauss, defines the debt 
obligation as an ambivalent hybrid: the two parties being (at least, legally 
speaking) of equal status while the incompletion or the inability of 
completion in case of unpayable debt – perhaps unfolding “when the 
temporalities of life intersect badly with the calendrics of repayment”9 
(Guyer, 2012, p. 497) – entail that equality has not yet been or can never be 

                                                   
8 Vaccaro et al. argue that “[l]ike Mauss’s [sic] gift, debt touches nearly every social 
institution—from reorganizing kinship structures to retooling forms of ritual to altering the 
way people understand their life projects to changing the way subjects imagine a polity” 
(2020, p. 56). 
9 Supposedly interest payments hail historically from this temporal collision: “The longer 
it takes a debtor to repay his or her [sic] loan, the more interest a creditor can collect to 
compensation [sic] for the loss of time his or her money could have possibly made if it was 
invested elsewhere”  (Wiedenhoft Murphy, 2020, p. 449).   
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restored and that “debtor and creditor confront each other like peasant 
before a feudal lord” (Graeber, 2014, p. 121). Graeber takes stock of the 
bailout of the ‘one percent’, while the ’99 percent’ still had to pay their 
liabilities – slogans that Graeber allegedly coined – as well as other thinkers, 
such as the previously referenced Federici and Lazzarato. While Graeber 
follows Mauss’ intuition he advances an essentialist or unequivocal reading 
of debt, that is, a reading of debt as profoundly destructive, 
hierarchical/asymmetric, oppressive, and exploitive (Allon, 2015, p. 689; 
Joseph, 2014).  
 
Moving through 5,000 years of human history, Graeber finds that 
commercial economies and money are founded upon violence. Commercial 
economies arise from and fuel war, conquest, and slavery (2014, pp. 127ff). 
In the latter case, primarily, women are “ripped from their context” and 
circulate as the “most extreme form” of being reduced to 
commodities/money (Ibid., pp. 162,163). Graeber puts this succinctly: “If 
we have become a debt society, it is because the legacy of war, conquest, and 
slavery has never completely gone away” (Ibid., p. 164). 
Graeber’s historical narrative of the destruction of ‘human economies’ (a 
term coined by the anthropologist Hart (2000)) – wherein ‘social 
currencies’, such as gifts, create and reorder social relationships – by a 
‘military-coinage-slavery complex’10 (Graeber, 2014, p. 229) echoes the 
dystopian vision of the ascent of modern money presented in or, at least, 
read into classical social thought. This includes Karl Marx’s theory of 
‘primitive accumulation’ and ‘alienation’ – which Graeber has previously 
sought to integrate with Mauss (2001) – Karl Polanyi’s ‘great 
transformation’-thesis, Max Weber’s ‘disenchantment’-narrative, Simmel’s 
idea of the tragic ‘objectification’ of culture and Jürgen Habermas’ notion of 

                                                   
10 Graeber thinks here with sociologist, Geoffrey Ingham’s notion of ‘military-coinage 
complex’, denoting the “connection between conquest, the consolidation of states through 
taxation, and the creation of sovereign monetary spaces” (2004, pp. 99,100). 
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‘system colonisation’  (Zelizer, 1997, pp. 1ff).11;12 The simple notion is that 
the “great transformation” (Polanyi, 2001[1944]) afforded by capitalism is 
spearheaded by the corruption and erosion of culture and the reduction of 
social life to the “cash nexus” (Marx in Zelizer, 1997, p. 7): from a world 
‘embedded’ in inner, social and sacred attachments, meanings and 
moralities to a profane, asocial world ruled by detachment, individualism, 
materialism, homogeneity, instrumentality and above all, the 
‘colourlessness’ that define relations between indifferent strangers (Simmel 
in Zelizer, 1997, p. 1).13  
Like Mauss before him, Graeber punctures the ‘myth of barter’ commonly 
assumed in mainstream economics (2014, pp. 21ff). This myth speculates 
that money, in a roundabout way, derives from market trade, in which 
money as an ever-tradable commodity becomes a natural invention (Ibid., 
p. 25). Other than the myth of barter, Graeber critiques anthropological and 
sociological conceptions of money tied to society or nation-state. Here 
money is essentially presented as debt: a circulating, quantified trust 
underwritten by states, legally validating these debts or IOUs as money and 
enforcing debt settlement (Ibid., pp. 43ff). Graeber finds that such theories 
ultimately subscribe to the so-called ‘myth of primordial debt’ that contends 
that money effectively seeks to calculate the incalculable debt to society 
itself, that “[t]axes are just a measure of our debt to the society that has 
made us” (Graeber, 2014, p. 59).  

                                                   
11 Graeber does argue that multiple modes of economic interaction today are widespread 
and intertwine – in fact, “communistic” modes of engagement is said to be the very 
“foundation of all societies” (2014, p. 96) – but the story he narrates “reduces this 
synchronic complexity to a linear diachronic trajectory in which violence brings exchange 
to dominance” (Joseph, 2014, p. 7). 
12 I expand on Graeber’s dis-embedment narrative in the sub-section, ‘Brief interlude: 
Graeber’s conflation of violence and ‘equivalence’’ (chapter 4.2).   
13 Political economist, Martijn Konings, adds up the dis-embedment narrative in 
contemporary “Progressive” thought: “This model depicts markets as eroding social ties 
and weakening norms, and money as imposing a regime of cold, abstract calculation that 
undermines the organic connectedness and diversity of human life. It emphasizes that 
economic forces are often in conflict with the substance of social life, that their growth 
occurs at the expense of communal institutions, and that there is something artificial and 
therefore ultimately unsustainable about this process. In this perspective, the market has 
spun out of control; and the task facing society and its democratic institutions is to push 
back and limit the pernicious consequences of unshackled markets” (2015, p. 1). 
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Violence or the violence deriving from the quantification of bodies as means 
of debt payment is the answer to Graeber’s riddle of the origins of modern 
money – as well as the second pivotal feature of debt accentuated in the 
literature. 
 
The intimate link between debt and violence is also famously propelled in 
the work of Lazzarato. In ‘The making of the indebted man’, Lazzarato 
reflects on the current ‘debt economy’ and argues that the class-relationship 
(and struggle) between debtor and creditor (or rentier) has “expanded its 
hold over all social relations”, even supplanting the prior capitalist relation 
of dominance between worker and industrial capitalist (2012, p. 23). In 
actuality, the creditor-debtor relationship historically precedes and 
transcends the latter, just as the “real” economy presupposes credit (Ibid., 
pp. 20ff).  
Lazzarato takes inspiration from, among others, Nietzsche’s primordial 
debt thesis, insisting that the “archetype” of social relations is not equal 
exchange, as proposed by economists, but asymmetric debt – that human 
existence inherently takes the form of “infinite” indebtedness, of being 
eternally in financial (contractual, monetary, sanctioned) debt or (moral, 
natural, unenforceable) debts of gratitude to past or present others (Adkins, 
2017, p. 440n1; Lazzarato, 2012, pp. 33,77).14  
In the Second Essay of ‘On the Genealogy of Morals’ (2006[1887]) Nietzsche 
speculates that the civilising of human beings derives from an ancient 
encounter between persons in the guise of creditors and debtors and the 
features of memory, subjectivity and moral conscience is being installed by 
the latter failing to honour their past promise by future debt repayments. 
The terrible secret to the processual civilisation of dutiful human beings lies 
in the techniques of bodily cruelty inscribing the above traits deep within 
debtors (Lazzarato, 2012, pp. 39ff). According to Nietzsche, measuring and 
calculating – and by extension, modern-day accounting (Ibid., p. 43) – 
originates from the very practice of equating debt violation with corporeal 

                                                   
14 Here, anthropologist Isabel Guérin, references Indologist, Charles Malamoud, who 
writes that debt “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 in Guérin, 2014, p. s40). Graeber cites Vedic poems from around 1500-1200 
AD on life itself conceived as a debt: “A man, being born, is a debt; by his own self he is 
born to Death, and only when he sacrifices does he redeem himself from Death” (2014, p. 
56). 



40 
 

punishments: “[T]he creditor could inflect all kinds of dishonour and 
torture on the body of the debtor, for example, cutting as much flesh off as 
seemed appropriate for the debt” (Nietzsche in Lazzarato, 2012, p. 43).  
  
In Nietzsche’s theorisation of debt, temporality and violence/power are then 
intimately linked, the spawn of which is individual guilt or lack thereof of 
which I soon return. Debt is here presented as an archaic relation in a dual 
sense: as both a historical retreat and a barbaric backlash to something akin 
to an ancient religious tribute (Dodd, 2014, pp. 23ff). We see similar notions 
in the writings of Marx, conceiving “land rent and usury as survivals from 
feudal times” and that credit renders estrangement complete (Hudson, 
2020; Lazzarato, 2012, pp. 56f), and Simmel, who imagines a future 
grounded on free, direct exchange rather than that of binding credit and 
debt relations (Simmel in Peebles, 2010, p. 226).  
This conception is also recognised in recent accounts such as by those of 
economic historian, Michael Hudson, who argues that economy and society 
have once again regressed at the hands of predatory, oligarchic creditors, 
marking a “replay” of “history [in which] debt has been the major lever 
privatizing land and reducing populations to bondage” (2020). Such 
accounts forebode the “return to prominence of the rentier” (Lapavistas in 
Adkins, 2019, pp. 36,36f). Graeber similarly depicts the periodical back-
and-forth switch between the two sides of the coin (Hart, 1986) – between 
relatively peaceful times dominated by token or credit money (“heads”) and 
violent times, in which bullion or commodity money were predominant 
(“tails”) (Graeber, 2014). 
 
Debt and moral responsibility 
While similarly stressing the economic and ethical conception of production 
– as both “labour” and “work on the self”15 (Lazzarato, 2012, p. 38) – 
Lazzarato critically engages with philosopher Michel Foucault’s writings on 
neoliberalism in ‘The Birth of Biopolitics’ (2008). While prescient, 
according to Lazzarato, Foucault, failed to see that the grand narrative of 
the shareholding and creative “entrepreneur of the self,” the agent of ever-
accumulating “human capital,” in fact, were “political illusions” (Lazzarato, 

                                                   
15 For this reason, one could oppositely argue that Lazzarato, inspired by Foucault’s legacy, 
actually promotes a productive view of debt in the sense that debt relations format or 
produce certain forms of indebted subjectivities (Wiedenhoft Murphy, 2020, p. 446). 
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2012, p. 8). These illusions veiled the actual moulding and control of the 
permanently ‘indebted man’ (sic) (Ibid.). This is a subject figure who is 
deprived of security, wealth, democracy and alternative futures while being 
held financially, economically and morally “responsible and guilty for his 
[sic] particular fate” that is assuming “the way of life (consumption, work, 
public spending, taxes, etc.) compatible with reimbursement” (Ibid., pp. 
9,31). This is due to having supposedly individually (in the form of personal 
debt) or collectively (in the form of state debt) freely entered into debt 
contracts while behaving sinfully, as Nietzsche would have it, or as “greedy 
loafers” (Ibid., pp. 9,30f). Moral responsibility is the third pivotal feature of 
debt highlighted in the literature.  
Lazzarato stresses the intimate connection between neoliberal power and 
debt – particularly how (welfare) states have to appeal to and rely on the 
interest-bearing loans of private creditors (Ibid., pp. 18ff). He conceives the 
creditor-debtor relation to be the “centerpiece” of neoliberal policies, which 
are “founded on a logic of debt” (Ibid., pp. 23,25). As noted in the 
introduction, the link between explosive personal debt/indebtedness and 
neoliberalist ideology and measures has become prevalent in the literature 
on debt (see Bear, 2015; Blyth, 2013; Konings, 2015). 
 
Lazzataro furthermore draws on the philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari, among others Deleuze’s assertion that we have left behind the 
Foucauldian ‘disciplinary society’ populated by the “worker-prisoner” and 
now find ourselves in a free floating, networky, consumerist and 
hypermediated ‘control society’ composed of “debtor-addicts” (Fisher, 
2009, pp. 21ff,23). This is a society in which “man [sic] is no longer a man 
[sic] confined but a man [sic] in debt” (Deleuze in Lazzarato, 2012, p. 90).16 
In a similar strain, other scholars like the sociologist Mark Horsley relate 
the rapid proliferation of credit scoring, consumer credit, and indebtedness 
to diagnoses of the de-traditionalised, fast-paced, and highly atomistic 
‘enjoyment society’ as portrayed in the works of impactful sociologists like 
Zygmunt Bauman, Ulrich Beck, and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim and 
Anthony Giddens as well as the philosopher, Slavoj Žižek (2015, p. 102ff). 
Such takes on the entanglement of consumer debt and fantastical individual 
hedonism and solipsism propel a somewhat “conservative” stance on debt – 

                                                   
16 Although other scholars, for instance political scientist Tayyab Mahmud stress the 
intertwinement of ‘Debt and Discipline’ (2012). 
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perhaps even “unsociological” in its morally indignant kernel (Adkins, 2019, 
p. 35).   
Although – or perhaps for this reason – individual credit consumption and 
indebtedness have not been fully severed from moral structures but, as TV 
shows like the Luxury Trap illustrate, have been wrapped in norms of 
responsibility. Taking the torch from Weber’s famous essay on the 
relationship between religious ethics of spiritual vocation and salvation 
mutating into secular productivism and acquisitive desires under capitalism 
(2003[1905]), Foucault similarly focuses on the association between 
neoliberal discourses and the attempted shaping of entrepreneurial 
subjects. Important here are the oft-referenced Post-Foucauldian accounts 
on the link between financial discourses and the constitution of everyday 
investor subjects.17 Closest to my aims is the work conducted on the 
problematisation of “over-indebtedness” by authorities (in the UK) as a 
concern over the ‘financial capabilities’ of certain debtors (Marron, 2012). 
Policies – above all, financial literacy initiatives18 – are supposed to develop 
the financial capability of credit users so that they can competently manage 
their freedom of choice in the open credit market by temporally balancing 
consumption and salaried production (Ibid., p. 411).  
Such policies become yet another instantiation of the ongoing edification of 
individuals’ ‘responsibilisation’ under ‘advanced liberalism’ (Rose, 1999) as 
over-indebtedness is explained (away) with that of the attitudes and 
behaviour of delinquent individuals inept at conforming to the ethos of 
financial and moral responsibility (Marron, 2012; Marron, 2014; Pathak, 
2014; Walker, 2012). The scholars argue that the adoption of such a “skewed 
understanding of structure and agency” in the schemes effectively 
individualises and moralises the spread of personal struggles with debt, 
rendering invisible the fact that “personal debt has arisen largely as a result 
of structural changes in employment, credit and housing markets” (Pathak, 
2014, p. 91; Walker, 2012, p. 537). By placing the political and moral onus 
on the individual, such policies reproduce and reinforce a “discourse where 

                                                   
17 See the sub-section, ‘The contemporary formation of personal debt’ in the introduction, 
briefly presenting the literature on the ‘financialisation of the everyday’.  
18 See Lazarus, 2020 for a review of the concept of, research on, and the normative-political 
effects of financial literacy. 
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suffering19 accrues in relation to the dispositional flaws of the individual” 
(Walker, 2012, p. 535).  
 
In this way, debt and its intimate connection with moral responsibility (or 
guilt) and suffering (or violence), as traced by Nietzsche, Lazzarato, and 
Graeber, seems to have intensified under the ideological crusade of 
neoliberalism (Joseph, 2014).20 In all cases, the skewed 
understanding/ideology/myths of individual (debtor) moral-financial 
responsibility legitimise any felt suffering or imposition of violence while 
masking the injustice and obsceneness of this structural arrangement.21  
The real structural constraints are frequently referred to as the ‘defensive 
consumption hypothesis,’22 detailing how the cuts in social spending, the 
deflation of wages, rising prices etcetera shift the economic-moral burden 
from a situation in which costs were socialized by states – or communities 
in Graeber’s version – to a situation in which costs are now privatised and 
individualised (Gonzalez, 2015, pp. 783ff). In this regard, political 
economist, Susanne Soederberg, has famously coined the term ‘debtfare 
state’ to denote states’ normalisation and naturalisation of the dependency 
experienced by the vulnerable classes of working poor people and ‘surplus 
populations’ on contentious, high-interest consumer credit products (2014). 
However, in another hallmark work by economic sociologist, Wolfgang 

                                                   
19 In the article, Walker cites the “growing consensus from medical and mainstream 
psychological science practitioners that experiences of over-indebtedness and financial 
strain are conclusively associated with mental health problems, distress and suffering” 
(2012, p. 534). 
20 Philosopher Judith Butler made the same connection during a virtual lecture (2021). 
21 I find that Graeber’s end chapter about our current condition or predicament of social 
reproduction illustrates how the true structural constraints are masked by individualist 
ideology: “At the same time, there is something profoundly deceptive going on here. All 
these moral dramas start from the assumption that personal debt is ultimately a matter of 
self-indulgence, a sin against one's loved ones-and therefore, that redemption must 
necessarily be a matter of purging and restoration of ascetic self-denial. What's being 
shunted out of sight here is first of all the fact that everyone is now in debt …, and that very 
little of this debt was accrued by those determined to find money to bet on the horses or 
toss away on fripperies … One must go into debt to achieve a life that goes in any way 
beyond sheer survival” (2014, p. 379).  
22 In contrast to critical social research, media outlets often adopt the contrasting 
‘overconsumption hypothesis’ in which indebtedness and debt difficulties are linked to 
consumer profligacy (Gonzalez, 2015, p. 784). 
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Streeck, he contends that ‘debtfare’ merely “buys us time” before an 
inevitable collapse (2014).  
 

THE PARTICULARITIES OF DEBT EXPERIENCES AND MORAL 
CONTESTATIONS 
Challenging an essentialist conception of debt 
Sociologist Beverley Skeggs, suggests that the work conducted by scholars 
of governmentality and neoliberalism repeats the age-old dis-embedment 
and -enchantment narrative of how capitalism corrodes social and intimate 
relations and culture, boiling every aspect of our lives down to capital. In the 
version of governmentality, the norms of capitalism are soaked up by our 
minds and hearts (2014).  
Skeggs finds that such “theories performatively reproduce the very 
conditions they describe”, causing blindness towards the cracks in and the 
residues left behind by the attempted expansion of capital (Ibid., p. 1). As a 
result, we become blind to “our own and others’ moments of love, care, and 
enchantment, to the connections that enable us to flourish” (Ibid., p. 17). 
Echoing this, Pellandini-Simányi et al., find that “the argument that 
everyday life has been recently subject to financialization appears not as a 
new phenomenon but as no more than another chapter in the long history 
of moral concerns over the corrupting forces of the economy over culture, 
which has accompanied market economy from early modernity” and 
demonstrate that “[t]hese logics [assumed to be carried by financial 
discourses, products and devices], however, hardly ever succeed in shaping 
everyday subjectivity to their own image” (Pellandini-Simányi, Hammer, & 
Vargha, 2015, pp. 734f,753).  
 
I feature these critical takes on the governmentality literature as a precursor 
to advancing two points: 1) that it seems reasonable to juxtapose the 
accounts by Graeber, Lazzarato, governmentality scholars,23 and others as 
propounding an “essentialist” image of debt (Saiag, 2020, p. 3), as an 
unequivocally destructive monolith causing dis-embedment, and 2) that 

                                                   
23 Political economist, Martijn Konings, chimes in on the performativity of Foucauldian 
research. That is, how subjects become the flesh and blood embodiments of the current 
vision of dis-embedded capitalism (2015, p. 2). These subjects are “more competent 
versions of the subjects of economic theory: actors who know how to use the freedoms and 
technologies of neoliberal capitalism to render themselves governable” (Ibid., p. 29).  
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there has been a recent movement in the literature on debt that seeks new, 
“situated” understandings of debt (Ibid.). These writings often frame 
themselves in explicit opposition to the above monolithic conception of 
debt.   
Some of the research, adhering to the movement of new debt research, 
specifically questions and opposes the essentialist portrayal of the three 
features of debt. That is, a view of debt as a social force that operates via an 
unchangeable manipulation of the temporality of, the use of violence 
against, and deceptive imposition of moral responsibility on debtors.24 
Research shows how the wider securitisation of financial personal debt – as 
well as everyday non-disciplinary moments (Kirwan, Dawney, & Walker, 
2019) – break away from the pre-set ‘calendrics of repayment’ (Adkins, 
2017; Adkins, 2018);25 Other studies question the presumed automatism 
and effectiveness of violence and power of debt collection and enforcement 
(Davey, 2019a; Davey, 2019b; Deville, 2015); Lastly, some researchers 
question the allegation that debt collection agencies necessarily seeks to 
engage debtors as financially and morally responsible subjects (Deville, 
2012), while other studies detail state driven debt advice schemes in a 
disruptive light, revealing how they challenge debt as necessarily an issue of 
debtor morality (James & Kirwan, 2020; Kirwan, 2019a).  
 
Reverting to the ambivalent view of debt 
The above research feed into a body of work that dispels any “grand unified 
theory” of credit and debt and a presumed “uniformity of their effects” and 
instead seeks to capture particular “embedded and embodied relations to 
debt and credit” (Deville & Seigworth, 2015, pp. 619,626). This research 
body draws on new anthropological studies of both formal and informal 
debt26 (Guérin, 2014; James, 2015; Peebles, 2010; Roitman, 2003) and 

                                                   
24 Cultural economist, Fiona Allon, puts it this way:  “debt [in these and other critical 
accounts] is a category that remains constant throughout time, describing a common form 
of subordination and struggle despite the widely different historical conditions in which it 
occurs …  [D]ebt is essentially the same time-honoured contractual obligation, or promise 
to pay, enforceable by the violence of morality and/or the state” (2015, p. 689)  
25 In relation to the emphasis on the relation between debt and temporality, new research 
– particularly brought to light in work conducted by Peebles (2012b; 2013) – has focussed 
on the dynamics between debt and spatiality (Harker & Kirwan, 2019).  
26 Sociological research in comparison usually focus on formal (capitalistic/non-
communal) debt items due to the research often being conducted at the centre of the “world 
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revitalise the Maussian impulse of debt being a “deeply ambivalent and 
paradoxical” phenomenon (Saiag, 2020, p. 11).  
 
Transgressing the dichotomy of productive/destructive and its cognate 
dualities, the research draws on newer lines of social theory, like that of 
affect theory and its attention to bodily intimacies in social life. A typical 
reference is that of recently deceased cultural theorist, Lauren Berlant, 
invoked to show how debt both holds out the potential of the ‘good life’ and 
that of ‘slow death’27 – how debt can both breathe air into aspirations of 
socio-economic mobility and end up as a self-undermining trap (Allon, 
2015; Halawa, 2015).  
The research also takes inspiration from science and technology studies, 
attuned to the processual and uneven ‘qualifications’ of financial 
institutions, products, and rational-calculative agents (Çalışkan & Callon, 
2009; Callon, 1998b; MacKenzie, 2006). Zooming in on the ‘performative’ 
affordances of socio-technical ‘devices’ (Muniesa, Millo, & Callon, 2007) – 
like that of debt collection letters (Deville, 2014)28 – the theory moves 
beyond the classical divide between ‘formalism’ and ‘substantivism’. While 
formalism conceives persons as innately defined by instrumental 
rationality, as in neo-classical economic conceptions, substantivism finds 
that people, and the specific rationalities shaping how they collectively meet 
their material needs, are shaped by society, as in political economy and 
anthropology (Çalışkan & Callon, 2009, pp. 373ff).  
Research moreover takes inspiration from cultural sociologist Viviana 
Zelizer, who famously challenges the dis-embedment narrative and narrow 
economistic (rational, instrumental, individualist and so on) take on money. 
Zelizer does this by unveiling how people ‘earmark’ financial means so that 
money or rather, monies – parallel to the ‘special-purpose monies’ that 
Polanyi situates in the nonindustrial world (Dodd, 2014, p. 282) – are 
assigned restricted personalised uses, meanings, and moralities as part of 
the ‘relational work’ taking place in domestic settings (Zelizer, 1997; Zelizer, 
2012). The financial obligation of debt then enters into a broader sphere of 
obligations, entangling with all sorts of social commitments (Harker, 2014). 
                                                   
economy” (Saiag, 2020, p. 6).  
27 Social theorist, Miranda Joseph, was the first to apply Berlant’s theoretical architecture 
to the study of debt (2014).   
28 Deville constructs a theoretical apparatus that integrates performativity and affect theory 
(2015). 
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Anthropologist Isabel Guérin (2014), likewise depicts poor rural Indian 
women ‘juggling’ with different debt items so to reproduce and reinforce 
socially, materially and morally beneficial ties, while anthropologist Clara 
Han (2012) examines Chileans in situations defined by pervasive 
indebtedness in their attempts at upholding obligations of care. These 
authors then display the connectivities of/around debt – how debt relations 
may go well beyond that of creditor and debtor.29 
 
This is not to claim that debt never “interferes with, disrupts and intrudes 
into the intimacies of life,” that debt repayment or put differently, “caring 
for debts” never “competes with the material, emotional and legal 
obligations of care and responsibility that constitute households” 
(Montgomerie & Tepe-Belfrage, 2017, p. 664). Rather, echoing social 
theorist, Miranda Joseph, this research avoids the sort of ‘repressive 
hypothesis’ that posits debt as a corrosive force that reduces “communal 
relations based on interpersonal trust” to “depersonalized calculation” 
(2014, pp. 3,6). This view presupposes a domestic, natural, or 
“autochthonous” local sphere and the market as something distant in time 
and place that injects an alien and invasive force, in the guise of debt, into 
the former (Ibid., p. 2).  
Following anthropologist Janet Roitman,30 as Joseph and other researchers 
do, debt is not “exterior to a primary, original situation” of human relations, 
in which debt operates as a “perversion or deviation” (Roitman, 2003, p. 
212), a problematised situation in need of being rectified. Instead Roitman’s 
point of departure is that “debt can be a mode of either affirming or denying 
sociability” as well as morality. This re-orientation speaks to an emerging 
sentiment that paints debt as well as finance, the market, and neoliberalism 
more broadly as moral and normative objects or projects in their own right 
rather than as morally deceptive or as destructive of long-held moralities 
(Cooper, 2017; Fourcade & Healy, 2007; Konings, 2015). 
 

                                                   
29 Other research moreover troubles the notion that debt consists of an impersonal relation 
that narrowly links individual debtor to individual creditor (Ossandón, 2017; Stout, 2016). 
30 Roitman is, among others, recognised for calling attention to “the productive nature of 
debt and debt relations” (2003, p. 212). 
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Everyday forms of debt resistance 
The research then moves away from an abstract and homogenous view of 
debt by specifying and emphasising particularities and context-dependency 
concerning both distinct debt instruments, the particular person(s)-debt 
relations and experiences forged, and the historical, financial, economic, 
social, cultural, political, regulatory and moral arrangements in which debt 
instruments and relations are entangled and unfold.  
Here, it makes sense to bring out the scholarly work conducted by 
sociologist Lisa Adkins. Adkins shows how contemporary finance-led 
capitalism, defined by the securitisation and trading of debts-as-assets, 
operates on the basis of social classifications like class, gender, race, age, 
etcetera.31 Sub-groupings are being financially transformed – pooled, 
sliced, and ranked, just like the assets traded – according to a calculus of the 
relative financial risks they pose, and the resulting expected value (Adkins, 
2016, p. 320; Adkins, 2017, p. 459). Adkins’ analyses designate that the 
preferred indebted subject might not be that of a man (‘indebted’), as 
proposed by Lazzarato (2014), but rather the figure of the (‘speculative’) 
female subject being targeted (Adkins, 2017, pp. 453,459f; Kirwan, 2019a, 
p. 324).  
 
A notable wrinkle in the attention to particulars is the accentuation that 
financial or neoliberal subject positions are not merely adopted – 
contrasting the image of subjectification as automatic and total ascribed to 
governmentality work32 - but for uneven, ‘variegated’ or ‘semi-financialised’ 

                                                   
31 See among others Allon, 2015 and Joseph, 2014 for the intersection between particular 
debt instruments and the asymmetries of class, gender and race.  
32 The presumptions of subjectification as mechanical or smooth in certain works of 
Foucault has been challenged theoretically by social theorists like Giorgio Agamben, Rosi 
Braidotti and Stuart Hall (Konings, 2015, pp. 28ff) and empirically, among others by 
governmentality inspired scholars studying the relation between finance and subjectivity. 
For example, economic geographer, Paul Langley, criticises the “relatively unproblematic” 
performance of subjectivities in governmentality literature rendering subjects “artefacts of, 
and not architects” in subjecitification (2008, pp. 33ff,35). Deville argues that the totalising 
sentiments in the post-Foucauldian governmentality research are actually at odds with 
Foucault’s own argument in which he adduced that “the rise of a society  dominated  by  
techniques  of  governmentality  did  not  mean  the  replacement  of  a  society  of  discipline,  
or  indeed  a  society  of  sovereignty,  but  rather their coexistence” (2015, p. 175). In this 
way, Deville, following Foucault, opens up for the plurality in ordering and moreover, for 
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subjectivities. The empirical subjects reveal to be agentic, incessantly 
negotiating, and, often, ‘reluctant’ in their engagement with debt and the 
indebted, neoliberal subjectivities that financial discourses call forth 
(Pellandini-Simányi, Hammer, & Vargha, 2015; Pellandini-Simányi & 
Banai, 2021; Samec, 2018).  
The research then highlights the recalcitrance, opposition, contestations 
and ‘evasions’ – or ‘everyday forms of [debt] resistance’ (Montgomerie & 
Tepe-Belfrage, 2019; Scott, 1985) – that people might perform (Davey, 
2019a; Peebles, 2012b). Moving beyond the small or local instances of 
‘infra-politics,’33 some people seek to contest the disciplinary and binding 
hold that debt can have34 in more strategic and socially transformative (and 
exceptional) revolts against the power of debt (Sabaté Muriel, 2020, pp. 2,6; 
Saiag, 2020, p. 20). Illustrious examples include the calls for ‘Debt Strike’ 
and ‘Rolling Jubilee,’ offshoot groups spurred by the Occupy Wall Street 
movement. Among others, the movement draws, on the long history of the 
religiously underpinned Debt Jubilee, whereby authorities recurrently 
provide relief for unsustainable debt burdens (Ross, 2013; Ross, 2014; 
Strike Debt, 2012).  
Individual and collective forms of debt resistance challenge the prevailing 
moralities – the sanctity of the obligation to repay or, beyond this, the 
ideology of the debt economy as such (Sabaté Muriel, 2020, pp. 1,6). They 
do this by pointing out how widely shared moral-economic ideas35 , or 

                                                   
“messy” rather than uniform subjectivities (ibid). 
33 I took part in the panel, ‘Contesting Household Debt: Politics, Infrapolitics, and the 
Political Economy of Debtor-Creditor Relations’, convened by Marek Mikuš and Irene 
Sabaté Muriel, during the UIAES congress of 2020 taking place in December 2021 
(https://iuaes2020.conventuscredo.hr/panel/panel-no-20/).   
34 Debt has been and is utilised to promote docility and conformity, as Wiedenhoft Murphy 
writes: “government policies promoting homeownership in the US and the UK have been 
influenced by the idea that owing property binds citizens to the state and reduces the 
likelihood of revolt” (2020, p. 452). Parallel to this is the experience of many nations of the 
Global South, where Western countries, via the IMF and the World Bank, in a move to 
guard against the allures of communism, granted loans against the cost of the structural 
adjustment programmes, facilitating the entry of capitalism (as well as high 
unemployment, increasing taxes, reduced state resources and lack of representation) (Ibid., 
pp. 453f).  
35 In fact, Ross finds that the “moral demonization of debt refusal is the biggest obstacle to 
building a debtors' movement” (2013, p. 14). This perspective surely resonates with my own 
interest in the intimate relation between moral ideas and debt.  

https://iuaes2020.conventuscredo.hr/panel/panel-no-20/
https://iuaes2020.conventuscredo.hr/panel/panel-no-20/
https://iuaes2020.conventuscredo.hr/panel/panel-no-20/
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‘moral economies’36 are being illegitimately transgressed, by seeking to 
revive past or enact new moral economies, or perhaps even by exploring 
alternatively economic theologies, questioning human existence conceived 
as an infinite debt (Phelps, 2016). Such interventions rest on moral 
principles such as norms of care, reciprocity, subsistence, and social unity 
(Sabaté, 2016; Stanley, Deville, & Montgomerie, 2016; Stout, 2016).  
Although stressing the ambivalence in attempts at contesting personal debt 
and not just in the consumption and use thereof, the movements are not 
necessarily ‘public’ (Deville, 2016) nor “progressive” but can take on, for 
instance, nationalist properties (Mikuš), not entirely abandoning the 
morality of payback (Stout, 2016), placing “individual rather than collective 
action at the heart of social change” (Stanley, Deville, & Montgomerie, 2016, 
p. 79) or failing to see that other economic theological instruments, like that 
of interest-avoiding Islamic mortgages, do not so much pose an alternative 
but may instead curb our critical imagination (Maurer, 2008).     
 

THEORETICAL POSITIONING AND CONTRIBUTION TO THE 
STATE OF THE ART 
Positioning this research in the ‘financial oikonomisation’ literature 
The new literature on debt can be placed within a freshly proposed 
programme of ‘financial oikonomiation’. Along with established approaches 
(financialisation, governmentality studies, social studies of finance and 
economic ethnography), the article announcing the programme fleshes out 
a distinct approach to studying the financial government and management 
of households (Ossandón, Deville, Lazarus, & Luzzi, 2021). The approach 

                                                   
36  The concept of ‘moral economy’ was originally formulated by historian, E.P Thompson 
and has since been invoked to highlight how the unprivileged legitimise alternative 
economic arrangements and/or criticises the current version based on notions of what is 
just (Stanley, Deville, & Montgomerie, 2016, p. 78). Thompson focuses on the food riots in 
18th century England, detailing that the riots were grounded as much in “actual deprivation” 
as “upon a consistent traditional view of social norms and obligations, of the proper 
economic functions of several parties within the community, which, taken together, can be 
said to constitute the moral economy of the poor” (Thompson in Palomera & Vetta, 2016, 
p. 416). Political anthropologist, James C. Scott, has since further popularised the concept 
to analyse peasant mobilisation in the 20th century Myanmar and Vietnam, insisting on a 
“subsistence ethic” – based on ideas of safety-first and risk-aversion – that counters the 
exploitive ways of the free-market expansion backed by the colonial state (Scott in 
Palomera & Vetta, 2016, pp. 416f).   
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seeks to cut across the different sites where households (‘oikos’) are 
financially governed (Ibid., p. 3). The intent is to break with the disciplinary 
divisions of labour marking the already established approaches that tend to 
privilege certain practices and settings, such as the highlighting of policy 
documents and discourses in governmentality analyses and the tendency to 
“remain at ‘home’” in economic ethnographic studies (Ibid., p. 21). Doing 
away with such constraints, the approach seeks to cut across a multitude of 
institutional (e.g. state, market, NGO) and non-institutional (e.g. homes) 
sites, thus providing a “composite view” of how finance or, in this case, 
personal debt is produced (Ibid., p. 8). The studies adhering to this agenda 
fashion a pragmatist,37 ethnographically descriptive and situational view of 
the financial government and management of households, always 
undetermined due to the agency of the engaged actors (Ibid.).  
 
I hereby position the present study within the emerging tradition of 
financial oikonomisation. Empirically, I contribute to the body of work by 
carrying out the first comprehensive study of the interplays and dynamics 
between multiple institutional sites and homes in Denmark, focusing on 
how everyday practices, relations, effects and experiences of problem debt 
are produced. My conception of debt is shaped by the key tenets in the 
recent literature: debt is a sum of money, owed or due, that is always 
situated, dynamic and indeterminate, co-produced by a plurality of actors 
operating in institutional and non-institutional settings, made up of and 
feeds into a plurality of relations (beyond the financial). It is practically 
negotiated, sometimes contested; and often experienced and lived in a 
register of moral ambivalence and tension marked by the interplay of 
market values with financial obligations and domestic values with 
obligations of care.  
In the analyses, I draw in analytical foci and theoretical concepts found in 
the literature that I find productive, as well as note comparable empirical 
results. Moreover, in some cases, I seek to build upon the literature, in a few 
cases by challenging existing understandings. Theoretically, I contribute to 
the field and move beyond the state of art by applying and exploring the 
theoretical potentials of a fairly recent pragmatic theoretical school – 
French pragmatic sociology – that is surprisingly overlooked in the 

                                                   
37 The authors specifically accentuate the work of French pragmatic sociology to define their 
pragmatist thrust (Ossandón, Deville, Lazarus, & Luzzi, 2021, p. 5). 
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literature. After the following sub-section, I argue that the overlooked tenets 
of French pragmatic sociology afford untapped methodological and 
theoretical potential for addressing, providing new angles to and concepts 
necessary for zooming in on these points of emphasis.  
 
Another tale of destructive debt?  
The theorisations of debt provided by among others Graeber, Lazzarato and 
governmentality scholars can all be perceived as attempts at defining our 
contemporary moment of debt reliance and rule by financial institutions 
and the dangers and injustices lading this moment. These efforts of epochal 
definition have led to certain dominant imaginations of personal debt, 
including debt’s three pivotal features. I argue that these obscure crucial 
dimensions of what it means to live in this supposed epoch or more 
specifically, to live with problematised debt, losing sight of the “receiving 
end” of supposedly deceptive ideologies and discourses. This is the ‘black 
box’, or perhaps Pandora’s Box (Latour, 2005), that I attempt to pry open 
in this thesis.  
This does not mean discounting the insight of the more essentialist and 
monolithic work on debt. The theories continue to be an inspiration in my 
conception of debt and in the analyses where I enter into dialogue with 
Graeber, Lazzarato, governmentality studies and more. Hopeless 
indebtedness may perhaps rightfully be presented as devastating dis-
embedment but the question I am asking is: what does this look like from 
the point of view of persons living through and experiencing this? What are 
the particularities of the worlds inhabited by people with problem debt 
(Halawa, 2015, p. 709), patterned, as they are, by temporalities, forms of 
violence and claims of moral responsibilities?  
  
The present research agenda immediately can be charged with similar 
critiques as Graeber, Lazzarato and governmentality, namely that I too 
present an unequivocally destructive rather than indeterminate view of debt 
– a view that is moreover premeditated by moral indignation. Firstly, it is 
telling that I study the problematisation of debt, meaning situations in 
which debt is framed as problematic, including where debt relations are 
experienced as having detrimental effects. Here I take a cue from Deville’s 
work on encounters between debt collectors and debtors. Deville stresses 
that it is critical to “recognise that damage is happening: debtors’ worlds are 
likely to transform, it is a  process  that  is  likely  to  be  painful,  and  they  
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are likely  to  prefer  it  was  otherwise” (2015, p. 61f, my emphasis). Indeed, 
Deville notes, collection techniques precisely bank on inducing such effects 
in the hope of triggering payments.  
Still, Deville stresses the “particularities” of the debt attachments forged – 
how they might be mediated by “the ability of debtors  to  know  how  to  deal  
with  collectors”, “their  embodied  and  emotional  capacities  and  the  
distribution  of  such capacities  amongst  other  household  actors“ (2015, 
p. 62). Similarly, in this study, I too attend to the particularities and, 
importantly, the ambivalences of debt experiences, this includes accounts 
where debt is invested with socially affirming qualities and aspirations 
rather than merely with denying sociability. 
 
Concerning the supposed conservative thrust of my study, my moral 
indignation is not directed against personal debt in the abstract sense, 
which would confirm an essentialist, monolithic view of debt. Rather my 
moral indignation is motivated by the particularities of institutional and 
cultural problematisations and tests. My moral stance will be refined 
throughout the analyses as I move through the empirical machinations – 
that is, the lived experiences – of engaging with these debt problemations 
and tests. 
 

2.2 Thinking with French pragmatic sociology  

FRENCH PRAGMATIC SOCIOLOGY AND FINANCIAL 
OIKONOMISATION STUDIES AS KINDRED SPIRITS  
In this section, I briefly sketch out the origin of French pragmatic sociology 
(FPS). Then, I argue that one ought to conceive FPS and financial 
oikonomisation studies (FO) as spurred by kindred concerns. They afford 
insight into how ordinary people, in the backdrop of uncertainty, co-
produce social reality rather than presume that social reality predetermines 
and deceives them. 
 
Breaking with critical sociology 
Sociologists Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot found the programme FPS 
at the beginning of the 1980s, having previously conducted research under 
the direction of Bourdieu. FPS marks a break with the critical and post-
structural thinking – explicitly that of Bourdieu – that dominated 
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sociological theorisation in France in the 1960-70s. According to Boltanski 
and Thévenot (B&T), it had become theoretically dogmatic in its vision of 
social reality. This was a social reality that, again following the dissociating 
premise that launched FPS, was exclusively defined in the terms of and 
driven by relations of strength or power, hidden interests and violence. The 
supposed violence was particularly symbolic violence that ordinary – 
meaning non-sociologist people – cannot recognise,.  
While the critical sociologist’s first job is to unveil – unmasking and then 
criticising the actual forces of domination, working behind the ideological 
delusions of people – FPS announces itself as a “pragmatic sociology of 
critique” (Held, 2011, p. 7). It focuses instead on the assumption that people, 
in our modern-day ‘critical society’ (Boltanski, 2012, p. 28), perform parallel 
gestures to that of critical sociologists: incessantly reflecting on and 
challenging social reality, “unmasking shams and ideologies,” immoral 
power relations and illegitimate personal interests (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
2006, p. 11; Held, 2011, p. 7). In fact, Boltanski asserts that it is impossible 
to maintain a “radical distance” between the criticism of the two parties, 
seeing that ordinary people readily adopt and utilise the critical analyses of 
sociologists in everyday critical operations in both form and content  
(Boltanski, 2011b, pp. 70f,77f).  
 
The seminal work, ‘On Justification,’ seeks to dismiss a tension inherent in 
Marxist receptions, including that of critical sociology: on the one hand, the 
insistence on emancipation and, on the other, the tendency of self-
attributed omniscience of privileged access to a deeper, more fundamental 
and solid reality than the arti- and superficial one appearing in front of 
ordinary people (Boltanski, 2008, p. 15; Held, 2011, p. 17).38 B&T seek to 
level out the asymmetry between social researcher and the people under 
study by placing the normative-critical resources and analyses of social 

                                                   
38 Boltanski argues that this schema of surface appearance and deep structure/knowledge 
– the social scientist monopolising the latter terrain – is common to all classical sociology, 
highlighting the foundational work of Durkheim and Marx, as well as linguistics, ethnology 
and science of history (2011b, pp. 73ff). Held specifically notes how the same schema – 
what Held compares to the depiction of the respective rooms of real and fake social reality 
in the major film, ‘The Matrix’ – can be found in the ‘collective forces’ of Durkheim, the 
‘invisible hand’ of economic theory, the ‘structure’ of Lévi-Strauss, the ‘imitation laws’ in 
Tarde, the ‘diagram’/’abstract machine’ in Foucault and Deleuze among others (2011, pp. 
17,27).  
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reality on an equal footing, stressing instead ‘symmetry’ between observer 
and observed (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 10ff). Rather than 
committing an ‘epistemological break’ with or overwriting people’s 
understandings, the researcher is to momentarily bracket their critical gaze 
and interpretation of the situations in which they are immersed (Boltanski, 
2011b, p. 72; Held, 2011, pp. 16,19).  
The aim is not to define “what the world is “objectively” (or scientifically)” 
but to describe “the world as it is perceived through the ordinary sense…, 
the way the world is seen by the acting individuals in a situation during a 
course of action” (Corcuff in Frère & Jaster, 2019, p. 150). This relates to a 
general insistence on “following the actors” in the plural specificity of actors. 
This epistemological mantra is shared with the “twin” and dialogical French 
pragmatist programme of Actor-Network theory, originally formulated by 
Michel Callon and Bruno Latour (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 12; 
Guggenheim & Potthast, 2011). In this way, FPS (and ANT) is not merely a 
“response” to or “repair” of Bourdieu’s theoretical programme – a proposal 
for a “post-Bourdieusian” sociology (Adkins, 2014, pp. 517,519ff,520,521). 
It is instead part of the “general renewal” of the social sciences that seeks to 
move beyond the hegemony of social constructivism and 
representationalism (Ibid., pp. 519f,520).  
FPS was launched as a confrontation with “some of sociology’s most 
common presuppositions” such as the commonplace dichotomies – or 
oppositions – that they uphold: micro versus macro, symbolism or realism, 
idealism or materialism, phenomenology (personal 
experiences/interpretations) contra structuralism (re-constructed 
underlying principles) etcetera (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 16). The 
point for B&T is to treat this “plurality of oppositions” “within a single 
analytical framework” so as to ultimately move beyond them (Ibid., pp. 
33,34). 
  
As Boltanski provocatively puts it, this signals an ontological shift from a 
stance in which people are conceived as relatively fixed and passive ‘agents’ 
(Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 21f), whose behaviour can be traced to “underlying 
reasons” – the iron-clad, naturalised social laws, structures and systems – 
towards observing ‘actors’ deeds in uncertain situations (Boltanski, 2011b, 
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pp. 68f,69,74n7). FPS takes inspiration from American pragmatism39 – 
“pragma,” meaning action in Greek (Held, 2011, p. 8). Similarly to the 
French variant, it highlights the perceptiveness, creativity and intentionality 
of actors against a backdrop of uncertainty and aims, following pragmatic 
linguistics, to theoretically re-model the underlying ‘grammars’ – the 
universal conventions that actors must recourse to if they are to perform 
socially acceptable actions – that enable the specific performances 
(Bénatouïl, 1999, p. 384f; Boltanski, 2008, p. 14f; Boltanski, 2011b, pp. 93ff; 
Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 20ff).  
Notably, the scholars develop an analytical frame attuned to everyday 
situations of dispute or sequences of conflicts in which actors’ are putting 
their ‘critical capacities’ or ‘competences’40 to the test, either by articulating 
critiques, justifying their point of view when anticipating or responding to 
criticisms, or by seeking to overcome their mutual differences by seeking 
acceptable and durable concord (Boltanski, 2011b, p. 69). They mirror the 
work of critical sociologists, at least in the former two instances. The 
uncertainty of social reality is underscored precisely by the privileging of 
these particular situations where people question or “problematise” existent 
social order and, as a result of their actions, cast the social order into flux 
(Boltanski, 2011b, p. 86; Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 20ff; Boltanski & Thévenot, 
1999).  
 
Alignments between French pragmatic sociology and financial 
oikonomisation 
For FPS, ‘pragmatic’ denotes not just an attentiveness to how indeterminate 
social reality compels reflexivity and imagination amongst people in order 
to coordinate social reality. Moreover, it relates to the notion that those 
operations themselves are founded upon and animated by moral ideas: 
“moralities … provide the binding material”, connecting “people, their 
actions and the reality they act within and upon” (Hansen, 2016b, p. 20). 
This sentiment is implied in the Groupe de Sociologie Politique et Morale, 
co-founded by Boltanski and Thévenot, which stresses the intimate link 
between social order, power,coordination, and morality (Ibid.).  

                                                   
39 See the sub-section, ‘’Principles of equivalence’ as ‘meaning systems’’, in the final section 
of this chapter. 
40 B&T draw here freely on grammarian, Noam Chomsky’s notion of ‘competence’ 
(Boltanski, 2011b, p. 95). 
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Drawing on a Durkheimian tradition, B&T intend to reformulate a sociology 
attentive to the moral dimensions – the motivations behind and constraints 
– of actions (Boltanski, 2008, p. 14). The point of ‘OJ’ is to describe the 
exacting work conducted by ordinary people in their pursuit of justice: in 
the critical probing of claims of others and in their exhausting strivings 
towards rendering their actions consistent with the moral ideals invoked, 
seeking in both cases to incorporate the perspective of the supposedly 
equally normatively hardwired ‘generalised other’ (Frère & Jaster, 2019, p. 
4; Thévenot, 2016c, p. 141).  
This sociology hinges on a radically different notion of morality and critique 
than that found in critical sociological traditions. Here, people might be 
seen as “simple ideological masks” (Boltanski, 2011b, p. 68), un- or 
subconsciously coordinated by a “hidden mechanism” that they are unaware 
of (Boltanski, 2011b, p. 72; Held, 2011, p. 16). Social scientists then 
monopolise the normative in a dual sense: first, their privileged access, via 
their “totalizing tools” (Boltanski, 2011c, p. 32), to penetrate the deceptive 
mask that is social order, and second, by using their normative but neutrally 
framed resources to criticise the real (and more sinister) workings of the 
social order (Boltanski, 2011b, pp. 72f). 
In this version, then, prevailing notions and social order rest upon 
maintaining “illusion” (Ibid., p. 72,72f). FPS, by contrast, resigns from this 
radical discontinuity between the ‘false consciousness’ of people and the 
reality of moral-social order. They demonstrate that people do know what 
they do, and the reasons why they do it as well as being able to identify the 
constraints under which their actions are performed (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
2006, pp. 145ff). This is due to their “mental instrumentation” – their 
“moral sense” and their “sense of what is natural” (Ibid., pp. 145,156). 
Because of these senses, people may probe into and criticise the social order 
in the hope of rearranging it into more just constellations.  
   
The conception of ordinary people as agentic, analytical, and normatively 
attuned coordinators of the social world certainly resonates with the studies 
conducted within the financial oikonomisation (FO) body of work. Here, the 
concern is similarly not what finance or, in the present study, problem debt 
does to or with people, as everyday life is “only affected by forces that 
transcend it” (Ossandón, Deville, Lazarus, & Luzzi, 2021, p. 21). Put 
differently, debt instruments are simply “shaping everyday subjectivity to 
their own image” (Pellandini-Simányi, Hammer, & Vargha, 2015, p. 753). 
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Inversely, the question is what people do or can do to and with problem 
debt. This means that people’s relations, experiences, and subjectivities are 
not simply pre-figured or controlled by problem debt as if a monolith. 
Instead, the task is to cast a symmetric gaze and observe how problem debt 
and people dynamically work upon and adjust each other (Held, 2011, p. 
9).41  
I believe that FO, similar to FPS, emerges as a response to critical 
sociological tendencies in the literature on debt. Here people similarly 
unconsciously conform to the oppressive forces directing their actions and 
thoughts – whether they adhere to myths (Graeber), ideologies (Lazzarato) 
or discourses (governmentality studies) – and instead formulate an 
approach that, on the one hand, engages with social reality as relatively 
open-ended and ambiguous and, on the other hand, is grounded in people’s 
own experiences and interpretations of what they experience (Boltanski, 
2008, p. 20; Boltanski, 2011b, pp. 89f). 
 
Social order is then not only an effect of relations of power or symbolic 
violence but may, in certain situations laden by relative parity or 
commonality, be founded upon a sense of the ‘common good,’ of legitimacy, 
and fairness (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 12ff). Human beings can 
question the validity and coherency of social order and rely on the intuition 
that more fair arrangements are within the scope of possibility – otherwise 
why bother with the strenuous and often uncomfortable work of criticising 
others if it has no bearing on social order? (Held, 2011, p. 18).  
 

PEOPLE’S OPEN-EYED ENGAGEMENTS WITH DEBT TESTS 
AND THE REQUALIFICATIONS THEY IMPOSE  
Moving on from the philosophical and theoretical origins and foundations 
of FPS, I present some key theoretical concepts. Going over the main works 
in the FPS oeuvre as well as analyses employing FPS, it is apparent that the 
expanding theoretical models can be read and utilised with quite some 
elasticity. It seems that on the part of the analyst, the theoretical models 
necessitate, ‘requalification,’ using a notion from FPS, or – employing a 
concept from Actor-network theory – ‘translation’42 so that concepts and 

                                                   
41 I thank Joe Deville for pointing this out to me in a private conversation. 
42 To ‘translate’, in Callon’s sense, is the uneasy process of becoming a ‘spokesperson’ for 
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their meanings are tailored and enter into dialogue with the study at hand. 
The present study is tasked with the same burden/potentiality of translating 
ideas into operational analytical grips, and in the present section, I 
commence exactly this task.  
FPS affords what could be denoted as a minimalist and maximalist reading, 
that impacts how one views and thinks with the concepts. Taking the case 
of ‘OJ’, the work can be read as a specific sociology of critique that explores 
the implications of situations of dispute in which people set their sights at 
arriving at a just arrangement. Alternatively, it can be viewed as laying the 
foundation for a more general ontological and epistemological treatise, for 
a French pragmatic sociology as such43 that is oriented, very simplistically 
put, to the human moral and social capacities needed for qualified 
coordination of an otherwise uncertain social reality (Boltanski, Blondeau, 
& Sevin, 2008, pp. 48f). Following Boltanski and Thévenot over time, both 
readings seem valid.  
The particular stance that I propose is that the empirical data that one works 
with is decisive in the analyst’s reading – whether one mainly works with 
documents or statistics or one mainly works with observations,44 that is, all 
data featured in the construction of the model found in ‘OJ’ (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006, pp. 1ff). The former, more “purified” data, I believe, lends 
itself better to the primary and secondary concepts in a straightforward and 
restrictive manner and typically to a political-sociological analysis of formal 
arguments and agreements. The latter, more “messy” data, seems to 
demand more latitude in the interpretation and application of concepts, 
which one typically sees in more cultural sociological analyses. Since the 
present study is mainly based on observations and interviews, I find that it 
lends itself to a more maximalist understanding of FPS as a general treatise 

                                                   
beings or ‘actants’, their identities and motivations, working in unison via operations of 
adjustments and displacements (1984). Parallel to this, I seek to become a spokesperson 
for a particular reading of concepts from FPS by wresting them from their initial place in 
the body of work, displacing the concepts and adjusting them to my vision. 
43 The reception is typically that Boltanski’s later works dissociate themselves from FPS, 
although I follow Thévenot in his assertion that Boltanski himself “dramatizes” his break 
from FPS (Thévenot, 2014, p. 251), reading his more recent texts as extending the original 
FPS universe depicted in ‘OJ’. 
44 I am inspired by ethnographic studies that think with FPS, among these Beck, 2021 and 
Morinière & Georgescu, 2021.    
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or programme and correspondingly, to a more thoroughgoing translation 
and a wider selection of theoretical concepts.    
  
Here, as there is no singular introductory text reviewing the programme of 
FPS, I draw inspiration from the sociologist Magnus Paulsen Hansen’s 
interpretation of the framework. Particularly, I am inspired by Hansen’s 
emphasis on (and selection of) key meta-concepts of the framework. 
Echoing my aim here, the framework seeks to embellish the overall 
programme of FPS. In the following, I present my reading of the concepts 
and relate them to my study of experiences of problem debt or, more 
precisely, to experiences of ‘debt tests.’ 
 
The ‘debt test’ 
The break with critical sociology with its tendency to social determinacy is 
encapsulated in the key notion of ‘test’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 
360n6). Taking the starting point of social reality as inherently fragile, 
pluralistic, and above all ‘radically uncertain,’ actors bring in tests to 
examine social reality in the hope of rendering it certain and durable such 
as when one seeks agreements and compromises with others in the face of 
dispute (Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 55f). However, order and stability are only 
temporary, since no one can entirely silence “the noise of the world” that is 
“temporarily silenced by a test” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 135).  
Briefly put, tests are concrete social trials. These could be everyday 
arguments, professional recruitments, school exams, piano recitals, 
childrearing, budgeting with scarce means, etcetera. In these trials, people 
disclose the previously uncertain state and the capacities of beings under 
examination – “the whatness of what is”, as Boltanski phrases it (2011c, p. 
55) – as well as transform the beings in the process (Held, 2011, p. 28). The 
list, admittedly, contains such divergent examples that it might be unclear 
what to make of B&T’s notion of tests. Throughout this section, I clarify the 
reason behind the elasticity and the tension inherent in the test concept. 
In this thesis, I bring to light the multitude of tests that people with problem 
debt live through. These include paying off debt and other bills on time, 
budgeting and consuming suitable goods, reaching a new instalment 
agreement, updating tax assessments, attending a bailiff’s court meeting 
and so on. Following sociologist Jeanne Lazarus’ exploration of the 
interactions between bank clerks, borrowers, and several objects in a 
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situation of credit assessments – or what Lazarus, inspired by FPS,45 
conceptualises as ‘credit tests’ – I denote the multitude of tests that people, 
whose debt are problematised, are engaging with as ‘debt tests’ (Lazarus & 
Lacan, 2018, p. 10). Tests are the central research object of FPS (Hansen, 
2016a, p. 16), just as they are in the present study.  
 
Engaging debt tests with ‘open’ or ‘closed eyes’ 
The notion of a test has multiple meanings. More than suggesting an 
uncertain situation needing clarification and change, it signifies that it is 
challenging, taxing, or “testing,” alluding to the personal experience of living 
through a test. As social reality is tested, so are the people immersed in said 
reality (Hansen, 2016a, pp. 15f; Hansen, 2017, p. 18). The notion then 
speaks to the relation between “the experienced [social reality] and the 
experiencing” actors, to the phenomenology of the ‘engagement’ or of 
‘coordination’ (Thévenot, 2016a, p. 148, my translation). It is the 
attentiveness to the registers of ”bodily adjustments” to environments 
(Thévenot, 2001, p. 74), especially in the more ethnographically based work 
of Thévenot,46 that FPS accompanies the wider turn towards the non- or 
pre-consciousness, such as the emotional turn focusing on bodily sensations 
and affects (Adkins, 2014, p. 519).    

                                                   
45 Actually, Lazarus references a study by Boltanski, Chamboredon and Bourdieu on a similar 
topic (Ducourant & Lazarus, 2018). The unpublished paper describes the relationship 
between bank representatives and working-class clients, the latter inexpert and often 
distrustful of the former, in the historical context of the introduction of personalised credit in 
the 1960’s. The paper revolves around themes of social stratification and symbolic violence – 
Boltanski and Chamboradon conducting the research under the supervision of Bourdieu – and 
seeks to understand how the bank institutions socialise their costumers and their attitudes 
towards time, money and consumption, ultimately aspiring to cultivate a so-called ‘ethos du 
crédit’ (Ibid.). 
46 Here I follow the assertion of Friedland and Arjaliès that ‘OJ’ only focusses on the 
cognitive dimension of human action (the well-reasoned argument), eschewing passion, 
desire and bodily affect in acts directed at justice (2017). Emotion moreover “marks a 
frontier or an externality” in Boltanski’s later work – even though it centres on violence and 
love as ‘regimes of actions’ (I explain the notion of ‘regimes of action’ in the next section) – 
and relegates emotions and affect narrowly to detectable “traces”, left behind by the person 
for the social scientist to examine (Ibid., pp. 315, 315f,316). I agree with Friedland and 
Arjaliès’ critical stance on affect and emotions in the work of Boltanski and adhere to their 
proposal that emotions are “internal” to actions, including those actions of criticising and 
justifying oriented at justice and legitimacy (Ibid., p. 316).   
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Experiences of undergoing tests can simplistically be denoted by whether 
the actor has its ‘eyes closed’, going through the test with ease, confidence, 
certainty or ‘quietude,’ or ‘opens its eyes,’ living through the test with 
unease, doubt, uncertainty or ‘disquietude.’ Opening one’s eyes entails that 
the person becomes painfully aware that reality could and perhaps, 
normatively speaking, should be modified, which affords the occasion for 
conducting another, critical test that seeks to clarify the legitimacy or 
acceptability of the social arrangement (Thévenot, 2016a, pp. 146f). FPS 
seeks to move beyond the opposition of sociologies of consensus, e.g., 
Durkheim, and sociologies of conflict, e.g., Marx. FPS views instances of 
consensus, peace, coordination, construction and order vs. discordance, 
conflict, disruption, deconstruction, and disorder within “a single 
continuum of action” as well as, I propose, a continuum of experiences 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 25; Held, 2011, p. 15).  
In the analyses, I create a textual space for the corporeal – the affectual and 
the emotional – registers of engagements, focusing both on instantiations 
of ‘quietude’ and ‘disquietude.’ The latter pervades my empirical material, 
expressed in forms such as doubt, unsteadiness, worry, anxiety, alertness, 
stress, breakdowns, repentance, shame, and more.  
 
This provides an entry point into further clarifying how the post-test 
experience is defined by dispute or debate. Boltanski and Thévenot suggest 
the, admittedly odd,  differentiation between a so-called “monstration” that 
“bring[s] out the active character of the situation that obtains and to reserve 
the term “de-monstration” to signify the reaction that leads to debate and 
that presupposes the targeting of an interlocutor who has to be convinced” 
(2006, p. 133). I suggest other notions from Boltanski that refer to the same 
distinction, denoted here as a ‘pragmatic test’ and a ‘meta-pragmatic test’, 
respectively (2011c, pp. 61ff).   
Following Thévenot, people engaged in “a situation that holds together47 
and who are prepared for a test” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 143) – 
meaning situations that are experienced as acceptable and coherent and 
thus preclude doubt, withdrawal, and articulations of critique of the course 
                                                   
47 Thévenot frames such situations as “moments at which coordination expresses a pre-
established order, where the behaviour of the various persons remains consistent with, 
mutually adjusts to, and converges in accordance with a given order of things, moments 
that  tend to reinforce ideas of objective constraint, social norm, equilibrium, successful 
communication, satisfactory performance of the language act, etc.” (2014, p. 249). 
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of action that has just unfolded – are “not really a ‘test’” or, at least, are not 
experienced as such although people are being tested in their ability to 
coordinate their bodies or coordinate actions with others (Thévenot, 2014, 
p. 246). Here we can speak of people “behaving naturally”, meaning that 
they “enter into an identifiable situation … and adopt an attitude in keeping 
with the nature of the situation” and “stay with the process [of the pragmatic 
test] to the end” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 146,147).48 In these cases, 
people are “engrossed, defenseless, stripped of their critical faculties” since 
these situations “sound right and feel right” Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, 
pp. 136,147). Otherwise, the actors display “tolerance” by actively ignoring, 
what they conceive as minor disturbances, so as to “prevent or defer 
dispute” or prevent the pragmatic test turning into a meta-pragmatic one 
(Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 61ff,64).  
The concept of pragmatic test proposes an “enlarged” conception of testing 
beyond that of situations of dispute/meta-pragmatic tests. According to my 
interpretation of FPS, it suggests that social life is almost exclusively 
composed of tests49 playing out consecutively from one situation to the next 
or that the situations themselves are tests. Highlighting tests even when 
they are not experienced as such is a move to bolster the ontological 
conception of social life. It is shown to be inherently uncertain, and we never 
fully know the course or outcome of actions in advance – and consequently, 
we ought to study social life as if comprised by situations – and that “tacit 
agreement[s]” might sooner or later be reflected upon, questioned and 
subjected to a meta-pragmatic test (Thévenot, 2014, pp. 248,249). 
  
Moral ideas revealed in critical engagements with debt tests 
FPS then favours a certain lens on social reality, which shapes how I 
perceive and engage with debt when I turn it to my study, putting “emphasis 
on the various degrees of uncertainty haunting situations of social life” with 
problem debt (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005, p. 30) – that is, a “life [that] 
demands nearly constant efforts to maintain or salvage [debt-mediated] 
situations that are falling into disarray” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 37).  

                                                   
48 B&T illustrate this by pointing to “peak moments” in sports “in which no external 
circumstances intervene to disturb the contest and in which both sides excel” (2006, p. 
147). 
49 In my reading, Thévenot presents a vision of social life as composed of exclusively of tests 
that are to various degrees formalised or conventionalised, while Boltanski seems to make 
theoretical room for actions – actions grounded in ‘love’ – that actively avoids tests.   
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This is a lens that I believe is fruitful for studying and understanding 
contemporary personal debt. Here, I follow Adkins’ assertion that the rise 
of financialised capitalism renders the world itself “increasingly pragmatic 
in character,” as in “processual, non-linear, experimental, and open-ended,” 
and that this condition, in turn, demands a “pragmatic stance to and in the 
world” by people (2014, pp. 521,523,534). Adkins focuses on how time 
under financial capitalism has become pragmatic –  “driven not by 
coordinates of causality or depth but by events as they happen” – rendering 
this “eternal present” a “generalized condition” and experience, including 
by people with “unmanageable household and personal debt” (Ibid., pp. 
529,530,531). This means that the pragmatic lens in FPS and FO studies of 
a “world-in-the-making” lends itself better to the qualities and experiences 
of the worlds that people with problem debt inhabit compared to the 
(critical sociological) “already-inscribed-world,” “based on the 
omnipotence of structures or, in a culturalist perspective, the domination of 
internalized norms” that animate essentialist portrayals of debt found in the 
works of Graeber, Lazzarato, and governmentality studies (Adkins, 2014, p. 
520; Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005, p. 30). 
  
But if social life is indeed made up of ceaseless tests – and, following Adkins, 
this increasingly so – how is the analyst supposed to detect, extract and 
highlight tests from an empirical material that is supposedly solely 
composed of tests? Or, how am I supposed to extract debt tests from an 
empirical data that, according to Thévenot, largely does not figure as so? 
B&T originally suggested that what truly illuminates social order, its 
dynamics, and the conventions underpinning it are not the natural 
situations (or pragmatic tests) that hold, defined as it were by habitual 
coordination. Instead, it is precisely the (meta-pragmatic) moments when 
the course of action and, by extension, the order taken for granted that 
breaks down.  
Here, I take inspiration from social theorists Nathalie Karagiannis and Peter 
Wagner who, referencing B&T, propose that “[r]ather than looking at the 
social world from the angle of a performed operation of exchange after 
which “the accounts are in balance”, one should look at the social world as 
constantly driven by indebtedness, and in particular contestation of the 
latter or even “crisis”” (2008, p. 6). Phrased differently, one ought to explore 
the moments in which debt relations are challenged – the discordant 
moments that arise when a person realises that they “cannot bear this state 
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of things any more” and resorts to contestations (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
1999, p. 360). In such situations, the moral ideas underpinning the debt test 
as well as the moral ideas grounding the critique targeting the former are 
explicated by the persons implicated in the situation. If one only attends to 
moments of routine acceptability debt relations will appear naturalised, as 
“though nothing has happened” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 136). The 
latter could denote a situation where borrowers observe their monthly 
payments without them or the claimant noting or projecting any difficulty 
in doing this so “agreement prevails among all parties” (Ibid.). The 
launching points for FPS are these ‘critical’ or ‘crisis moments’ – the 
moments when the actor senses a “snag” and that reality needs clarification, 
perhaps taking recourse to critique – just as they are in the present study 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, p. 359; Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 
348,350f).  
Boltanski writes that it is rare that people explicate the moral grounds of 
their position or argument (2011b, pp. 96f). Similarly, my material rarely 
relates to situations of an open, articulated and formalised duel between two 
parties justifying their arguments – that is, the ideal-typical meta-pragmatic 
test of justification/critique – but is, more generally and as noted above, 
defined by worry and anxiety. Empirically, this speaks to the sentiment that 
‘OJ’ must be placed within the wider ontological and epistemological 
programme attentive to the difficulties of and the moral resources needed 
for coordinating an inherently uncertain social reality.  
I discover, identify and abstract tests based on explicit or bodily perceptible 
uncertainties, tensions and critiques that charge and bring out some of the 
tests that people, with various degrees of open eyes, live through as their 
debt is framed as problematic. 
 
‘Qualifying’ one’s engagements with debt tests: moving towards 
debtworthiness 
Having gone over the meta-concepts of ‘test’ – the bigger ordeals and 
smaller checks that people live through – and ‘open/closed eyes’ – the 
qualities of the experiences of engaging with these tests – the final key 
concept that I introduce is that of ‘qualification’.  
 
In situations of discordance, persons may commence the work of bringing 
attention to ‘beings’ – things and people – as external evidence ‘qualifying’ 
the well-founded argument that the situation has gone awry and single out 
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specific beings to blame for this. Consequently, the critical party points to 
how the situation can be resolved or be rendered acceptable through its 
transformation, perhaps by omitting the beings singled out.  
B&T dissociates both from what they denote as “symbolist deconstruction” 
– or the notion that social reality is “socially constructed,” as posited by the 
linguistic turn (Boltanski, 2008, p. 17) – as well as “realist fetishization” 
(2006, p.17). By contrast, they propose a “dynamic realism,” entailing that 
B&T want to “bring the work of construction to light yet without reducing 
reality to a purely labile and local agreement about meaning” (Ibid.). Objects 
are actors. They do “make a difference,” as Latour50 would say (2005, p. 71). 
Objects constrain and support the actions of people. People must be able to 
identify and indulge in the “nature” of situations, that is, its objects and 
dispositives,51 in order to behave naturally (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 
146f) – “nature” and “natural” being terms that likewise sit uneasily with 
social constructivism (Held, 2011, p. 9). Since tests have to rely on objects, 
tests are also denoted as ‘reality tests’ in ’OJ’ (Botlanski & Thévenot, 2006, 
p. 132). This signifies that people, in their coordination or evaluation of 
social reality, are tested by reality itself – by being confronted with the 
symbolic and material objects that are arranged in the situation (Boltanski, 
2011c, pp. 27f).52 This sentiment is stressed by Thévenot, attentive to the 
inter-relation between cognition, bodily adjustments, and worlds in his 
Science Technology Studies-inspired writings.53  
 

                                                   
50 FPS can thus be viewed as taking part in the ontological turn. Here, as in other instances, 
FPS, like ANT, gives primacy to actions/performances as what gives shape to actors – 
“[p]ersons are no persons or actors, in the sense, outside of their actions” (Benatouil, 1999, 
p. 384). They might be human and/or non-human actors or simply, ‘actants’ (Ibid.). ANT 
operates with a more radical symmetricity between human and non-human actants or a 
more sweeping rejection of the object-subject division compared to FPS. The latter 
underscores the critical capacities of human beings who, in contrast to objects, are able to 
detect if moral ideas or principles have not been fully satisfied in a situation or pose that 
other moral principles ought to have governed the situation (Boltanski, 2011b, p. 88). 
51 The notion of ‘dispotive’ or ‘dispositif’ derives from Foucauldian terminology and 
signifies here a composition of interconnected objects, like that of a courtroom (Hansen, 
2016a, p. 18).    
52 Boltanski invokes here the example of waiters knowing full well that they would be unable 
to present objects that would prove the abject injustice of them not being declared 
university professors (2011c, p. 32). 
53 See for instance Thévenot, 2001. 
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Producing and reviewing the empirical material, I too observe the material 
interlinkages and dynamic responses between the bodies of people with 
problem debt and the objects of problem debt that the former, in their 
engagements, are to accommodate.  
The sentiment that tests disclose reality resonates with the empirical 
material. Here the ‘identification’ of the reality of problem debt and of 
people with problem debt transform throughout the analyses according to 
the tests to which they are subjected (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 147). 
In one instance, the debt test might be to create a list of identifiable, discrete 
debt items in order to discover the debt total, while another debt test may 
be predicated on identifying debt types that, according to legislation, may 
block access to debt-freedom. Symmetrically, one test might identify people 
with problem debt as potentially “dubious debtors,” while another debt test 
may identify and engage people with problem debt as willing “customers”.  
It is critical to point out that debt tests do not merely settle at disclosing 
reality – they moreover seek to alter reality (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 
350). Budgets and preliminary tax assessments might be ‘adjusted’ just like 
personal habits and abilities. Small-scale transformations in problem debt 
and people with problem debt resonate with studies that demonstrate the 
“shifting ontologies” (Deville, 2014) of credit and debt – or, inversely, that 
credit and debt are “shape shifter[s]” (Gregory, 2012, p. 383).  
 
Making a judgement based on reality necessitates a ‘capacity’54 – an 
anthropologically given and, thus, universal competence for human beings 

                                                   
54 Capacities are different from the ‘capabilities’ theorised by moral philosopher, Amartya 
Sen. Sen, attentive to the development of human beings, conceives capabilities as “the real 
freedom of people to lead a life they have reason to value as the key dimension for assessing 
human development” (Borghi, 2018, p. 901).  The idea is that people are defined by 
different capabilities and thus, require different resources to develop. Sen stress the 
autonomy of people, advancing an ‘ethical individualist,’ although socially and 
institutionally mediated, view of the values that the individual is guided by in their 
development (Ibid., p. 914). B&T in contrast, as noted above and as I further clarify, 
operates with a ‘limited pluralism’ of moral principles for coordination (Blokker, 2011, p. 
253), hereby bringing attention to how the personal capacities needed for qualified 
coordination are socially shared. Similarly, the values or moral principles invoked in the 
test to examine the relative capacities of a person are valid according to their general 
legitimacy as ‘higher common principles’ grounding social coordination. Put simply, these 
moral principles guide social rather than strictly personal “development.” In relation to a 
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(Boltanski, 2011b, p. 88). This capacity entails, among others, an ability to 
cognitively recognise the beings that matter from those that are contingent 
and establish connections or ‘equivalences’ between the relevant beings 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, p. 361).55 For instance, during a debt collection 
call, testing a debtor’s ability to pay off the claim in question, what is 
appointed as pertinent beings are incomes and outgoings, assets and 
liabilities rather than, for example, dialects or possible speech impediments. 
This procedure requires a ‘qualification’ in the sense that a parent eating 
breakfast with their children receiving such a call is suddenly spoken to as a 
“debtor.” At the same time, their wages and benefits are qualified or 
‘adjusted’ in the calculation of aggregate incomes minus fixed and mean 
costs and, thus, of the total means of payment. Via these adjustments, the 
objects drawn upon are qualified as conclusive evidence or counter-proof, 
qualifying or disqualifying the reaching of an agreement – here an 
instalment agreement (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 35ff,130f).  
This example illustrates how, abstract moral ideas (in this case related to 
market exchange), and concrete beings are brought together in test 
situations, (Boltanski, Blondeau, & Sevin, 2008, pp. 45f). On the one hand, 
as in common conventions of legitimate forms of coordination that 
transcend the specific singularity of the situation (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
1999, p. 361), and, on the other, the material-symbolic beings and 
associations that connect and immerse one into ordinary social life. This 
means that in the test situation, materialism and idealism are interlinked.  
The example demonstrates that the capacity needed for conducting 
qualified tests is also a moral “yardstick” (Hansen, 2017, p. 19), in that 
people can normatively rank the relevant beings so to find a response to the 
underlying problematic. Is this art exhibition truly poignant? Will this 
commodity truly be coveted? Debt tests, like all other tests, order the 
relevant beings – in the above example, the debtor and their calculated 
ability to pay – according to their relative qualifications, their capacities, 
greatness, or state of ‘worth,’ in this case, in relation to the debt collector’s 

                                                   
more “common” usage of capacity as ability, the distinguishing feature of B&T’s notion is 
the intimate connection they draw between abilities and moralities and thus, between 
social legibility and social legitimacy. 
55 B&T provides the example of an impending car collision, in which the drivers have to 
eliminate the singular, contingent or irrelevant beings (an ill spouse, a tax shock, a throat 
pain etcetera) and instead focus on the pertinent beings such as highway codes, the state of 
their tires etcetera (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, p. 361).  
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test of devising financial resolutions. Therefore, reality tests are also 
denoted as ‘tests of worth’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 130).  
In the thesis, I highlight the notion of worth in debt tests because it 
underscores the normative dimension of debt tests – of how tests endow 
beings with value, that tests are ‘evaluations’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, 
p. 131).  B&T find that all situations of dispute can be boiled down to the 
contestation over the relative state of worth among the beings involved in 
the situation (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, p. 363): the debt collector senses 
that something is wrong, calling into question the notion that a debtor, 
refusing to enter into an instalment agreement can be classified as an 
obliging “customer.” The debt collector feels compelled to conduct a debt 
test to disclose the debtor’s true worth – in this case, fidelity. In such a 
situation, the debt collector senses that the debtor might be failing the test, 
that “they cannot rise to the occasion” since “they do not attribute the 
appropriate degree of worth to objects and thus do not carry out the sacrifice 
presupposed by their own apparent state of worthiness” (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006, p. 134). The debtors presupposed an obliging nature and, 
by extension, identification or classification as an obliging “customer” by the 
debt collector, which does not hold water in the reality test. Tests then 
classify and hierarchically rank the worth of the relevant beings. This speaks 
to the point made in the introduction on how I have come to learn that 
people make morally charged classifications and rankings of “good” and 
“bad” debt and debtors.  
 
This judgement does not mean that the story ends here in relative failure, 
‘deficiency,’ ‘disqualification,’ or unworthiness. The tests of people with 
problem debt and their worth are never final as tests only provisionally 
reveal persons’ capacities, qualifications, and status. Moving on from the 
initial experiences of one’s debt being subject to problematisation – 
moments sometimes lived as ‘moments of crisis’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
1999, pp. 359f) – life shows to be defined by endless trials and tribulations. 
Many of these are conducted with eyes open and do not only probe people’s 
capacity for managing financial relations but moreover problematize how 
people manage their thoughts and feelings and their social and domestic 
relations around debt. As people go through what I denote as sequentially 
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coordinated tests or simply ‘test arrays’56 – such as the learning curve 
arranged by debt advice agencies – they are tasked with transforming or 
defining conceptually, ‘adjusting’ or ‘requalifying’ their engagements with 
problem debt. This allows them to become ‘worthy’ in these engagements or 
to enhance their ‘debtworthiness’. Some gradually learn and eventually even 
master the many dealings of and with problem debt. Their behaviour is 
therefore attributed a higher status or worth and conceived as naturalised 
(rather than problematised). Synchronously, the tests become progressively 
more invisible (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 40ff,130f,147f). In this way, 
tests can be related to the adjustments and sedimentation of identities 
(Thévenot, 2016a), the “self-images” we construct of ourselves, and how we 
“mirror” other people (Hansen, 2016a, p. 25).57  
 

META-CONCEPTS AND THEIR OPERATIONALISATION 
In the present section, I rehash the main meta-concepts that will be 
employed as stable references and grips in the coming analyses. Moreover, 
I mention related sub-concepts that will play a less prominent, more 
specified part in the analyses. These sub-concepts are outlined in the 
coming sections.  
 
Test: tests relate to people plunged into situations, coordinating their own 
and other beings’ (people and objects) actions. This always happens under 
the backdrop of uncertainty. Debt tests refer to problematisations of debt. 
These are inscribed into and concretised in tests aiming to coordinate 
objects of debt and their legal holders, among others. Institutionalised debt 
tests denote those debt tests specifically conducted by institutional 
representatives, and debt test arrays refer to the connection of different debt 
tests in institutionally coordinated stages. Model debt tests denote the ideal-
typical test of each test stage. Debt tests sometimes take on ritualistic 
qualities.  
 

                                                   
56 The notion of ‘array’ is inspired by ‘OJ’, where it relates to the qualified arrangement of 
beings such as in the coherent, well-found argument (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 140). 
57 In the introduction to the second analytical part, I expand upon critique targeting ‘OJ’ 
for its neglect of questions of identity and the response afforded by Thévenot in his later 
theoretical evolvements (Thévenot, 2016a). 
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Open/closed eyes: one engages tests on a spectrum between quietude, with 
eyes closed, and disquietude, with eyes open, the latter introducing 
uncertainty. These concepts refer to the qualities of the personal 
experiences of undergoing debt tests. Open-eyed engagements (difficulties, 
tension, and, more severely, moments of crisis) afford the potential of a 
meta-pragmatic test, of reflecting on and critiquing the initial pragmatic 
test. I refer to meta-pragmatic tests targeting institutions as counter-tests. 
Counter-tests – and in particular, the collection of counter-tests in scientific 
accounts – can potentially transform institutionalised debt tests. 
Personal impressions, like judgements, are ordered into explicable 
experiences by a plurality of ‘principles of equivalences’ – necessary for 
identifying, juxtaposing, and comparing the relevant beings in a situation – 
also conceived as ‘meaning systems’ or ‘mind-sets.’ 
 
Qualification/worth: qualification refers to the evaluation of beings 
involved in a test. Evaluations always hinge on normative yardsticks, that is, 
principles of equivalence or principles of worth. I conceive personal debt 
itself and debt tests to be underpinned by a composite of incompatible 
principles of worth. Tests impose small adjustments of beings and more 
thoroughgoing requalifications when deemed disqualified or deficient. 
Deficient persons are said to be unworthy or lacking capacities. People with 
problem debt can change by cultivating their personal capacities, engaging 
more naturally with debt tests. Their debtworthiness is incrementally 
enhanced.  
People have other capacities beyond those needed for tests of evaluation 
(justification and critique) and coordination. In Boltanski’s work, these 
include the capacity for violence, love and fairness. 
 

BEYOND THE STATE INSTITUTIONAL SITE: ‘REGIMES OF 
ACTION’ AND ‘ENGAGEMENT’ 
Institutionalised debt tests 
I have gone over the capacities needed for interpreting and engaging with 
social reality as well as how those capacities can be subject to tests and 
requalified so as to be able to engage with problem debt more competently 
or worthily. In the present section, I show how institutional tests, according 
to Boltanski, play a defining role in 1) stabilising otherwise radically 
uncertain social reality via institutionalised tests and 2) distributing the 
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symbolic and material goods in society according to the institutionalised 
tests (2011c). 
 
In ’On critique,’ Boltanski integrates the two theoretical positions of critical 
sociology and pragmatic sociology of critique (or FPS). The notion of 
‘institution’ becomes crucial for this endeavour.58 Institutions are conceived 
as “bodiless beings” that are able to transcend the limited points of view and, 
thus, justificatory positions of embodied people. Here, institutions are 
invested with a “semantic function,” making them capable of defining and 
perpetually confirming what is, what matters and what ought to be and 
hereby support everyday social coordination (Boltanski, 2011c, p. 75). 
Institutions render collective life a possibility. It is the definition of what 
ought to be that institutions moreover are invested with a normative or 
“deontic” function as well as a “police function” (Ibid., p. 79). Via embodied 
spokespersons and equipped with symbolic and material means as 
organisations or administrations, they can be effective among people: “They 
do not make do with establishing dictionaries. They prescribe definitions, 
ignorance of which entails sanctions” (Ibid.). Institutions, in other words, 
enforce reality.59  
It is in this sense that institutions, via their institutionalised tests of problem 
debt, can be experienced ambivalently. They can be understood as 
qualifying and requalifying a coherent, constrained, and legitimate social 
order or as instruments of unfound domination and violence undertaken by 
mere mortals who uphold an arbitrary and illegitimate social arrangement 
(Boltanski, 2011a, pp. 261,274). In the latter case, personal experiences of 
engaging with institutions governing problem debt might echo the analyses 
of Graeber, Lazzarato, and governmentality studies and their insistence on 
the close link between debt and embodied violence/suffering. ‘OJ’ and its 
preoccupation with people striving for justice has been met by critical 
voices, challenging its seeming underestimation of relations of power and 
violence. In his attempt to reconcile pragmatic and critical sociology, 
Boltanski acknowledges these critical voices. He stresses in an interview 

                                                   
58 The pragmatic sociology, beyond that of the work of B&T, has, according to Boltanski, 
eliminated institutions and underestimated institutional effects from their analyses so to 
highlight how actors employ their agency and creativity in efforts of social coordination at 
the expense of anything durable and external to these efforts (2011a, p. 261). 
59 Boltanski invokes the example of criteria in relation to an admission test, materialising 
for some in dismissal (2011a, p. 273). 
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that the reconciliation not only aspires to an academic retort but moreover 
to “converge with the experience of people. Our experience is a mixture; it 
is a mixture of violence and justification” (Boltanski & Browne, 2014, p. 12). 
 
In this thesis, I focus on a multitude of encounters between institutional 
representatives and people whose debt is problematised and tested by the 
former. I show that institutions do play a crucial role in determining, 
qualifying and preserving social realities for people with problem debt. For 
instance, by providing legal frameworks affording rights such as the right to 
maintain a “modest home and a modest standard of life” – and sanctions – 
such as assets that can be seized when people are deemed not to pay off debt 
claims properly. I also unfurl the pivotal role that institutionalised tests may 
play for distributing the symbolic and material goods of people with 
problem debt, the emblematic example being the evaluation and acceptance 
of a consumer bankruptcy application, the safety valve rendering debt-
freedom possible. I show how state institutionalised tests and test arrays, 
perceived in their interconnectedness and progressiveness as test stages, 
seek to adjust debts and their holders to render both more qualified 
“responses” to the underlying problematisations inscribed in political 
initiatives and regulations.  
 
‘Counter-tests’ directed at state institutions 
People often experience difficulties undergoing institutional tests and 
successfully requalifying their actions and themselves as defined. This paves 
the way for the aforementioned open-eyed engagements with tests and for 
disquietude to potentially be harnessed as a critique (Boltanski, 2011c, p. 
103). I term such contestations a ‘counter-test,’ specifically signifying 
critical meta-pragmatic tests relegated more generally against institutional 
representatives and beings. The counter-test responds to perceived-to-be 
unfounded or illegitimate actions of institutional representatives and 
instruments and can be perceived as resistance to experienced coercion and 
the requalifying or subjectivity-altering test prompts. It then suggests a 
dynamism in which people sometimes critically negotiate (or re-adjust) the 
institutionalised debt tests they live through.  
Following Hansen, this speaks to a crucial point of difference between the 
FPS programme, especially the work of Thévenot, and that of the 
Foucauldian paradigm: while Foucauldian analyses focus on institutions 
and their techniques of government as presented, FPS adopts the point of 
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view of actors in their possibly open-eyed engagements with contemporary 
institutions (Hansen, 2016a, p. 34). Similarly, in the thesis, I privilege the 
perspective of people with problem debt. This is why I denote the meta-
pragmatic test of ordinary people targeting institutions as a ‘counter-test.’ 
It signifies both the asymmetric relationship (the capacities and symbolic 
and material beings at disposal) between people with problem debt and 
state institutions problematising debt as well as where my sympathies lie: 
with those in non-privileged positions. Although, the analyses shuttle 
between the institutional representative executing (and questioning) debt 
tests and the people undergoing (and challenging) the same. Here, I take 
inspiration from the ‘symmetricity’ found in Lazarus’ analysis. Lazarus 
details “both sides of the bank window, i.e. that of the person conducting the 
test and that of the person being tested” (2009, p. 11).   
 
According to the same logic as the continuum of consensus and conflict, I 
operate with a “continuum of resistances,” meaning a “maximalist 
approach” to instantiations of personal doubt, inability, recalcitrance, 
disobedience, opposition, contestation, and outright critique in relation to 
undergoing institutionalised debt tests and the transformations that they 
impose (Sabaté Muriel, 2020, pp. 6,10).  
  
Institutionalised and non-institutionalised debt tests 
Staying with Foucauldian analytics, it is important to underline that 
institutionalised tests do not merely unfold in key institutional sites and as 
direct encounters between institutional representatives and people with 
problem debt. Often debt tests are engaged remotely, beyond the 
institutional site, as self-tests or self-coordination, reminiscent of the 
Foucauldian model of ‘conduct of conduct’ or ‘governing at a distance’ 
(Dean, 2010, pp. 17ff; Rose & Miller, 2010, p. 271). For many 
institutionalised debt tests, their actual effects hinge on what goes on at a 
distance, meaning that people are to steadily re-adjust and -qualify their 
engagements with problem debt as instructed or compelled by institutional 
representatives, such as learning how to comply with a devised budget.  
When observing the extension of institutionalised debt tests, it is crucial to 
stress again that personal debt ties people to a wider gallery of characters. 
In my empirical material, this is especially other household members, such 
as partners and children. In my research, I relate to this wider socio-
material life of problem debt and demonstrate a wide range of institutional 
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representatives, as diverse as salespersons, locksmiths and police officers, 
that seek to shape this life as well as relations with friends, neighbours, 
colleagues and more that become intertwined with, marked by and mutually 
exert an influence on the beings of problem debt. 
 
One way to inspect the multi-sited linkages of debt tests connecting actors 
in the financial government and management of (indebted) households, as 
inspired by FO, is to turn to Thévenot’s evolution of FPS. Thévenot has 
coined the term ‘regimes of engagement’ to account for forms of 
engagement that are less public, formal and collective than recourse to 
justification or critique – what B&T denote as the ‘regime of justification’ 
and the ’regime of justice.’ Below this regime of justice one finds, among 
others, functional and instrumental action in the ‘regime of regular planned 
action,’ action in the ‘regime of familiarity,’ attuned to bringing about ease 
in habitual engagements with one’s intimate surroundings, and so on 
(Thévenot, 2016c). In conformity with my reading of FPS as an overall 
programme, the governing notion in Thévenot’s regimes of engagement is 
that one can follow the actors in their uncertain coordination of their 
surroundings beyond the limiting scope of situations of explicated 
contention and coordination found in ‘OJ.’  
Invoking the perspective of regimes of engagement one can see how 
institutionalised tests 1) re- or disqualify debt tests performed by people 
with problem debt in and around their homes and 2), are parallel to or 
kindred with other non-institutionalised debt tests, often in an indirect 
manner. In the former instance, the example, of how debt advisors, via the 
introduction of budgetary forms, re- or disqualify people’s saving and 
spending behaviour, is illustrative. The parallel between representatives of 
the bankruptcy court testing whether people have their financial affairs “in 
order” and many people’s preoccupation with appearing as “orderly” 
persons is indicative in relation to the latter.  
 
I apply the model of regimes of engagement to discern the most pivotal tests 
of problem debt, giving primacy to tests that transcend single sites in which 
problem debt is co-produced. Based on the empirical material, I highlight 
the pivotal test ‘stages’ – the concept of ‘stage’ lent from Deville (2012, p. 
429) – of the supposedly progressive institutionalised test array, showing 
how each of these stages is composed of a multitude of ‘sub-tests’. Sub-tests 
evaluate problem debt according to what I demonstrate to be similar 
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underlying concerns and logics. To do this, I often amplify the specific sub-
test that I find to be the most instructive – what I propose to define as the 
‘model test’60 of the given institutionalised test stage. These tests are ideal-
typical in the sense that they are to present the test stage in its purest and 
most emblematic form.61  
 
Thinking with ‘regimes of engagement’ and ‘action’ 
Beyond impacting how I conceive the criticality and the dispersed effects of 
tests, I have decided not to devote much space in the analyses to the regimes 
of engagement and their related concepts. The reason for this is that people 
with problem debt are primarily sought steered through a combination of 
officially coordinated/qualified agreements – the regime of justice – and the 
imposition of future-directed plans – the regime of regular planned action. 
Here, it is instructive is how debt collection institutions engage with people 
with problem debt to coordinate an instalment agreement – also known as 
a “payment plan” – the success of which hinges on people being able to self-
coordinate and conform to a plan of debt servicing and eventually, debt 
fulfilment. Correspondingly, in Lazarus’ exploration of credit tests, clients 
have to “prove the durability of their situation” (2009, p. 6), which at once 
signifies the observance of a common moral criteria employed to test the 
client’s circumstances and actions, and a description of a logic of action that 
is ‘certified’, meaning goal- and future-oriented (Thévenot, 2015).  
Following Thévenot’s and his social diagnosis, this means that other 
regimes of engagement are suppressed or sacrificed, particularly that of 
one’s familiar routines – here, for instance, once habits of financial 
management – within the realm of one’s intimate relationships and 
surroundings (see Nielsen, 2015 as an example of this). In this way, 

                                                   
60 ‘Model test’ has a slightly different meaning in ‘OJ’, signifying a particularly “pure” test 
that is consequently experienced as a situation that holds together – that is, a pragmatic 
test not lived as a test (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 144). Such a test exclusively contains 
beings that are relevant according to a single defined moral principle – they belong to, what 
B&T denote as, the same ‘world’ – and “the status of persons and things is [thus] revealed 
with especial clarity” (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005, p. 125; Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 
143f). In my re-interpretation of the concept, I insist that the test is pure and exemplary of 
the test stage – while I abandon both the premise of closed-eyed engagements with the debt 
test, the overall experience of quietude when engaging with the test, and the unambiguity 
of the moral principle underpinning the test. 
61 See the sub-section, ‘Debt test stages and model tests’ (chapter 3.3), on finding patterns 
in institutionalised debt tests and discovering model institutionalised tests.  



77 
 

paradoxically, I believe that the concepts – as well as the ethnographic 
proximity to the entanglements of bodies and material environments – 
proposed by Thévenot lend themselves too easily or self-evidently to my 
empirical material. This means that instead of challenging the material and 
pushing my thinking of problem debt into hopefully fresh and promising 
terrain, I fear that the analyses would end up predictable and repetitive. 
 
I work more actively with Boltanski’s notion of ‘regimes of action’, in which 
the ‘regime of justice’ is, once again, one of a plurality. Boltanski employs 
the two-fold distinctions of ’dispute’/’peace’ and ’equivalence’/’non-
equivalence’ to account for four horizontal regimes of action (’justification,’ 
’fairness,’62 ’love,’ and ’violence’). Hereby, Boltanski diverges from 
Thévenot’s vertical theoretical model, moving from the public to the 
intimate (Blokker, 2011, p. 254).  
The model suggested by Boltanski is supposed to dissociate from a 
“bulldozer sociology” that seeks to reduce any and all actions to a single, 
underlying logic63 – such as in the cynical and, according to Boltanski, 
“paranoid” reduction of actions to power or strategies supposedly found in 
critical sociology – and aligns instead with a call for pluralism while still 
examining the regularities that distinguish different types of actions or 
forms of sociality (Held, 2011, pp. 22n25,22f,23). In this way, B&T end up 
with a ‘limited pluralism’ (Blokker, 2011, p. 253). These regularities are 
defined by how actors relate to themselves, others, objects, and how they 
use language (Boltanski, 2012, p. 69; Held, 2011, p. 33).  
 
One can justifiably accuse Boltanski’s matrix of being oversimplified, 
something Boltanski readily admits (Boltanski, Blondeau, & Sevin, 2008, p. 
49). I find the simplicity of the model and, thus, the possibilities it affords 
the analyst for re-interpreting the concepts to be both challenging and 

                                                   
62 The relation between the regime of fairness and that of justice can be conceived as the 
above operation where an actor shifts from having their eyes closed during the pragmatic 
tests towards opening them up in a retrospective and critical meta-pragmatic test 
(Boltanski, 2011c, p. 69). 
63 The governing notion is then that people, depending on the situation, apply one capacity 
while keeping the other dormant. Such a view counters the tendency of essentialising the 
capacities and natures of human beings, such as being defined narrowly by the regime of 
violence, as in Clausewitz’ abstract vs. absolute war, or by the regime of justice, as in the 
deliberative communication found in the work of Habermas (Held, 2011, pp. 31ff).  
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rewarding. I find Boltanski’s attentiveness to the incessant shifts between 
regimes of action, as if activating one capacity while another one is in 
hibernation, to be particularly useful. It offers a frame and a language that 
affords the analyst grips to detect and show the heterogeneity of people’s 
engagement with beings attributed to and mediated by problem debt. 
Moreover, I think the concepts are productive for capturing the experiences 
of tensions which pervade my empirical material, as instances of uneasy 
shifts between these incommensurable regimes of action and the intolerable 
inhabitation of the emotionally charged borderland between these regimes 
as conceived as regions (Held, 2011, p. 34).  
While the first analytical part centres on tensions between actions and 
experiences of justice and violence, mediating debt tests conducted by debt 
collection and enforcement institutions, the second analytical part revolves 
around shifts between and the pulls of justice, fairness, and love mediated 
by debt tests conducted by debt advice agencies. The latter analytical part 
shows how these pulls can wear on identities (Held, 2011, p. 24).   
 

RITUALISTIC DEBT TESTS: CONCEIVING ‘PURITY AND 
DANGER’ THROUGH A FPS PRISM  
‘Principles of equivalence’ as ‘meaning systems’ 
In the final part of the analysis, I am interested in discussing whether the 
diverse institutionalised debt tests and test arrays collectively add up to 
something and, if so, what this something might be. This shifts our 
perspective from the micro-empirical between, among others, people with 
problem debt and institutional representatives to the macro-perspective of 
the ruling “classes of [debt] tests” and the moral ideas animating them 
(Held, 2011, pp. 29,29f). Or, phrased differently, the moral codes that are to 
be imputed regarding how one ought to live one’s life around debt in 
Denmark.  
 
B&T demonstrate that there are multiple principles of equivalences or 
‘regimes of justice,’ meaning moral principles according to which the worth 
of beings can be qualified, justified, criticised, and reordered when being 
subject to a test. The plurality of engagement/action regimes is then 
pluralised further by the fact that the regime of justice itself is composed of 
limited pluralism. Originally, in ‘OJ’, B&T propose six such principles (civic, 
domestic, industrial, inspired, market, and the opinion principle, 
respectively) (2006) but has since then demonstrated the emergence of 
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other prominent principles. These include the environmental principle 
(Lamont and Thévenot, 2000) and the network or projective principle 
(Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005) which provide the normative foundations of 
contemporary social evaluation and coordination.   
One can conceive these principles of equivalence as different ways of testing 
and coordinating social life – such as ways of testing problem debt and 
undergoing debt tests competently. In a broader sense, one can moreover, 
in the spirit of reading FPS as a wider, general social theoretical treatise, 
view these principles as ‘meaning-systems’ (Frère & Jaster, 2019, p. 147). 
These set the framework for how actors’ quotidian impressions are ordered 
or made sense of as experiences during tests (Susen, 2014, p. 10).64  
 
This interpretation underscores the centrality of lived experiences within 
FPS. Although, going over multiple works, I find the notion of ‘experience’ 
to be lacking clear definition and applied inconsistently, often portrayed as 
something quasi-naturalistic. This is particularly evident in the work of 
Boltanski. Often, it seems, experiences become merely the substance for 
meta-pragmatic tests of justification/critique, operating as beings, 
originating in other regimes of actions/engagements that are to undergo the 
difficult process of qualification into legible evidence.65  
In contrast to this, I want to unfold further the emphasis on the subjective 
qualities of living through debt tests – the French “éprouver,” entailing 
experience or sense of something (Hansen, 2016a, p. 15) – by stressing the 
theoretical linkage between personal experiences and the moral ideas that 
underpin tests. In large part, I find B&T to offer a theoretical model that 
speaks to my knowledge interest by designating how to connect personal 
experiences of having one’s debt institutionally problematised with a 
granular perspective on the composite of moral ideas of worth that underpin 

                                                   
64 Sociologist, Simon Susen, puts it this way: “The experiences of passion (‘inspired’), trust 
(‘domestic’), solidarity (‘civic’), recognition (‘fame’ [or ‘opinion’]), exchange value 
(‘market’), and productivity (‘industry’) are built into ‘orders of worth’ [or principles of 
equivalence] by means of which actors engage with, and attribute meaning to, reality on a 
day-to-day basis” (2014, p. 10). 
65 This can be exemplified by a recent article by Thévenot, in which he explores “how 
intimate experiences and personal concerns are transformed into an accepted common 
format that makes sense to others during disputes” (2020, p. 221). 
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and validate such problematisations. The pluralism of moral ideas relates to 
the return to the ambivalent conception of debt in the literature.  
I follow one “social-psychological,” “phenomenological” reading that views 
the conception of FPS as an “[i]nheritor and innovator of the American 

pragmatic66 and sociological phenomenological traditions” in their mutual 
“focus on how people understand the world, undivorced from their lived 
experience” (Frère & Jaster, 2019, pp. 138,140,150). Drawing on these 
traditions, social reality is similarly perceived as made up of agentic 
individuals who, in their actions, are capable of casting an ‘intentional’ 
glance (Schütz and Scheler) of the ‘Generalized Other’ (Mead) via culturally 
shared ‘meaning systems,’ designating common interpretive schemes and 
values (Ibid., pp. 140f). People draw on these meaning systems not only to 
communicate and negotiate situations. More basally, the meaning systems 
relate to perception and signification, of how we make sense and meaning 
out of personal experiences- all the “while retaining the importance of the 
broader cultural context” of these subjective experiences (Ibid., pp. 
145,147,152).  
The inventiveness of FPS is that it pluralises these meaning systems as 
principles of equivalences. Doing this, FPS affords a view that regards social 
(and internal) conflict not as an individual, pathological deviation from an 
otherwise harmonious self-collective relation. Instead, it can be perceived 
as an innate and inevitable product of the availability of multiple moral 
frames of understanding manifesting as flexible, muddy, and sometimes 
discordant understandings of objects and events that can butt together if 
put to the meta-pragmatic test (Frère & Jaster, 2019, pp. 142ff).67 In this 

                                                   
66 Although B&T did not initially refer to American pragmatism and Boltanski, in his later 
writings, has only done so in an unsystematic fashion (Bogusz, 2014, p. 130) – just as 
American pragmatists have neglected their French counterpart (Frère & Jaster, 2019, p. 
139). 
67 Interestingly, the stress put in FPS on “situations that are not characterized by the clash 
of meanings and interpretations” – and, by extension, on the reflexivity and creativity of 
actors caught in social flux – among the key reasons why Quéré and Terzi find FPS to be 
incompatible with the (American) pragmatist tradition (2014, p. 99, my emphasis). I tend 
to agree with this critique that B&T, with the one hand, model an analysis of social reality 
as if underpinned by relatively morally uncomplicated situations. That is, situations where 
few moral principles of worth (as well as few regimes of action/engagement) are activated 
and where the route towards the purification of the situation is fairly evident. All the while, 
B&T, with the other hand, concurrently and repeatedly stress that real social reality is lived 
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reading, principles of equivalences are regarded as “general cultural 
registers, mind-sets, and ways to be in the world” – “the general intentional 
state of mind through which an actor sees the world,” constituting rather 
than merely rationalising reality (Frère & Jaster, 2019, pp. 150,151,151f). 
These are then experiences within the principles of equivalence or 
experiences within coherent ‘worlds,’ sedimented over time via a process of 
institutionalisation. Persons situationally populate this in their qualified 
state of inhabitancy amongst other pertinent and qualified beings, 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 130,215f; Frère & Jaster, 2019, p. 150). 
For instance, one might situationally take on the properties of a qualified 
specialist alongside persons in charge of directing everyone’s work, via 
defined functions, machinery, standards, and calendars, toward future 
objectives – all beings plunged in and worthy within an ‘industrial world’ 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 203ff). 
 
Experiences charged by ‘domestic,’ ‘industrial,’ and ‘market’ meaning 
systems 
I propose that the imposition of three meaning systems largely constitutes 
people’s experiences of problem debt. These are three mind-sets framing 
how one perceives and engages social reality, and which predominantly 
signify and normatively underpin institutionalised debt tests. In the 
following, I outline the latter proposal. I argue that, owing to the 
aforementioned incompatibility of meaning systems, this theoretical model 
allows one to grasp tensions inherent in personal debt objects as theorised 
in the literature. Crucially, this also offers a backdrop for unearthing 
regularities in and for conceptually framing the tensions experienced by 
people in their engagement with debt tests, defining their “ways of being the 
world[s]” of problem debt in Denmark. Tensions can in turn be harnessed 
as morally grounded institutional critique or counter-tests. 
 
In the analyses, I show how the bonds of debt are incorporated into 
associations and tinged by objects and ideas beyond those commonly 
attributed to economic phenomena. The legal possessors of debt, their 
character, manners, habits, and duties are subjected to constant assessment 

                                                   
on the borders between or as perpetual shifts between regimes and the maligned registers 
of experience they afford. My thesis can be said to be truer to the descriptions rather than 
the modelling of social realities. 
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by institutional actors and by people themselves. The analyses show how the 
subjective qualities of people and what we normally conceive as the morals 
of people are articulated, problematised and tested in myriad of ways.  
As questions of financial resources and deals become intertwined with 
questions of personal integrity and honour, complexity, as well as tension, 
are introduced. To allude to this complexity and tension, I utilise an excerpt 
from a book by historian of ideas Mikkel Thorup, depicting key themes 
within the “cultural archive of debt” (Thorup, 2016, p. 8). Going over this 
archive, Thorup composes two “ideal-typical” figures of thought: that of 
financial debt and that of “moral debt,” moral obligation or debt of gratitude 
– figures that in practice constantly enmesh (Ibid., pp. 8,8f). Financial debt 
is monetary, calculable, limited, and defined by a fixed calendar of 
payments, in principle ending in fulfilment. Moral debt is incalculable and 
infinite. It has no time frame – perhaps protracted eternity alone – and can 
(and ought) never be terminated.68 Moral debt is founded upon personal 
and intimate relationships, such as the binding obligation grounding 
relations between members of a family. In contrast, financial debt is an 
impersonal link between creditor and debtor who are otherwise strangers, 
which gives the latter the freedom to disengage from both the creditor and 
the debt via the allocation of money (Ibid., pp. 8ff). Moral obligations can 
easily slide into suffocating dependencies – a “heaviness of the past” – while 
financial debt, for instance, in the guise of debt-based assets, allows for a 
brim-full of possibilities (Ibid., pp. 10,10f).  
 
I believe that the institutionalised problematisations of debt conflate the 
two ideas of financial and moral debt. I conceive this conflation as a 
‘compromise’ of the ‘market’ and ‘domestic’ principle of equivalence and 
worth (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 277ff). 
B&T define the market world as populated by desirous and selfish 
individuals connected via competitive exchange of scarce goods. Their 
coordination (the possession of external goods) is evaluated and informed 
by monetary prices. The relevant beings populating this world are sellers 
and buyers who are worthy when they have purchasing power (Boltanski & 
                                                   
68 The relationship between children and parents, for instance, ought to afford never-
ending interactions based on unrealisable mutual obligations and the former’s attempt to 
settle the account with the latter in monetary terms would surely amount to a grotesque 
scenario (Thorup, 2016, p. 9). Graeber, citing fiction writer and essayist, Margaret Atwood’s 
meditation on debt, presents a similar illustration (Atwood in Graeber, 2014, p. 92). 
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Thévenot, 1999, pp. 368,372). They are opportunistic, thus liberated from 
and “unhampered by any personal link” (Ibid., p. 372). In the domestic 
world, “people’s worth depends on a hierarchy of trust based on a chain of 
personal dependencies” (Ibid., p. 370). People coordinate with each other in 
embodied face-to-face relationships, they are relevant as relatives and 
authorities, and they become worthy by demonstrating their faithfulness, 
their continuity of traditions, informed, as their character is, by anecdotes 
(Ibid., pp. 368,370f).  
As the problematisations and tests of debt are founded upon a compromise 
between the above principles, this makes it possible to “shift from the result 
of a market transaction, which has neither past nor future and is entirely 
open to cancellation, to a durable attachment that is inscribed in relations 
of responsibility and trust” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 313). As Thorup 
argues, it is an odd compromise, entertaining both the personal and 
impersonal, the calculable and incalculable, quality and quantity and 
obligation and freedom.  
I furthermore insist on the significance of the industrial principle in relation 
to my specific focus on institutionalised tests of personal debt. Here 
industrial themes, relations, and objects such as administrations and 
organisations, planning, forms, calendars, labour, etcetera, flood the scenes.  
 
Compromises between principles can be stabilised in objects such as 
budgetary forms69 that associate elements from the market, domestic and 
industrial worlds (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 279). While stabilisation 
is possible, compromise arrangements are always at risk of being 
compromised, insinuating uncertainty and instability. Compromises are 
“monstrous hybrids,” as B&T frame it, and “fragile,” offering themselves up 
for engagements marked by sensations of anxiousness and potentially, for 
critical denunciation (Ibid., pp. 226,278). It is our engagement with 
ambiguous objects stemming from different worlds – and the fact that 
human beings belong to each and every one (as consumers of goods, 
members of a family, easily inspired movie buffs, etcetera) – that make for 
a “complex” or murky society, designating a disconcerting, tension-ridden 
existence of awkward switches between and alignments of meaning systems 
(Ibid., pp. 216,226ff). Since personal debt objects can conventionally be 

                                                   
69 See particularly the sub-section, ‘Everyday financial “monitoring”’ (chapter 5.2), on 
budgetary forms. 
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grasped and evaluated by applying the mindset of divergent regimes of 
equivalence or evaluation, one might find compromise in concessions or 
“clashes” (Ibid., pp. 31,223). Personal debt is “deeply ambivalent and 
paradoxical” (Saiag, 2020, p. 11, my emphasis). As financial oikonomisation 
scholars detail, its articulations are dependent upon the situational 
arrangement of problem debt and the experiences thereof.  
Based on the framework presented by B&T on how to report test situations, 
I have sought to detect regularities in the principles of equivalences that 
justify the institutionalised debt tests and the worlds to which the beings 
invoked in the debt tests belong (Ibid., pp. 140ff,226f).70 But more than 
animating the beings singled out and put to work in tasks imposed by 
institutional representatives, I find the principles to be adept at detecting 
patterns in the accounts of the experiences of people undergoing debt tests, 
including those only indirectly attached to institutionalised tests. Put overly 
schematically, experiences of quietude in relation to a test signifies the 
impression of natural engagement within the world or with the harmonious 
compromise arrangement, while disquietude signifies disharmonious 
clashes in dilemmas, perhaps regarding whether one ought to conform to 
one or another time frame or whether one should privilege one 
responsibility at the expense of another obligation.  
 
While the entanglement of the different principles of worth will be 
empirically underscored in the analyses, the intent is not to be rigid in 
proving their validity by constantly matching instantiations of utterances 
and activities “back” to underlying principles. Rather, in the first analytical 
part, I demonstrate the relevance of these concepts. From then on, I mostly 
keep them in the background as a backdrop for the analyses, only 
highlighting their analytical import sporadically. Furthermore, I do not 
consider debt tests or experiences thereof to be narrowly composed by these 
principles of equivalence (nor by the regimes of action in which 
equivalences are eschewed). Many situations are, for example, populated by 
beings deriving from a civic regime such as legal rights, duties, and 
sanctions. One will never find an entirely natural or coherent situation, as 
B&T stress, since “[e]ven the purest situations … retain a lingering clutter of 

                                                   
70 I unfold the process of doing this in the sub-section, ‘Observational foci’ (chapter 3.1).  
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foreign objects, a clatter of irrelevant noises” – objects that “may be more or 
less distracting” (2006, p. 218,229).71  
Moreover, I consider the worlds themselves as “ideal-types”, as Annisette & 
Trivedi argue (2013, p. 7). The worlds are very – possibly too – capacious, 
and it is outside my scope to codify and remodel recurrent configurations of 
“tighter” worlds encompassing a selection of worthy subjects, objects and 
relations selected from the market, industrial and domestic worlds on the 
basis of debt tests.72 Neither would my case study be able to speak to the 
most predominant or activated principles of worth in Denmark, 
advantageous for a comparative cultural perspective (Thévenot & Lamont 
(Eds.), 2000). Nor do I question the transferability of the principles of 
equivalences, empirically drawn from French texts and observations of 
actions carried out in a French context, for a study of actions conducted in 
Denmark. 
    
‘Purity and Danger’ at the margins of the domestic world 
Engaging objects of problem debt as charged by worlds other than the 
market is not foreign to FPS. B&T have undertaken a wider collaboration of 
economic sociologists attentive to ‘the economics of convention,’ exploring 
the plural conventions – or principles of equivalence – coordinating the 
creation and pricing of market goods and actions within business 
enterprises. They stress that each principle of worth is not isolated to a key 
societal institution, such as exclusively market beings and exhaustively 
equipping the market as if the market figures are a separate domain (Stark, 
2009, pp. 10ff). In fact, in ‘OJ,’ B&T demonstrate the possible critiques 
offered by and compromises between different regimes of justice within 
corporations, departing empirically from six best-selling business 
handbooks on how to comport oneself as a manager, each grounded in a 
different world (Ibid., p. 12).  
Conversely, market beings might also be unveiled in a meta-pragmatic test 
to denounce their presence in ‘contaminated’ pragmatic tests. For example, 

                                                   
71 Here we see a clear example of the image projected by B&T of real social reality as 
encircled in tension and always on the verge of collapse.  
72 Hansen has demonstrated the value of developing his own, more specified worlds, based 
on coding of normative literature and public debates, drawn upon in contemporary tests of 
unemployment in Denmark and France (2017, pp. 30ff). A similar process would most 
likely be complicated by the fact that the present study is primarily founded on the more 
local and thus, less “purified” empirical data of observations and interviews (ibid, p. 31).     
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the steep individual financial means (market being) needed for housing, 
which some might consider a fundamental right (civic being), and call for 
the ‘purification’ of the test by introducing legislation (civic being) 
regulating housing prices (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 218ff). Boltanski 
has maintained the focus on economic phenomena, among others in the 
guise of neoliberal capitalism, to which I soon return.  
 
The notions of contamination and purification as well as the above domestic 
critiques of shamelessness and irresponsibility in encounters mediated by 
the financial market, provide the grammatical backdrop for outlining a 
different theoretical framework, presented by anthropologist Mary Douglas 
in the work, ‘Purity and Danger.’ I briefly sketch and reinterpret the 
concepts, reading it through the prism of FPS, so to integrate them within 
my theoretical framework and so that they fit my analytical aims.73  
 
While the theoretical points of origin are widely different, Douglas, like 
B&T, stresses the importance of systems of classification and undertakes the 
analysis of anomalous beings that deviate from established classifications, 
analogous to Thévenot’s initial studies of statistical categorisations of 
“marginal or doubtful cases” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 3f,4). Such 
beings challenge established symbolic and social order by introducing 
cognitive uncertainty or ambiguity. Douglas abolishes the sharp distinction 
between the “primitive” and the “modern.”  She finds that a concern for 
‘purity’ lie at the core of systems of classification belonging to any society 
and that the ambiguous – or ambivalent – is considered ‘impure’, digressing 
from our sense of the wholeness or unity of the universe (2002[1966]).  
The sentiment that transgressors challenge social order is underscored by 
‘pollution beliefs,’ namely that transgressions cause ‘dangerous’ ripple-
effects’ or are socially ‘contagious.’ This, in turn, calls for mechanisms of 
control such as ‘tabooing,’ a spontaneous device used to silence, shun and 
protect against such behaviour, as well as for the moral exhortation for more 
coercive sanctions. Douglas shows how societies institute ‘rituals of 
cleanliness’ meant to, on one hand, order or purify and give meaning to our 

                                                   
73 I discuss my cross-fertilisation of FPS and ‘Purity and Danger’ in the sub-section, 
‘Contributions to French pragmatic sociology’ (chapter 7), as amongst the contributions of 
the PhD thesis. 
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experience and, on the other, make public displays of reconfirmations of 
social and moral order (2002[1966]).  
 
Douglas offers a plenitude of examples, of which many can be qualified 
according to the domestic principles of equivalence, drawing on domestic 
themes such as kinship and marriage, life phases such as childbirth, 
adulthood and death and bodily matters in the form of spittle, menstruation 
blood and excrements. Moreover, Douglas brings attention to “homely” 
transgressive acts such as a shoes placed on a dining table, food-stained 
clothes, cooking utensils in the bedroom and particularly highlights “sexual 
dangers” such as acts of adultery and incest (Douglas, 2002[1966], pp. 
xi,xix,xx,4). Here, according to a “conservative” mind the conventions 
within and boundaries of a home, are contravened (Ibid., p. 37).  
In this sense, I propose to situate Douglas’ analysis at the margins of the 
domestic world. B&T invoke classic political-philosophical works to render 
quintessential or particularly purified depictions of each world, understood 
in these works as the essential nature of human beings. I, comparatively, 
suggest the productivity of attending to classical works that theorise a 
particular world in a contaminated or polluted state, encompassing 
unnatural and ambivalent relations amongst the beings making up the 
situation. ‘Purity and Danger,’ in this regard, afford a lens and concepts 
highly attuned to capture and explain the mechanisms and dynamics of 
composite situations involving domestic beings. Specifically, those 
monstrous situations where a pragmatic test is carried out and the person 
plunged into it becomes preoccupied with its ambivalence, perhaps 
articulated in worries or through the charge that the test is tainted 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 279). 
 
Collecting disquietude of people undergoing ritualistic debt tests 
The relationship between embodied beings and the body politic is both 
present in Douglas’ model and ‘OJ’ (notably, in the domestic world). In 
Douglas’ view, bodies are conceived symbolically as mirroring that of the 
reigning cosmology (2002[1966], p. 4). The ‘world-image’ or “meaningful 
totality,” in a Weberian sense, to which social order normatively subscribes 
to and by which social order is animated (Boland & Griffin, 2018, pp. 
89ff,91). Rituals, in turn, hinge on their capacity for coordinating bodies in 
ways that reconfirm and reinforce the (experiences of) this overall 
cosmology (Douglas, 2002[1966], p. 150). Moreover, the perspectives of 
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ritual and cosmology are present in Boltanski’s later works, theoretically 
informing my understanding and operationalisation of both, unfurled in 
their respective relevant analytical contexts.74  
 
Boltanski notes in passing that the attentiveness to the symbolic forms in 
rituals is analogous to the “gestalt” appearing on the basis of an otherwise 
opaque course of life (2011a, p. 277). I relate this sentiment to my 
exploration of the ritualistic qualities of the overall institutionalised 
journeys that people with problem debt might undergo. I conceive these 
journeys as a rite of passage, possibly ending in people with problem debt – 
having proven worthy as economic subjects – being reincorporated into the 
body politic.  
This perspective resonates with studies inspired by sociology of deviancy 
that liken debt default to rule-break and regard the personal process of 
transformations of experiences and identities as an institutionally 
“constructed moral career” composed of “connected stages” Here, each 
stage is “guided by different [moral] ideas” (Rock, 1973, pp. ix,1,1f). It also 
resonates with conceptions found in the FO literature, providing different 
metaphors to designate the travels that debt and its possessor undergo. 
These include the ‘journey of default’ or the ‘collection trajectory’ (Deville, 
2015), the ‘debt trails’ “managed and lived over time” (Vargha & Pellandini-
Simányi, 2021, p. 127) and the ‘life projects’ (Dawney, Kirwan, & Walker, 
2020) of people with debt. 
 
My reading of cosmologies is based on Boltanski and economic sociologist 
Ève Chiapello’s notion of the ‘spirit’ of capitalism, inspired by Weber’s 
original economic theological analysis. In Boltanski and Chiapello’s version, 
‘spirit’ relates to the shifting principle(s) of worth that underpin capitalism 
or defines the prevailing tests of capitalist institutions: on the one hand, by 
explicating what are the legitimate criteria of accumulation and, on the 
other, by justifying personal engagement in capitalist institutions, beyond 
economic impetus (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2011, pp. 203ff).75 Adapted to the 

                                                   
74 Rituals are elucidated in the first analytical part while I shed light on cosmologies in the 
third analytical part. 
75 The spirit of capitalism is then not a purely ideological superstructure, disguising the real 
relations of production, but are efficacious in their normative and practical constraints of 
accumulation and profiting (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2011, pp. 203ff). 
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present study, one can view Denmark's debt economy's spirit as animated 
and specified by the problematisations, grounded in the aforementioned 
composite of moral principles of worth, and concretised in the 
institutionalised debt tests.  
My conception of cosmology is moreover inspired by the emerging 
programme of economic theological studies.76 In the final analytical part, I 
unpack how promises of debt-freedom, the access to which is ultimately 
guarded by the debt adjustment arrangement, are enveloped in theological 
notions of faith, confession, punishment, asceticism and redemption that 
people with problem debt empirically mobilise to frame the sacrifices they 
are to commit. While rituals seek to certify social reality or the “whatness of 
what is,” the ‘sacrifices’ involved in the ritualistic tests may lead to 
disquietude being introduced and to the eruption of critique or institutional 
counter test (Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 55,82; Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 
142). 
 
Boltanski and Chiapello underscore the dialogical relationship between 
ordinary critique and its incorporation in institutional tests and specify 
institutional ‘dominance’ as defining situations where dialogue is short-
circuited. Against this sense of collective ‘fragmentation,’ the task of the 
critical agent is to juxtapose individual experiences, tracing the common 
illegitimate conditions back to the institutionalised tests (Boltanski, 2011a, 
pp. 280ff; Boltanski & Chiapello, 2011, pp. 226f). Boltanski, suggests that 
the ‘totalising tools’, belonging to the social scientist, can help counter this 
fragmentation (2011c, p. 32). According to some critical voices, this 
argument circumvents the key methodological principle of symmetricity 
between ‘non-normative’ scholars and critical-normative actors77 (Hansen, 

                                                   
76 I attended the course, ‘Markets and governance in a Post-secular Society: an introduction 
to economic theology’ (05.-07.09.17), organised by Mitchell Dean and Stefan Schwarzkopf, 
and has since engaged with the enriching and provocative comments and writings of 
participants.    
77 Although Boltanski considers the fusion of the two programmes of critical sociology and 
FPS as “follow[ing] the highly promising road it [pragmatism] has itself mapped out to a 
conclusion” (2011c, p. 54). It is on this basis that we are not to understand FPS as a 
destabilisation of the political project of critical sociology – critiquing illegitimate 
asymmetries – but as a methodological endeavour to substantiate and clarify the implicit 
normative foundations from which critical sociology can speak itself. This, however entails 
that the latter assumes an empirically grounded or immanent normative position alongside 
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2016a, pp. 34ff; 2016b, pp. 135ff). According to Boltanski, social scientists 
can offer people “a picture of the social order and also principles of 
equivalence on which they could seize to make comparisons between them 
and increase their strength by combining into collectives” (Boltanski, 2011c, 
p. 48).  
Similarly, I intend to link the abundant empirical resistances in their 
multifarious forms of disquietude, doubt, and opposition that mark the 
institutionalised journeys travelled by people with problem debt. By 
shedding light on experiences of disquietude and the moral sense 
underpinning the impressions of those subjected to institutionalised debt 
tests, my ultimate hope is to bring the collective experiences closer to 
institutionalised reality (Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 136f).  

                                                   
ordinary actors perceived as reflexive and critically competent (Boltanski, 2011b, pp. 83ff).  
I propose to read Boltanski’s work as a continuation of and corrective to limitations in ‘OJ,’ 
here relating to the local extension or context-specificity that often characterise the critique 
articulated by non-social scientist actors, rather than as a radical departure from the 
original work. This reading is complicated by Boltanski’s own reformulation of classic social 
critique, namely the critique of class domination (Hansen, 2016a, p. 36). 
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3. Methods, methodology, ethics, and 
research design  
To address my research question, the present chapter has four aims: firstly, 
I provide an overview of my methods of empirical production, namely 
observations, qualitative interviews, and document analysis; Secondly, by 
going over the methods and empirical material, I provide important 
methodological reflections; Thirdly, I discuss my ethical considerations and 
reflect on the morally charged social realities of problem debt78 that I have 
positioned myself in; Finally, I provide an overview of my research design, 
guiding the reader through the analyses.   
 

3.1 Fieldwork in multiple institutional settings  

FOLLOWING THE INSTITUTIONALISED JOURNEYS OF 
PROBLEM DEBT ACROSS STATE INSTITUTIONS  
Accessing state institutions governing problem debt 
Generally speaking, my methodological endeavour was a process defined by 
– and arranged to be receptive to – changes in data production techniques 
and empirical foci rather than having one straight-line design and pre-
defined emphasis. A prime example of this was how my study, over time, 
expanded its scope to multiple in-depth observations of institutions 
problematising debt. I have studied the activities of: two institutions 
collecting debt (one bank (2 days) and one debt collection agency (3 days)), 
one bailiff’s court (12 days), two debt advice agencies (28 and 12 days) and 
two bankruptcy courts (10 days and 2 days respectively).79  
The length and the volume of studies of the institutional activities differ 
according to, firstly, the access I was granted, secondly, the organisation of 
the case handling work conducted by institutionalised representatives, and 

                                                   
78 I conceive the social realities of problem debt as a plurality of closer and looser connected 
settings in which people problematise and test personal debt (Delamont, 2004, p. 206). 
Underscoring the role of institutional tests of problem debt in Denmark, I privilege 
institutional settings while being fully aware that this provides a particular and limited 
perspective.   
79 I have decided not to name the specific institutions out of concern for anonymity (see the 
sub-section, ‘Anonymity’ (chapter 3.4)).   
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thirdly, my analytical aims. My experience was that negotiating access to, 
for example, institutions collecting debt was more difficult compared to debt 
advice agencies and bankruptcy courts. The explanation was often lack of 
resources and workload, concern about disclosing sensitive information 
about customers or their business models, and, more speculatively, whether 
institutional representatives viewed their values to be compatible with my 
research project. To the point about the organisation of casework, I, for 
instance, spent weeks at a debt advice agency site that was open three 
afternoons per week. During the opening hours, debt advisors carried out 
two hourly debt advice sessions. In contrast, I spent 12 days at a bailiff’s 
court where bailiffs carried out five-minute court cases from morning to 
early afternoon. 
  
From the start, my analytical aim was to explore how the Danish state 
governs problem debt, specifically that of the bankruptcy court. 
Accordingly, I prioritised studying state institutions (bailiff’s and 
bankruptcy courts) and state-subsidised institutions (debt advice agencies) 
over private institutions governing debt, such as private debt collection 
agencies or debtor registries. For this reason, the first analysis on debt 
collection and enforcement largely emphasizes the public bailiff’s court 
rather than private debt collection institutions, paying special attention to 
how the latter perceive and engage with the former.  
In this regard, I do regret failing to gain access to municipalities offering 
debt advice and not trying to gain access to the Danish Debt Collection 
Agency, in charge of collecting debts to public authorities and administering 
debt relief or partial debt relief of debts to public authorities. This oversight 
should be ascribed to my failure to comply with an otherwise pivotal 
principle governing this research project and my field work in general, 
namely that one needs to immerse oneself in the social realities of problem 
debt rather than gaze on (and evaluate) it from afar (Angrosino, 2007, pp. 
1f). The principle entails that I should have studied how debt is 
problematised and governed by the Danish Debt Collection Agency, even 
though their focus of attention could be tax arrears, fees, or unentitled 
benefits – types of debt that perhaps have a less intuitive connection with 
scholarly narratives of financialisation. 
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The institutionalised life and transformations of problem debt 
I worked from the methodological impetus, originally inspired by Actor-
Network Theory and specifically, the evolvement of the programme for a 
‘pragmatics of valuation,’ of following the ‘social life’ or ‘career’ of personal 
debt. This shows how personal debt is requalified and transforms whilst 
circulating through dissimilar contexts (Appadurai, 1986; Çalışkan & 
Callon, 2009, pp. 386ff; Latour, 2005). The proximity and attention to 
detail that fieldwork affords is exactly what renders it possible to catch sight 
of and delve into small-scale transformations.  
These contextual changes are defined in relation to institutional settings, as 
I focus on the negotiations between institutional representatives and 
persons with problem debt regarding the values of debt. Seeking to connect 
debt shifts and institutional frames, I turned to institutional ethnography, 
which inspired my general methodical endeavor. Institutional ethnography 
is an open-ended exploration of the lived experiences and knowledge of 
people – here, people with problem debt – “involved in the institutional 
process” (Smith, 2005, p. 31). The inquiry departed from the perspective of 
people and examines how our “everyday lives participate in and are 
embedded in [institutional] relations” (Ibid., p. 38). Here I, among others, 
find inspiration in mapping the intersections of and coordination between 
institutional sites (Ibid., p. 29). I follow problem debt as it travels across 
these sites, as well as pay attention to the variances in how the different 
institutional representatives sought to govern problem debt and the 
instruments through which they do so. 
 
Being attentive to such institutionalised journeys meant that I found it 
impossible to create a situation closer to “total immersion” more attainable 
by, for instance, a long-term study of one institutionalised arrangement 
(Delamont, 2004, p. 206). Instead, I aspired to a more holistic depiction of 
the state government of problem debt in Denmark (Lund, 2014, p. 226f). 
Focusing on this more synchronous picture of present-day institutional 
tests and journeys of problem debt, I have delimited the project from a 
diachronic or genealogical engagement with the institutions problematising 
debt. While I do briefly comment on the historical backdrop for debt advice 
and debt adjustment and for transformations within specific debt collection 
institutions – as well as literature that purveys diachronic accounts – an in-
depth engagement with the genesis and evolution of institutions 
problematising debt is reserved for future research. 
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FOLLOWING THE JOURNEYS OF PROBLEM DEBT WITHIN 
THE INSTITUTIONALISED FRAME 
Shedding light on the fieldwork process 
My fieldwork consists of conducting observations as well as informal and 
formal interviews, retrieving documents for studying, and documenting by 
taking photos. Contacting institutional representatives by e-mail and then 
typically setting up a meeting in person, I pre-arranged with the 
representatives to observe all the different facets and types of case handling 
that they perform in relation to personal debt. This entailed that interacting 
with and observing a multitude of caseworkers and managers. This was also 
reflected in an extensive appendix to the confidentiality declaration, in 
which I provided an overview of the research project and how I wished to 
produce data facilitated by institutional representatives. 
 
The typical process was chatting with the person with problem debt in the 
waiting room, attending the case handling session, and afterwards speaking 
with the person again, inquiring into their experience of what had just 
transpired. In this way, there was an interchange of informal interviews and 
observations revolving around expectations and concerns of the impending 
meeting, observing the actual meeting and reflecting on it, the implication 
of the institutional assessments as well as comparing concerns and actual 
outcomes (Smith, 2005, p. 32). In this way, the interactions prepared the 
ground for inspecting institutionalised tests in action and providing insight 
into personal experiences and evaluations thereof. When no person was 
present, I took photos of these different sites, documenting the dispositives 
of the material arrangement and zooming in on critical objects. I also made 
sketches of diagrams and added analytical notes regarding the politics of the 
spatial arrangements of the sites. 
  
Moving through institutionalised test stages 
Following the steps of the case handling procedure, the aim was to study the 
debt journeys and alterations that not only take place as problem debts pass 
between institutions but also those taking place within the institutions: how 
cases are prepared, presented, tested, and effectuated – that is the day-to-
day work of institutions (Smith, 2005). This also meant following the 
consecutive sequences of debt test arrays, particularly as problem debt 
passes through a bankruptcy court or a debt advice agency. In the case of 
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one bankruptcy court, I arranged to follow people with problem debt from 
start to finish. In contrast, in the case of debt advice agencies, I recruited 
people in different stages of their course since the case proceedings here 
progress slower. 
  
While observing such activities, I inquired into the procedures and their 
technical arrangement. This I tried to achieve via a “partial immersion” 
typical of sociological research: being at the main institutional site for the 
duration of the opening hours on selected days, making it possible to discuss 
and adjust techniques and foci with my supervisors while conducting the 
studies (Delamont, 2004, pp. 206,206ff). This is furthermore reflected in 
my delimited analytical focus on institutionalised problematisations rather 
than, for instance, the broader perspective of capturing “cultural” notions of 
problem debt (Ibid., pp. 208f).  
I arranged with institutional representatives to be present at the site on days 
in which rarer activities were performed. I was alert when rare incidents 
suddenly unfolded, such as when a person disputed the validity of a bailiff’s 
court meeting and an ensuing re-test was conducted. Witnessing the more 
marginal activities also meant moving around in geographical space, for 
instance, sharing a ride with a legal assistant appointed by the bankruptcy 
court so to attend meetings between people with problem debt and the 
legally appointed employee taking place at the homes of the former 
(Delamont, 2004, p. 211). Following the journeys of debt within institutions 
thus implicated not limiting myself to one or few places predefined but 
being mobile and extending spatially beyond the main institutional site, 
only providing a limited picture. I was then attentive to how problem debt 
and space are co-produced (Harker & Kirwan, 2019).  
 
An explorative design 
During the initial communication with institutional representatives and in 
the confidentiality declarations, I explicated that I would immediately enter 
into dialogue with institutional representatives if more practicable or 
productive methods of data production became apparent. Methods could 
then be suggested and altered without becoming an issue. Furthermore, I 
jotted down notes about how I could experiment with and better specifics of 
my engagement with the actors in the field. In this way, I developed an 
explorative and malleable methodical design. This design fit my overall 
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explorative analytical approach to problem debt and its indeterminate 
associations, practices, meanings, and effects.  
Moreover, I tried to be sensitive to uncertainties – being attentive to how I 
felt, my sensations and thoughts when first entering a new institutional site 
and engaging with its actors. I made an effort to make notes about elements 
of shock, perceiving surprises and bewilderment as something fruitful that 
could upset my preconceived ideas of personal debt and how debt is tested 
by institutions (Delamont, 2004, pp. 211ff; Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011, 
pp. 24f).  
The fieldwork then became an occasion for research progression in general 
– finding productive and ethical ways of engaging with different actors, 
detecting topics for interviewing, refurbishing methodical design, specifying 
the research question, sub-questions, and more. 
 
At the inception of the research project, I conducted informal interviews 
with Mathilde Bruun Hansen and Turf Böcker Jakobsen, who have 
conducted sociological analyses on personal debt in Denmark 
(Forbrugerrådet Tænk & TrygFonden, 2015; Poppe & Jakobsen, 2009). The 
interviews were, among others, used to inspire my methodical design.   
 

PRODUCING EMPIRICAL MATERIAL AT INSTITUTIONAL 
SITES 
Formal and informal interviews with institutional representatives 
I had informal interviews with many institutional representatives – 
caseworkers and managerial staff – about particular cases and procedures 
(Delamont, 2004, p. 211). Gaining insight into the spectrum of typical and 
atypical cases and proceedings, I, in the latter situation, inquired about what 
made the case normal, natural, or successful.  Thus, in reference to FPS, I 
tried to understand the governing principles underpinning an institutional 
test revealed by the “abnormal,” failed, or deficient cases (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006, p. 7). This could be a debt advisee who actively abstains 
from conducting the tasks and chores imposed by debt advisors or a person 
at the bailiff’s court presenting intentionally or unwittingly misleading 
accounts of their financial state. It could also be the more common situation 
of people with problem debt who simply do not have the capacities 
(temporarily or more permanently) necessary for involving themselves in 
an institutionalised test. Such as contacting debt collection institutions or 
applying for debt adjustment.   
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I tried to grasp why these institutional actors found it so important to 
uphold this natural state – what was on the line if one were to digress from 
it or what were the implications if most cases were deemed to be marginal? 
These questions, respectively, animate the second and first analytical part. 
I started to spam representatives with questions about this normality that 
most likely was self-evident to them and made them explicate and reflect on 
matter-of-course actions, notions, and problematics. Empirically, this 
turned out to be quite productive (Delamont, 2004, pp. 206,213).  
 
I have formally interviewed both managerial staff (three managers from two 
bailiff’s courts, three managers from two debt advice agencies, one manager 
from a bankruptcy court) and caseworkers (one caseworker from a bailiff’s 
court, three caseworkers from two debt advice agencies, two caseworkers 
either working for or affiliated with bankruptcy court). In some cases, the 
interviewee acts as both managerial staff and caseworker. The intention of 
the interviews was to provide a bird’s eye view of institutional tests: the 
genesis and evolution of the institution; the problem they are to solve, and 
how this problem differs from that of other institutions governing problem 
debt; comparisons with similar institutions operating in other countries; the 
scope, regulations, principles, criteria, and outcomes of the casework; 
communication and disputes with and retention of people with problem 
debt as well as impressions and classifications of people with problem debt; 
impending and desired changes to, for instance, regulations and the field of 
problem debt in general.  
The latter questions led to articulations of the challenges, concerns, and 
problems that the institutions face. Such articulations proved critical for the 
analyses as they provided alternative perspectives on concerns articulated 
by people with problem debt. By juxtaposing the two points of view on the 
same problematic in the analyses, I repeatedly demonstrate how 
frustrations intersect, feed off each other, and sometimes exacerbate the 
problematic.  
Such insights often presented themselves when listening in on briefings or 
conversations during casework activities, thus showing how the informal 
and formal interviews relate to each other. Important experiences were 
furthermore relayed during breaks, such as lunch breaks affording 
opportunities for informal conversations, in which case workers often 
recollected experiences on the job. These recollections became significant to 
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how I perceive and represent their interactions with people with problem 
debt and how they interpret these encounters.  
 
Institutional documents 
I retrieved documents from institutional representatives. These included, 
but were not limited to, templates, manuals and guidelines used for case 
handling, anonymised documents on particular cases and, in few cases, on 
legal regulations, reports, presentations, and statistics significant to the 
operations or interests of the institution. 
The documents function simultaneously as 1) purified representations of 
institutional problematisations and tests of problem debt and 2) as actors 
or ‘actants’ in and of themselves, as they support the institutionalised 
qualification and testing of problem debt (Latour, 2005).  
Sometimes people with problem debt would present me with documents, 
for example, letters from a debt collection institution, that I would look at, 
discussing the document's content and implications for the person’s life 
situation. Such informal conversations and document elicitations would 
have a crucial bearing on my thinking about people’s conception of 
institutions, institutionalised tests and journeys and later, on the narratives 
I would advance in the analyses. 
  
As the analyses and the theoretical framework are attuned to everyday 
engagements with problem debt, the primary empirical sources are those 
affording the sensitivity needed for exploring its qualities, complexities, and 
intimacies. As documents do not cultivate the same proximity to actors’ 
open- and closed-eyed engagements with problem debt, they are a 
secondary, supplementary source of data compared to interviews and 
observations that do afford such nearness – the latter of which I now expand 
on.  
 
Observational foci 
I prepared my observations within each main institutional site by devising 
flyers. I placed flyers in the waiting room and had another, more detailed 
pamphlet that I handed to people with problem debt who stated their 
interest in conversing with me and letting me observe their impending 
session. In the case of one bankruptcy court, I sent the flyer to institutional 
representatives who contacted the people with problem debt on my behalf, 
inquiring about their interest in participating in the research by reading 
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from the flyer. The flyers detailed the purpose of the research project, my 
background and institutional affiliation as well as dissociation with the 
institution under study, and the empirical material of the project. It also 
explained how they could participate, their rights if they decided to do so 
and how they could get in contact with my main supervisor and I.  
 
Moreover, I devised a list of potential analytical foci. I read extensively on 
different studies centring on the everyday life of credit/debt and economic 
life more broadly. This led to a plurality of analytical questions guiding the 
observations. Soon I would experience that more substantive concepts or 
‘etic’ understandings – for instance, ‘principles of worth,’ ‘regimes of 
actions’/’capacities,’ ‘cosmologies’ or ‘subjectivities’ – were too far removed 
from institutional practices as carried out in real-time, storing them away 
until the analysis.  
I turned my attention to Boltanski and Thévenot’s more heuristic 
framework on how to report on testing situations, extracting the 
aforementioned meta-concepts as conceptual tools that lent themselves 
more easily to my empirical undertakings (2006, pp. 138ff). Utilising this 
framework as a basis for studying situated and institutionally mediated 
engagements with and experiences of debt, I reported the encounter 
between people with problem debt and institutional representatives as an 
uncertain test of debt. Here, the present parties advance arguments by 
composing a list of relevant beings (subjects and objects) and establishing 
their relationships or equivalences (verbs) between the invoked beings. 
These arguments were advanced in the pursuit of well-found arrangements 
meant to provide solutions to institutionalised problematisations via 
adjustments or requalifications. More than reporting on debt tests, I 
reported on the qualities of the parties’ engagements with and their 
negotiations of tests.  
I translated the foci into many questions in a folder in which I regularly 
found support. These touched on material arrangements and atmosphere;  
questions and problems; instruments, documents and evidence; persons 
with debt, classifications and other actors; bodily and facial expressions and 
reactions, tone of voice and distribution of time allotted for speaking; speed, 
procedure, standardisation and discretion; criteria, negotiations, 
resistance, critique and sanctions; transformations (tasks, requalifications 
and sacrifices) and how the association between the given institution and  
people with problem debt was sought maintained and the requalifications 
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kept successful and durable. I continuously updated the foci to heighten the 
empirical traction according to the pragmatist’ (and institutional 
ethnographic) mantra of symmetricity – of what seemed important to the 
actors rather than to me as a scientist.  
 
By shifting back and forth between observations and interviews, it is 
possible to juxtapose concrete materialities of practices and the discourses 
on and formal representations of practices – what people do versus what 
they say (Löfgren, 2014, pp. 77f). Moreover, such studies can illustrate the 
relation between the ideal test as imagined and the actual empirical test, for 
example, the difference between the ideal enforcement or bankruptcy 
system and the actual ones in place. This relation, sometimes problematised 
as a schism, plays a critical role in the analyses. It gives way for tangible 
manifestations of disquietude and critique experienced and uttered by 
institutional representatives.  
 
Emic notions 
The iterative process between theoretical resources and empirical data was 
also sought achieved by writing field notes that accounted for both 
observations of empirical actions and my reflections placed in brackets or 
denoted with an asterisk (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 2020, pp. 79ff). Due to 
the format of the observations to concrete casework sessions and having 
explicated my empirical aims and ethical considerations to the informants 
in advance, I was able to record quite full, almost minute accounts of the 
encounters containing what was said, done, and how. While I was originally 
bent on digitalising my field notes in an even fuller version, this was often 
not possible due to having consecutive full days of observing. However, I 
would often do my best to digitalise the first day or so of my observations at 
a new institutional site to prompt reflections about empirical techniques 
and analytical foci.   
 
Inspired by Boltanski and Thévenot’s study of ‘grammars’ of justice and 
Boltanski’s attentiveness to the semantic functions of institutions, I started 
to observe the language and jargon used by the actors in the field. This 
included notions defining and classifying what is qualified and disqualified, 
deemed worthy and unworthy, especially concerning types of and 
engagements with problem debt.  
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After my initial explorative field studies of debt advice agencies, I looped 
back and read through my field notes to browse after patterns in the 
language used (Delamont, 2004, p. 211). I created categories of recurring 
subjects discussed – types and movements of debt, institutions, qualities of 
living with problem debt, temporalities and plans, financial behaviours, 
notions of responsibility and control, and more. In the following, more 
intensive studies of debt advice agencies, I was attentive to the expressions 
used by the actors to describe and create distinctions within themes.  
These themes map unto the aforementioned features of debt. In practice, 
the highlighting of debt features emerged from a process in which empirical 
and theoretical sources mutually informed each other. I arranged the day’s 
studies so that I would have selected facets, named above, of testing, notions 
and themes in the back of my mind during the studies, hereby attempting 
to build on top of previous discoveries (Smith, 2005, p. 35). 
  
The empirically generated emic language understandings guide and are 
heavily featured in the analysis (Delamont, 2004, p. 206). Field notes are 
sometimes used verbatim so to feature such emic concepts or as an 
illustrative example of an institutional test. I also use field notes in a non-
verbatim form to connect episodes to capture the governing logics and 
moralities of a particular test.  
     

3.2 Interviews with people with problem debt: 
moving beyond the institutional space  

GOING OVER THE INTERVIEW PROCESS 
Recruiting and transcription 
While formal interviews with people with problem debt are part of my 
fieldwork, I have nevertheless decided to write about these interviews in this 
separate section. The intent is to create and reinforce an imagined analytical 
frontier between the analytical level and perspective of institutions and that 
of the people with problem debt. By conducting interviews with people with 
problem debt, my ambition was to 1) explore institutionalised tests from the 
perspective of those subjected to the tests, 2) follow the institutionalised 
tests and the adjustments over space and time, and 3) to inspect how 
institutionalised tests colour and requalify other debt tests unfolding in and 
around the homes of people with problem debt.  
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As agreed with institutional representatives, the main institutional sites also 
functioned as a setting for recruiting informants for formal, much more 
extensive interviews.80 I have recruited 16 people with problem debt for 
formal, extensive interviews, as well as a number of institutional 
representatives.81   

 
All formal interviews are recorded, as opposed to the informal interviews 
and conversations.82 As the interviews are quite extensive – most are about 
2 hours or longer – I have been strategic with transcribing. I have fully 
transcribed interviews with people with problem debt whose experience I 
single out, playing the part of “main characters” in the analyses, while I have 
limited myself to listening through, writing notes, and transcribing sections 
of interviews with people with problem debt who play “secondary roles” in 
the analyses.  
 
Interview questions 
The interview questions concerned experiences, impressions, and feelings 
of institutional tests of problem debt and the tests of problem debt and self-
tests beyond the institutional space.  
 
I usually opened the interview by inquiring into their recent institutional 
encounter, which I had witnessed, asking about their experiences of the 
meeting, how they felt during the meeting, how they perceived the outcome 
of the meeting contra what they expected. I also asked them whether and 
how they might have reflected on the meeting since then or done something 
to follow up on the meeting. Perhaps, a perceived-to-be surprising element 

                                                   
80 Another model was provided by one helpful debt advice agency, in which a representative 
phoned debt advisees on my behalf, recruiting four people for interviews. 
81 See the sub-section, ‘The population of people with problem debt’ (chapter 3.3), for a 
reflection regarding the social positions of the people recruited. 
82 The few exceptions to this are: one interview with an institutional representative in which 
I accidently deleted the interview and we arranged another interview conducted by phone, 
another telephone interview, this time with a person with problem debt and one interview 
with a person with problem debt done in person, but with the condition being that the 
interview was not recorded. In the latter respect see the sub-section, ’Verbal and written 
declarations of consent’ (chapter 3.4), reflecting on the ethical aspects of non-recording. 
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or the key talking or discussion point of the meeting could elicit recounts of 
their experiences.   
 
Inquiring about the prior institutional meeting would often open a plurality 
of themes and subjects. Again, a productive entry point, I learned, was to 
ask about reiterated or unusual phrases and words uttered by the informant 
that I had picked up, and I would ask what such phrases or distinctions 
meant to the informant. I would also ask about emic phrases employed by 
the institutional representative(s) that they had previously engaged with, 
which could facilitate broader inquiries about their experiences engaging 
with certain institutional representatives and perhaps, carrying out the 
tasks that those impose or suggest. 
 
Such probes would often lead them to articulate why and how problem debt 
even matters. Broadly stated, how their overall and everyday lives might 
have been affected by problem debt and whether these effects have changed 
over time. I would ask when and how the plurality of effects spoken about 
might be discernible. This could be how they relate to themselves, their lives 
or various objects, their living standard, their routines, and what matters to 
them in life.  
I would also touch on how they seek to manage these effects, such as by 
inventing or employing learned strategies and techniques. This could be 
economic techniques, such as for saving or shopping, as well as techniques 
directed, for instance, to maintain their mental health or to safeguard how 
close others and unfamiliar people perceive them. In continuation with this, 
the interviewee would often address their social behaviour. This could 
include the stress put on social or domestic lives and relations, or whether 
and how they might have gotten or sought assistance from others, including 
from institutional actors. Here, some interviews would slide into more 
popular and political conceptions of personal problem debt and more broad 
reflections on how it is to live with problem debt in Denmark. Often, 
informants would long meditate on questions of fault and how 
responsibilities ought to be distributed in their specific case.  
Usually, I would round off the interview by inquiring about their immediate 
and long-term future and whether they believed that the future had debt-
freedom in store for them. Finally, I would inquire into how they would get 
there, what demands could be placed on them and what it would mean to 
the person and their life were they to move beyond problem debt.  
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Conducting narrative interviews 
The initial interview guides function as a test to see which questions gained 
empirical traction and which seemed irrelevant or badly worded. I soon 
noticed that I had trouble following the trail of the interviewee concurrently 
with orienting myself in the overwhelming interview guide. Over time the 
interview guides became simpler, featuring fewer and more open-ended 
question. In addition, they transformed from purely ‘semi-structured’ 
interviews to encompassing elements of ‘narrative’ interviews where I 
inquired about personal narratives of how their lives were traversed by 
problem debt. 
 
The narrative interview is a more relational mode of interviewing that 
surrenders communicative power to the interviewee compared to standard 
procedures of research interviewing. Storytelling is an ethical activity that 
requires the interviewee to share and the researcher to listen closely and, 
importantly, empathetically. The idea is not to view the stories that pop up 
during interviews as excursions but to examine the story as an object in its 
own right (Riessman, 2012).  
In praxis, I encouraged the interviewee to elaborate on how something had 
happened, whether they could draw on examples from their experiences as 
to the phenomenon they addressed, and unfurl the qualities of these 
situations. Meanwhile, I tried not to disrupt the stream of speech and made 
gestures and sounds displaying interest and approval. Commonly, the 
informant would open about the when and how of problem debt on their 
own volition and go into lengths about becoming aware that money owed or 
due would be difficult to pay. They detailed whether it came as a surprise or 
not, happened slow or fast, how they reacted at the time, what they imagined 
to be the consequences, and more. Such episodes were often potent 
memories traversed by confrontations with other institutional 
representatives and their evaluations of this encounter. 
If the interviewee were less inclined to speak freely, I would ask about 
problematised debt items, such as in arrears or defaults, or touching on 
episodes already mentioned if we had previously met. More generally, I had 
a list of subjects I could inquire about as follow-up questions if the interview 
came to a halt but then tried to switch back into listening mode.  
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The narratives presented and represented are not full life stories but depict 
episodes and facets of life related to the theme of problem debt. Such 
narratives will be heavily featured in the analyses.  
 

THE QUALITIES OF EVERYDAY LIFE WITH PROBLEM DEBT  
Experiences of ‘stuckness’ among people with problem debt 
The original plan was to have a second round of follow-up interviews. This 
proved only feasible with six interviewees, primarily due to time constraints 
when I interviewed most interviewees, synchronously conducting intensive 
observations. I listened to the prior interview and asked questions to extend 
on themes previously addressed, such as social inheritance, the relation 
between home and outside, mental images of debt and debt-freedom and 
more. Again I was attentive to emic language as well as classifications 
signifying worthiness/unworthiness, such as “rational/irrational” loans, 
“necessary/unnecessary” goods, “orderly/disorderly” people with problem 
debt, and more.  
 
Moreover, the intent was that, given time, the interviewee would be at a 
different point on their institutionalised journey and thus gain a new 
vantage point to inspect life with problem debt. However, this turned out 
only to be the case with a few of the repeat interviewees, and I have only 
observed one interviewee entering two different institutional contexts.  
While this could, to a certain degree, be ascribed to a faulty methodical 
design and aim, I believe that these methodical challenges could also serve 
as a crucial empirical point: that life with problem debt often is lived more 
as ‘stuckness’ rather than as a journey (Schwarz, 2020). I switched my 
analytical focus to how institutional problematisation and testing should 
progress in test stages while not suggesting that being subjected to testing 
is or feels like a progressive journey. The empirical material then could be 
said to test and object to my foreshadowed hypothesis of delineating defined 
and progressive institutional trajectories of problem debt (Delamont, 2004, 
pp. 206,212). I became preoccupied with a query throughout the analytical 
parts that is stated in different ways: why is it so difficult to complete the 
tests and move on to the next institutional stage? Or: why is it so difficult to 
requalify one’s problem debt (and oneself) as envisioned by institutional 
representatives? 
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This made me turn away from the above methodological framework of the 
pragmatics of valuation supporting the hypothesis. It seemed too predicated 
on clear-cut transitions and classifications. Empirically, changes seemed 
vague and classifications unsettled at best. Similarly, in relation to self-
classifications, people often opposed any neat division of deserved and 
underserved problem debt. There seemed to be a tenuous connection 
between, for example types of debt that the person had incurred and the 
self-judgements regarding their “orderliness” or ‘respectability,’ applying 
Beverley Skegg’s notion to narratives of selves (Carstensen, 2016). Rather 
than bypassing such narratives and subjectifications as inconsequential 
and, thus, invalid, I examined them during interviews, trying to understand 
their implications in and on everyday life (Deville, 2015, pp. 5f).  
Seeing that life is often lived as stuckness, I also decided to limit my 
engagement with narrative inquiry to a technique for ethically reflexive 
empirical production via narrative interviews. I discarded theoretical 
axioms in narrative inquiry about how people construct meanings and 
subjectivities out of past experiences by ordering them into narratives, just 
as I discarded the concepts that could be applied in the analyses to dissect 
personal narratives in and of themselves. Like Reissman, my starting point 
is “disruptive life events” – here the initial problematisation of debt – that 
fundamentally disrupt “expected biographies” (2000, p. 3). But while 
Reissman underscores the continuous “struggle” of assigning meanings to 
lived experiences, the approach seems to suggest that experiences and 
meanings/identities are co-dependent and dynamic (Reissman, 2000, p. 9). 
This sentiment contrasts with my empirical material that shows a rather 
elusive and stagnant relationship. 
  
In the discussion in the third analytical part, I meditate on the general 
experience of stuckness and contrast them with prevailing or ‘canonical 
narratives.’ Here, this means the prevailing meta-narratives about how one 
ought to conduct life with problem debt (Carstensen, 2016, p. 224).  
  
De-familiarising myself with problem debt 
Detailing the everyday experiences of living with problem debt demonstrate 
not only the extensity of institutional space, in the sense that everyday 
routines are embedded in institutional relations, sometimes without 
knowing it (Smith, 2005). Rather, they also denote the boundaries of 
institutions – when institutionalised relations are severed or lose their hold 
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on people and objects. Interviewing people at non-institutional sites, 
typically in their homes, meant providing an arena to talk freely about 
experiences. Also, they could air reflections and opinions beyond external 
narratives and interpretative schemas, be they institutional or popularised 
(Reissman, 2000, pp. 3f).  
I stressed from the initial encounter with the interviewee and in the 
beginning of the interview that I – as a narrative interviewer – aspired to 
follow them and their “associative trails.” I tried to convey the impression 
that I was not looking for answers confirming what they believed to be my 
preconceived conclusions, so as to open up for subjects and themes I had 
not thought about and was unaware of mattered (Delamont, 2004, p. 212; 
Reissman, 2000, pp. 2f,3).  
This also meant noting when issues that I believed to be part of life with 
problem debt showed not to be topical. I have tried to be truthful towards 
the individual experiences and, crucially, note when problem debt played 
little to no role in their day-to-day life. In the analyses and their revisions, I 
consistently try to be sober and explicit concerning the qualities of 
experiences of debt and when I cannot say anything about the matter. I 
attempt then to satisfy a criterion of transparency (Tanggaard & 
Brinkmann, 2010, pp. 523ff) – both in this respect of being true to the 
empirical results and their nuances, differentiation, and aberrations – and 
by offering openness to driving hypotheses and the methodical design and 
execution, including my oversights, missteps, and regrets during the 
methodical process. 
  
Having studied problem debt before, I, inspired by cultural analysis, forced 
myself to de-familiarise myself with what life with problem debt could 
possibly entail, curiously engaging with the facets of everyday life that 
become interweaved with problem debt, how this happens and what 
tensions and paradoxes this could spark. Using narrative terminology, the 
emphasis was on how people’s ‘big stories’ – narratives depicting life 
courses in their entirety as well as the endeavour of making meaning thereof 
– are requalified by the ‘small stories.’ The latter being the delimited 
analytical and empirically situated focus, as institutional encounters and 
everyday practices with as well as relations around problem debt 
(Carstensen, 2016, pp. 222f).  
At the same time, I have tried to make sure that the reader, throughout the 
thesis, becomes familiar with the phenomena of problem debt, for instance, 
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what are the different institutions governing debt, and what sanctions can 
the failure to pay a debt item trigger? (Ehn & Löfgren, 2017, p. 142).  
 
As advocated by cultural analysis scholars, gaining rich and nuanced insight 
into daily life entails that one moves beyond the realm of rhetoric towards 
following people performing the unheeded chores and routines so often 
neglected in social research – opening up the enigmatic “black box of 
everyday life” (Ehn & Löfgren, 2017, p. 141). The sentiment is that social and 
moral orders and hierarchies are, to a certain extent, sedimented, 
strengthened, and transformed in and by those invisible, learned, and 
naturalised habits (Ehn & Löfgren, 2017). Moving beyond interviews would 
mean attending to regimes of engagement that are more personal and 
private and less communicable than justification (Thévenot, 2016a, pp. 
149f). This is particularly the errand of the second analytical part, taking a 
prolonged everyday perspective on how problem debt might interweave 
with people’s day-to-day lives, focussing, among others, on how problem 
debt intersects with everyday relations of care. 
Besides seeing people with problem debt in their habitation and jotting 
down notes on its material arrangement, I, unfortunately, did not succeed 
in creating possibilities for extensive observations of people with problem 
debt outside the institutional space. While this, as stated in the pamphlets, 
was my original intention, , it proved difficult to observe people with 
problem debt when they, for example, devised and tried to conform to a 
budget as instructed by debt advisors, such as buying foodstuff at the 
supermarket.  
Sometimes I feared that my presence would border on intrusion. I had 
multiple appointments with people with problem debt where they felt it was 
too much having me on the side-line while they, for instance, engaged with 
institutional caseworkers. Other times, the appointment came to nothing as 
the event did not transpire, or they forgot to include me. I believe that it 
could have played out differently if I, from the very beginning, had a clear 
plan for how to observe them and could thus communicate it to the research 
participant. I maintained the necessity of de-familiarising myself with how 
and when problem debt intersects with people’s everyday lives. Thus, I think 
it could have been fruitful to ask the participants if I could observe practices 
articulated by them as pertinent to their experiences of problem debt. From 
here, I might have been able to gain their trust, paving the way for less 
delimited observations of their everyday lives. 
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Not having an eye for such engagements restricts what I can here say about 
the intimacies of life with problem debt in and around people's homes. By 
extension, my ability to highlight mundane activities, rituals and rhythms, 
moods and atmospheres overlooked in the research on debt is also limited. 
Both affect my ability to challenge the pulls of familiar “slopes” and 
narratives, funnelling us down the path of what we already know (or think 
that we know) (Stengers in Deville, 2015, p. 4). By contrast, my analyses are 
often marked by familiar symbolic schemas and metaphors, for instance, of 
homes conceived as a shelter against the outside world and as a 
materialisation of one’s habits and, by extension, one’s propriety, although 
often laden with paradoxes and contradictions (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
2006, pp. 164ff; Ehn & Löfgren, 2017, p. 161).  
  
Retrieving documents 
Similar to the observations of informants, my engagement with documents 
retrieved by people with problem debt could have benefitted from more 
explicit expectations about both what documents and texts I wanted to 
retrieve, the methodical engagements and analytical aims with them.  
 
I have retrieved institutional documents from interviewees, such as budgets, 
tax assessments, overviews of debt items, notifications on being registered 
in a debtor registry, and debt collection letters. Due to confidentiality 
considerations, I have primarily used them as talking points for interviews 
and largely feature documents as generalised forms in the analyses or in 
fully anonymised forms. In the analyses, documents are included to 
contextualise and, in particular, to clarify and augment the analytical point 
I am making. Documents are hereby drawn upon as proof qualifying my 
argument akin to operations of justification/critique. This is also the case 
for my utilisation of quantitative data. Quantitative data, such as the 
number of people registered in debtor registries or statistics regarding the 
outcomes of debt adjustment petitions, figure only sporadically in the 
analyses and is employed to substantiate rather than drive points. 
I also engage with media texts on problem debt, particularly the television 
show the Luxury Trap. I perceive the latter as a popular ‘mental schema’ 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 144) that, interviewees can address and 
reflect upon during interviews, like with their documents.  
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The analyses will not trace the “objectifications” of problem debt and its 
transformations on their own read-off documents. This would suggest a 
realist notion of reliability, verifying the interviewee’s statements about 
events. Events conveyed might contain and underscore the criticalness of 
certain documents and other objects, but there is no hypothesis of 
correspondence between changes in objects and changes in experiences. I 
foreground subjectivity as personal interpretations – rather than faithful 
and transparent depictions – of experiences and tests of problem debt as 
partial or situated truths in plural (Reissman, 2000, pp. 3,12ff).  
 

3.3 The government of problem debt in Denmark 
as a case study 

Adding to the above reflections, I now discuss the type of knowledge and the 
empirical qualities that my methodical design and empirical material afford, 
viewing my study as a case study. This has implications for the quality of the 
methods used and the empirical material produced. Having previously 
discussed criteria of exploration, reflexivity, and transparency, among 
others, I reflect here on the quality standards of generalisation and 
abstraction.   
 

GENERALISING THE CASE STUDY AND ITS CASE UNITS 
Throughout my research, I have been attentive to various matters of 
resonance (Lund, 2014, p. 226) – a notion that heavily figures in the 
analyses. In one sense, this means being attentive to how informants’ 
experiences resonate with each other, for instance, how multiple people 
with problem debt articulate and emphasise similar dimensions of living 
with problem debt and the qualities of those dimensions. Beyond exploring 
emblematic experiences of people with problem debt, I have tried to link 
such a micro-perspective with the meso-perspective of institutions, showing 
how the former is always somehow connected to institutional tests. A quality 
criteria is how the multiple perspectives of institutional representatives and 
people with problem debt resonate with each other – how I continuously 
engage with analytical points and concerns from multiple angles 
(Tanggaard & Brinkmann, 2015, p. 525).  
In another sense, resonance signals how my empirical observations echo 
dynamics and relations presented and concepts conjured by literature on 
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debt. A third form of resonance, speaking to another measure of quality, is 
my attempt at trying to create resonance in the reader, to affect or move 
readers by creating space for detailed descriptions of personal experiences, 
tension-filled and poignant scenes that offer points of insertion into the lives 
live with and government of problem debt (Ibid., pp. 526f).      
 
Generalising the government of problem debt in Denmark 
Resonance, conceived as patterns in observations, experiences, and tests, 
relates to how and whether my study can be generalised. I conceive the 
present study as a case study of Denmark's government of problem debt. I 
regard the institutionalised debt tests and the personal experiences of 
engaging with these tests and with other debt tests, always somehow 
requalified by the institutionalised tests, as the case units, based on which I 
try to generalise the government of problem debt. Each organisation or 
administration I studied is then a case of the particular institution. For 
instance the bankruptcy courts, judges, assistants, and actions, mediated as 
they are by devices, are cases of how the bankruptcy court function in 
relation to problem debt. The micro-experiences and meso-tests make up 
the macro-perspective of the government of debt in Denmark seen as a 
whole. In the final discussion, I depart from my analyses and discuss the 
government of problem debt in Denmark. 
  
Throughout the analyses, I have tried to find resonances between and 
inspiration from studies situated elsewhere studying comparable 
institutional arrangements and their tests of debt (Lund, 2014, pp. 226ff). 
In this way, I have entered into dialogue with other work. This does not 
mean that the present thesis claims or aspires to be able to speak 
comparatively on the government of problem debt in different countries or 
welfare regimes. The study is strictly delimited to the Danish case while it 
does draw in comparative perspectives but only insofar as the actors 
themselves make such collations. This is particularly the case when research 
participants and scholars envision ideal institutional arrangements by 
calling attention to institutional set-ups in other countries.  
 
Debt test stages and model tests 
In the analyses, I focus on the most pivotal institutionalised debt tests and 
highlight the model debt tests that I find to be the most ideal-typical or 
exemplary instance of test stages, as well as those most frequently carried 
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out. I do this with the prospect of bringing to light the general characteristics 
of the specific stage of testing (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 232). By this, I refer to 
the particular problematisation of debt objects and its legal holders that is 
inscribed and concretised in the testing stage. I also define this stage 
concerning the specific logics and moralities that motivate and ground the 
tests.  
Based on my observations of and reporting on institutional encounters, I 
have tried to find patterns in and classified a subset of debt tests as instances 
of the same overall test stage. In the analyses, I untangle the subsets of tests 
and reflect upon the test stage, applying the model test as an illustration, 
although I also feature what I deem to be more peripheral sub-tests. 
Generally, I provide extensive empirical examples, including excerpts from 
interviews and observations. These not only work as a way to illustrate my 
point but could also be engaged to inspect my analytical procedures and the 
tests that I accentuate and whether the findings seem credible (Tanggaard 
& Brinkmann, 2015, p. 525). Conducting my research, I have continuously 
tested my understanding with informants and gone over observations and 
interviews with supervisors (Ibid.).83  
I do not suggest that I have reached empirical saturation and, thus, validity 
in relation to institutionalised debt tests due to being constrained by the 
limitations of access and limited time resources. However, while my 
analyses are, in no way exhaustive, during my empirical production, I 
believe I got a clear sense of the pivotal as well as fixed and contingent 
elements of institutional testing situations. I also feel that I understood the 
typical and marginal experiences of performing and undergoing the debt 
tests.  
 
The population of people with problem debt 
Switching the perspective to the personal experiences of debt, I have sought 
to recruit and feature in the analyses people that can be positioned 
dissimilarly on the continuum of typical and atypical, and even deviant or 
extreme case units. A crucial principle behind recruiting people with 
problem debt as informants was to re-present a spectrum of people who, 
taking a page from FPS, engaged with tests with open and closed eyes, 
respectively. This entails whether people are unfazed by or struggle with 

                                                   
83 I thank Joe Deville for thinking over extensive excerpts of my empirical data with me and 
providing invaluable perspectives on and inspiration for my analyses.  
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institutional tests – whether based on self-assessments or, what I could read 
off, from institutionalised assessments. Moreover, I sought to recruit people 
whose outcome – or put theoretically, the assessed state of worthiness of 
their engagement with the institutionalised debt test in question – differed. 
That is, whether their assessed qualifications or capacities allowed them to 
progress to a new debt test stage or were blocked or regressed.  
While I do not propose variability in the sense that the diversity in 
experiences is in any way exhausted, rather the aim is primarily to detect 
patterns in engagements with and outcomes of debt tests that re-present a 
latitude of exemplary experiences and to display, in the analyses, the typical 
and more atypical cases.  
I also sought interviewees to position themselves and their experiences 
concerning their perception of other people with problem debt (Tanggaard 
& Brinkmann, 2015, p. 525). As noted previously, I have utilised examples 
of abnormal or boundary cases in the prospect of edging closer to underlying 
problematisations inscribed in debt tests, affording, I think, a productive 
entry point to inspect deep-seated moral ideas about how one ought to 
conduct one’s economic life (Flyvbjerg, 2006, pp. 229ff). 
  
I have moreover tried to recruit a population representing differently 
gendered, classed and aged social positions. I had trouble representing 
racialised differentiation in the population of interviewees. Problem debt is 
‘intersectional’ in nature (Allon, 2015; Joseph, 2014), meaning that multiple 
forms of (un)privilege combine and are decisive regarding the likelihood of 
having one’s debt institutionally problematised. This is both in terms of the 
impact of problem debt and in the manner of institutionalised debt tests. 
Besides reflecting on the classed dimensions of problem debt in the 
discussion in the third analytical part, I did not find space in the present 
thesis, besides peripheral reflections on gendered dimensions of living with 
debt84, for a concentrated effort exploring such divisions. Such perspectives 
will be reserved for future publications.  
Out of the 16 interviewees with problem debt, ten people identified as female 
whilst 6 people identified as male. Two people are in their 20’s, three people 
are in their 30’s, six are in their 40’s, three informants are in their 50’s, one 
person is in their 60’s and one, in their 70’s.  

                                                   
84 See in particular the sub-section, ‘”Change the way you live”’ (chapter 5.2).  
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While I have not inquired consistently into people’s total outstanding debt 
– often, as the analyses will show, people are unaware of, for example, how 
much outstanding debt they have and whom the creditors are – I have an 
obtained insight into debt items, either via observations, including the 
observation of the utilisation of instruments creating an overview of debt 
items, or during interviews, among others in relation to narratives unfurling 
their initial struggles with paying bills.  
Seven people have, among others, mortgage loans, while nine people have 
other debt items, including different consumer loans. Mortgage loans 
typically amount to a higher total debt, matching a higher educational 
background as well as a history of sizeable earnings and relatively well-paid 
and steady employment. All people have multiple items institutionally 
considered as debts. And again, the last sentence is crucial as it points to the 
empirical questions driving this project: when and how does a debt become 
classified as a problem, and how is that problem to be solved? 
  
The informants are fairly representative of the segment of people receiving 
debt advice which is unsurprising, seeing that ten of the informants were 
recruited via debt advice agencies. Debt advice agencies, in contrast to the 
population of “over-indebted” people at large, target more socially 
vulnerable groups, specifically defined in relation to the project I have 
studied, as having a low income, a high level of debt and a modest disposable 
amount, although the advice agencies rarely reject people who diverge from 
these criteria. International reports categorise typical users of debt advice 
as between the age of 35-49, defined by a slight over-representation of 
women, typically single parents, tenants, and workless, mirroring my group 
of informants (KORA, 2016, pp. 40ff).  
The over-representation of social vulnerability amongst the interviewees 
may affect my data and results, showing that problem debt often  is 
entangled in a conjunction of negative circumstances, like (previous) 
addiction to intoxicants and, above all, physical and mental illness. The 
latter presumably exacerbates the presence and effects that problem debt 
has on, among others, their social and familial life and their general health. 
However, the severity of the effects might highlight associations that are 
operative in most cases but perhaps otherwise would be left silent.  
However, one of the two debt advice projects I studied generally directed 
their efforts towards a more resourceful group of people, also financially 
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speaking. Also, I have engaged with four people who are considering or have 
applied for debt adjustment as well as recruited six additional informants 
via the bankruptcy court. Applicants are typically more “wealthy” and 
resourceful than users of debt advice services, potentially making for a 
broader representation of the population facing problem debt in Denmark.  
 
Do I have a clear notion of the informants’ financial resources and 
educational background? I cannot say for certain. On the one hand, such 
data would be valuable in a different research project focusing on the 
morphological or structural properties of problem indebtedness in 
Denmark or a research project specifically revolving around the 
intersectional dimensions of indebtedness. This, in contrast to the present 
pragmatist project, centring on the uncertain negotiations in which the 
pertinence of social classifications is uncertain and situational. But, on the 
other hand, a part of me does regret not inquiring into these, for instance, 
socioeconomic positions. I could easily have produced such data and 
particularly, since such questions potentially could, for instance, elicit 
reflections depicting associations between distinct experiences of living 
through debt tests and such classifications.  
 

ABSTRACTION OF THE CASE STUDY AND CODING 
Concepts and the bricolage nature of experiences 
In addition to formal generalisation, one can discuss analytical 
generalisation or abstraction of the case. This entails applying concepts as 
lenses to bring out inherent qualities of the empirical phenomenon and 
pointing to novel relations and dimensions composing it (Lund, 2014, p. 
227ff). As remarked above, I found resonance between concrete 
observations and interviews and the meta-concepts of tests, open vs. closed 
eyes, and qualifications and requalifications, as well as resonance between 
actors’ experiences and the three key features of debt conceived here as 
concepts. Moreover, after having completed the empirical production and 
shuffling between the material and possible translations of the theoretical 
framework, I discovered the heuristic utility of thinking with the principles 
of worth. This helped me frame the inherent logics and moral ideas 
animating tests and experiences thereof – in both cases, typically tinged by 
ambivalences.  
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My study can be conceived as ‘bricolage,’ in line with my pragmatist 
orientation, understood here as a combination or a creative and improvising 
mode of piecing together methods, perspectives, and empirical materials 
(Hammersley, 2014, p. 554ff). In a similar vein, experiences of problem debt 
are “bricolage-like,” meaning that facets or themes and sub-themes are not 
delimited to one or few specific moments in life with problem debt but 
pervade life and, thus, the empirical material. Similarly, the features of 
violence, moral responsibility and temporality are empirically ever-present. 
They are thus impossible to keep analytically separate if one is to stay true 
to the material, resisting efforts of bounding and compartmentalising 
(Reissman, 2000, pp. 2,5f). I focus on and unfurl one theme in one analysis 
concerning the institutionalised tests in which the theme is particularly 
prevalent and relevant. Meanwhile, I keep the other themes in the close 
textual background.  
 
Seeing everyday problem debt like an institution? 
My study is attuned to the political dimension of debt, contextualising the 
formation of debt within the context of Denmark and specifically, the 
Danish welfare state. Therefore, I have decided to foreground an account on 
the modes and consequences of institutionalised problematisations of debt. 
This comes at the expense of a fuller phenomenological account of personal 
experiences of life with debt. Also, this relates to the visibility of institutions 
in the empirical material. For example, a person might experience transient 
struggles paying bills and resort to problematising their financial state and 
behaviour without this prompting a financial institution to do so. They 
might resort to sending the claim to the bailiff’s court. It might also lead, on 
the part of the person, to a sense of being compelled to seek debt advice or 
adjustment. As a result of this, the direct institutional interaction is 
eliminated, just as such a case would render my participation and 
observation impossible. 
Concerning representation discussed above, I believe this generally 
accounts for experiences of more severe payment struggles85 and 
presumably for depicting more contentious relationships to institutional 
government, to which I soon return. The institutional perspective affects my 

                                                   
85 Debt advice projects do however declare an inability to get in contact with and retain the 
most marginalised people who might be unaware of the service or who lack the personal, 
social or institutional resources for acting upon the problem (KORA, 2016, pp. 46f).  
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portrayal of living with debt and how institutions intersect with day-to-day 
life. A more explorative study of everyday life with debt in Denmark would 
likely paint institutions as more distant and shadowy figures, instead 
engrossed in engagements with relatives, friends, co-workers, and other 
relations we are usually preoccupied with, proximate to, and intimate with. 
  
I seek to mitigate the presence of institutions by conceiving institutions as 
“merely” accentuating and mediating the emblematic phases and tests that 
most, if not all, people with problem debt move through. My guiding 
hypothesis is that pivotal facets of life with problem debt afford moments 
brought out and accentuated in institutional tests – the “one side of the 
table” mirroring engagements “across from” it. Inspired by B&T, the 
analyses shift back and forth between the institution’s point of view and 
analytical level, and that of individual persons with problem debt engaging 
with said institution. They show (moral) concerns and facets of life with 
problem debt that are parallel to and – applying the vocabulary of resonance 
– harmonise, amplify, distort, or disharmonise with institutional tests. For 
instance, in the second analytical part, I link debt advisors’ attempts at 
reassuring debt advisees to the debt advisees’ techniques, self-learned and 
otherwise, of creating peace of mind, as well as how institutional and 
popular notions of “responsibility” might fuse together or end up clashing.  
Such a view does not suggest a unilateral relationship between institutional 
tests and personal experiences, as if a straightforward cause-effect 
relationship. It is impossible for me to definitively speak to the origins of 
moral ideas of problem debt – I do not propose that institutions bring ideas 
and interpretations into existence ex nihilo, and moreover, I question the 
productivity of a quest for origins (Maurer, 2013) – instead, the interpretive 
and analytical grip chosen is to show how institutionalised tests provide 
such moral notions a new and distinctly coloured life (Reissman, 2000, pp. 
5f,9). In the analyses, I continuously demonstrate how institutionalised and 
non-institutionalised debt tests become enmeshed and consistently reveal 
the charged interface of this entanglement. Moreover, I remark upon the 
many instances that institutions and their techniques become absent and 
impaired in the lives of people to the chagrin of the former. 
 
“Main” and “secondary characters” 
The abundant material and the bricolage nature of experiences made them 
difficult to code. The only viable option was extensive, explorative coding of 
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full interview transcriptions from interviewees and observations of 
casework sessions. I mainly engaged in such activities when developing each 
analysis, delving into the experiences of persons who had engaged with the 
institution under scrutiny and finding the pivotal tests, themes, and emic 
notions. This proved to be highly illuminating in connecting the prevalent 
institutionalised and non-institutionalised debt tests and the relations they 
constitute.  
Moreover, having earmarked themes and notions proved valuable for 
discovering debt literature meditating on similar phenomena. I strategically 
transcribed and coded parts of interviews with other informants as well as 
observations of their institutionalised encounters based on the emerging 
categories, registering the range of interpretations and a continuum of 
open- and closed-eyed experiences of engaging in similar debt tests.  
 
In each analytical part, I highlight certain people with problem debt, 
figuring as main characters with pseudonyms. I examine their institutional 
encounters and general experiences, create space for their narratives, depict 
their personal stories of having debt problematised and situating key 
moments and experiences of theirs as well as my observations of and 
interview(s) with them (Tanggaard & Brinkmann, 2015, pp. 524f). It is these 
people or “main characters” whose material I have transcribed and coded 
most extensively. 
The main characters were selected according to the institutional setting in 
which I have encountered them and the institutional experiences they have 
primarily addressed during interviews. Furthermore, I have usually selected 
the informants that I encountered early, seeing that this would give me time 
to reflect on and follow their institutionalised journeys and for multiple 
observations and interviews, concentrating upon, for them, key aspects of 
living with problem debt.  
Other “secondary characters” figure without names, and their experiences 
and notions are typically generalised based on the recurrent patterns found 
through the subsequent strategic coding exercise. Secondary characters may 
figure extensively in one analysis, while I refrain from re-laying more 
elaborative narratives of theirs. Others merely provide a basis for 
underscoring the prevalence of or providing nuance to a notion or a facet. 
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3.4 Ethical reflections and positioning myself in 
the social realities of problem debt  

In the coming sections, I provide ethical reflections guiding my methodical 
efforts, use of data, and the analyses. In the initial section, I offer more 
formal perspectives, while in the second part, I meditate on the implications 
of being plunged into the morally charged social realities of problem debt. 
 

CONFIDENTIALITY, ANONYMITY, AND DATA PROTECTION 
Verbal and written declarations of consent 
A significant part of negotiating access with institutional representatives 
was discussing and reaching an agreement regarding various ethical 
dimensions of my field studies. I became aware that the initial written 
confidentiality agreement with a debt advice agency limited the scope of my 
empirical undertakings and could potentially prevent me from writing 
about my experiences. I contacted institutional representatives and, with 
the assistance of the legal department at Roskilde University, I drew up 
another, more exhaustive confidentiality declaration, upon which we 
agreed.  
The legal department moreover helped me with proper management and 
storage of empirical data in compliance with GDPR regulations. I have 
stored the digital data on password-protected and encrypted drives. The 
confidentiality declaration elucidated my research project, its aims and 
open-endedness. Importantly, it specified how I would engage with the 
actors, the wider range of and links between methods that I wanted to 
employ, and how I was to use, think with, write about and manage the data 
produced and retrieved. The declaration became a template for future 
declarations signed before venturing into other institutional sites.86  
 
The main requested change was to legibly differentiate between verbal and 
written declarations of consent. More specifically, it was important how this 
distinction entailed different ways of producing and managing the empirical 
data, such as discrimination between generalised data and personally 

                                                   
86 In one case I signed another declaration of confidentiality with a bailiff’s court assessed 
not to be in conflict with the one I had devised.    
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identifiable data, non-recorded and recorded conversations, and non-
representable and presentable data, respectively. Having signed the 
confidentiality statement in advance meant that I could observe waiting 
rooms and the actors populating them without first obtaining verbal 
consent. However, observing casework and engaging in conversation and 
informal interviews required that I gained verbal consent in advance. 
During casework and informal interviews, I would make sure to jot down 
notes in a general language that excluded personally identifiable data such 
as names, place of living, and other addresses and precise figures. If I could 
converse with or informally interview people, I would not record it again to 
avoid personally traceable data. Moreover, I would only take photos of 
institutional sites when they were empty of people. 
 
I would ask the given institutional representative or person with problem 
debt to sign a written consent form before conducting the interview. This 
was also stated in the pamphlets I handed out. They listed the rights of 
informants who decided to participate in my project. The reasoning behind 
this is that the recorded or transcribed data would contain personal 
information.  
Before initiating the interview, I would slowly go over the consent form and 
explain in a less formal language what the implications of agreeing to an 
interview were. Here, I had a special responsibility towards people with 
problem debt that they were fully aware of what they would agree to, seeing 
that they did not necessarily have the same legal qualifications as 
institutional representatives. Also, crucially, they would be entrusting me 
with information that was both personally identifiable and personal, again 
typically in contrast with the spokespersons (Brinkmann, 2010, p. 443).  
More than providing contact information and a brief overview of the project, 
the consent form, among others, stipulated that research participation was 
voluntary as well as the rights of the participant. If I were to conduct 
observations of casework with an interviewee after signing a consent form 
and participating in a formal interview, the notes would then contain 
personal information. There were a few exceptions to the above procedure 
where I interviewed by phone. Again, this required a consent form. In one 
case, an interviewee declined to be recorded and did not sign the consent 
form; consequently, I wrote notes that omitted personally traceable 
information. I did not photograph any homes, but I have, in some cases, 
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jotted down a few notes about the place, paraphernalia, and atmosphere – 
doing so with respect for the person(s) living there.  
 
Anonymity 
I considered how to ethically manage names which became part of a multi-
stringed ‘politics of names’ (Guenther, 2009). At the very end of the 
interviews with people with problem debt, I asked them to find a 
pseudonym for them that I could use when I was to write about their 
experiences. In the analyses, only pseudonyms are featured, and I abstain 
from using names for kin, partners, and friends mentioned. I have decided 
on pseudonyms for institutional representatives more heavily featured in 
one analysis. If I retrieved documents – either from people with problem 
debt or institutional representatives – containing personal information, I 
crossed out names and addresses. As noted, all documents presented in the 
analyses are fully anonymised. 
 
The notion above of ‘qualification’ steers the experiences I feature and those 
that I do not. I translate qualification – understood, among others, as to how 
human beings and objects are qualified in relation to an argument – to an 
ethical standard of only featuring experiences of people with problem debt 
when they qualify the analytical argument I am making. Narratives are 
relayed with respect to and with reflections about whether the specific story 
or experience qualify the more general point I am advancing rather than 
merely exposing intimacies of life.  
When personal experiences are pertinent for the analysis – that is, when 
they seem to speak to a key facet of living with problem debt – I have 
generally vouched to present it in its commonality, which resonates with 
others. This affords a delicate balance between respecting intimacies and 
experiential fastidiousness.  
It is out of the same considerations of qualification that I refrain from using 
names of institutions, instead looking for patterns in institutional tests 
rather than singling out specific organisations and administrations. 
 
Having listed all the above measures to protect anonymity, I must make a 
clear distinction between ‘internal’ and ‘external anonymity’ (Kristensen, 
2018, pp. 22f). While it should be impossible for readers unfamiliar with or 
“external” to the people whose experiences and statements are analysed to 
recognise the latter, I cannot guarantee the same for kin, partners and 
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friends as well as institutional representatives having worked closely with 
said persons. Here, a basic principle is crucial, namely that of “doing no 
harm.” The written material is not to exacerbate mental and physical health 
or strain personal relationships of people with problem debt, nor is it to 
worsen their financial situation. The latter could be a result of imperilling 
their relationship with representatives, such as debt advisors, or disclosing 
information putting well-being, valuable possessions, instalment 
agreements, or debt-freedom in danger (Brinkmann, 2010, p. 444). 
Therefore, I analogously try to omit any statements and actions that could 
trigger reprimands and, at worst, dismissal for institutional representatives. 
 

MORAL AND POLITICAL POSITIONING IN THE SOCIAL 
REALITIES OF PROBLEM DEBT 
The principle of “doing no harm” is unfolded and detailed in ethical guides, 
namely the American Anthropological Association (2009) and the Danish 
Social Science Research Council (2016), which I have continuously 
consulted. Here I find statements regarding anonymisation, data access, 
dissemination, informed consent, transparency, social and political 
implications and so forth. The moralised nature of the topic of debt means 
that I had to move beyond these principles and guidelines.  
Throughout the research process, I have been keenly attentive to the moral 
layers of the empirical material, registering moral ideas and dilemmas, 
trying to foreshadow issues regarding navigating the moralised social 
realities of problem debt, and later reflecting on my actual experiences. 
These are realities compelling one to inquire into one’s position and to take 
stances that are inescapably moral and political in nature. It is in this sense 
that I have elected to use the notion of empirical “production” since I, as a 
moral-political subject, help craft empirical material rather than neutrally 
“collect” it as if this was a depersonalised and innocent engagement in a 
moral-political vacuum (Delamont, 2004, pp. 214f; Reissman, 2000, pp. 
212f). 
 
Engaging with people with problem debt 
Coming from a socioeconomically privileged background and an upbringing 
without financial concerns, I often felt like I did not belong and that people 
with problem debt would quickly decode that I was misplaced. There was 
never a risk of me “going native” (Delamont, 2004, p. 209). Initially, my 
supervisor and I discussed incurring a small loan and defaulting on it so as 
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to encounter the ensuing institutional problematisations and tests and be 
confronted with its objects on my own. We decided against this as it felt like 
a mockery of their affliction – exhibiting my privileged position as the 
freedom to choose and undo. Viewing my emphasis on emic concepts in the 
light of this, a Marxist gaze, for example, could relate my privileged 
background to an alleged bias of my analysis. In this reading I would be 
favouring the ideological level of problem debt at the expense of its material 
basis – such as very tangible forms of scarcity. Doing so, I would be creating 
a guise of unreality that, by extension, supports the potential for subverting 
debt tests and undoing debt issues. I hope that it shines clearly through the 
analysis that this vision does not reflect most of my informants’ experiences 
of being financially and otherwise constrained by problem debt.  
  
Of note were the noticeable contrasts between a subset of the people with 
problem debt and me. To lessen the contrast, I started to wear 
inconspicuous clothes and started to use a more plain and standard Danish 
– for instance, refraining from using academic words to fit more easily in 
(Ringer, 2013, pp. 4,9). The contrast felt particularly palpable when I 
interviewed people at their homes. I noticed that I felt more relaxed in 
homes resembling my own and, in general, around people with comparable 
backgrounds – just like it generally felt easier to engage with institutional 
representatives. It was important to me and my research that I pushed 
through uneasy moments so as to follow a broad spectrum of actors.  
In general, though, I felt uncomfortable being in the field. Most days, I was 
tense, overheated, and nauseous and went to the restroom to take breaks. I 
constantly had to overcome my self-consciousness when trying to build trust 
and rapport with people with problem debt. Inquiring whether the person 
wanted to participate in my research in a waiting room felt invasive. At some 
institutional sites, my request was often rejected. I was deflated by people 
preventing me from observing the exact thing I was there for. However, 
following an article on research-participant positioning (Ringer, 2013), I 
reminded myself that these troubles – and more generally, the troubles I 
had following informants – were at least data in some shape and form.  
 
I decided to inquire into what seemed to be the reason behind this and the 
mechanisms of rejections and inconveniences. Typically, the response was 
that it was “too private” or “personal” listening in on the impending session. 
This led to some of the most pivotal articulations on problem debt as a 
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“taboo-breaking” experience, which became a key point of departure for my 
analyses and my theoretical orientations (Ringer, 2013, p. 2).87 I changed 
my way of engaging with people, noticing the importance of being 
outspoken and purposive – pointing to flyers stacked on tables invoking 
professionalism and inspiring trust in me – and, after introducing myself, 
to immediately stress that they would participate anonymously. The latter 
seemed to make a real difference.  
Taboo and shame are sure to put a lid on personal recollections and my 
imagination regarding the intersections between problem debt and life's 
intimacies, seeing that people might protect themselves (Delamont, 2004, 
p. 212).  
 
When engaging with people with problem debt, I tried to come across as 
confidence-inspiring and open, such as disclosing things about me that I 
was otherwise secretive about and sometimes echoing difficult experiences 
and sensations, displaying commonality when I could. I hoped this would 
help provide a space beyond that of the institution, in which it was safe to 
freely relay difficult experiences of debt and debt tests, including critical 
impressions of institutions (Ringer, 2013, pp. 7f).  
Although, I made sure to stress that we could always change the topic if it 
was too difficult to talk about and during interviews, I was aware of such 
signals, seeing that I did not have professional training to deal with it in 
another way. After the interviews we had a debriefing session offering an 
opportunity to talk the interview through and, for me, to change questions 
and interview techniques moving forward to incorporate further any ethical 
concerns (Brinkmann, 2010, pp. 441f). 
 
Between people with problem debt and state institutions? 
The uncertain research position often made me feel out of place – not 
belonging to the binary opposition of institutional representatives and 
people with problem debt (Ringer, 2013, p. 15). Adopting the difficult third 
position of professional and engaging researcher motivated my wish to try 
to recruit informants on my own rather than letting institutional 
representatives do the job on my behalf – this, independent of the rate of 
success.  

                                                   
87 See the section, ‘Moving beyond surface appearances to the “mess” beneath’ (chapter 
4.3). 
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I noticed how I would often be placed by caseworkers on a separate side of 
the table or in the corner of the room. It was as if they wanted to position 
me as a neutral spectator – an objective figure that could therefore easily be 
disregarded (Ringer, 2013, p. 3). This misreading of my role as fly on the 
wall rather than participant observer – one that did more “listening than 
talking” as a caseworker noted – mirrored the initial lack of a confidentiality 
declaration.  
 
The most striking example of the impossibility of adopting an objective 
position was partaking in the outgoing bailiff’s proceedings taking place in 
the homes of people with problem debt.88 The bailiff and electricians with 
me in the background forced our entry into homes and, in some cases, 
visibly distressed the people going about their day, unaware of the imminent 
encounter. Writing down notes in the situation to objectify it seemed wrong 
and instigative, so I put it off until we got back in the car. In the car, our 
conversation switched from abstractions about casework to concerns for the 
specific person we had just visited. It was clear that I had a position of 
power, and a moral and political one to boot. In this case, one that I (and 
the bailiff) would prefer to cede (Ringer, 2013, pp. 10f). In the analyses, I do 
divulge into this and other scenes where I feel strong emotional and moral 
reactions.  
 
The initial purpose of the thesis was to explore the government of problem 
debt from the point of view of the legal possessors of debt. I observed a debt 
advice meeting months after having concluded my field studies – as both a 
favour to the research participant and to ask follow-up questions regarding 
experiences that I was currently writing about. After the formal session had 
been concluded, I was caught off guard when an advisor directed their 
attention toward me and my “agenda,” more than insinuating an ulterior 
motive. The advisor had read an interview article with me in which I, 
according to him, grotesquely called the procedure of debt adjustment a 
form of “punishment” (Urban Kuci, 2019, p. 2). The disagreement led to a 
heated and unpleasant argument in which the participant was still present 
and caught in the crossfire. They were caught between, on one hand, their 
wish to disclose how it is to live through problem debt, channelled via this 
project, and, on the other hand, a desire to become debt-free, facilitated by 

                                                   
88 See the sub-section, ‘Participating in outgoing bailiff’s proceedings’ (chapter 4.3). 
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the advisor. Our positions precisely put in words their internal struggle with 
the debt adjustment procedure: are they undergoing punishment, or are 
they handed a “gift,” as the advisor appealed?89   
 
As a social scientist my ethical concerns lie not only with the “micro-ethics” 
of doing no harm to and protecting participants but moreover rests on 
“macro-ethical” orientations relating to the wider societal implications of 
my research (Brinkmann, 2010, pp. 439f).  It is in continuation of such 
ethical concerns that led to me address people with problem debt as  “debt-
stricken” (in Danish, “gældsramt”) rather than “indebted” (in Danish, 
“forgældet”) and me asking people what denominations they preferred and 
why (Ringer, 2013, pp. 10f).  
During the above argument, I became aware of and explicated my position 
to the debt advisor: if I did indeed have an agenda, it was to question the 
government of personal debt and its moral underpinnings, basing such 
criticism on the experiences of people with problem debt – to share the 
stories of those “defiled” (Reissman, 2000, p. 3). While I do try to enter the 
field with openness and portray a picture accommodating moral 
ambivalence, my being the primary tool of research means that my 
normative hypothesis, values, and prejudices shine through the interviews, 
observations, and thus, ultimately, the analyses (Tanggaard & Brinkmann, 
2015, pp. 492,494). It is fair to say that I privilege critique – and assume the 
“punishment”-position –ultimately subscribing to the above theoretical 
claim that critique can fuel more legitimate social arrangements. 
When observing casework, though, I kept quiet when bearing witness to 
institutional actions that triggered or reinforced disquietude and distress in 
people with problem debt or what I deemed condescending remarks and 
simply jotted down what transpired. I also had to cement to people that I 
could not help their financial situation – and that I was not and did not have 
the capacities of an institutional representative (Ringer, 2013, pp. 5f). All I 
could was to provide an arena – the conversation itself and the subsequent 
textual one – to vent and possibly, change minds.  
 
Ultimately, few people disengaged with my research project, provisionally 
or completely. Such instances seemingly demonstrated how much their 

                                                   
89 See the sub-section, ‘”Living hand to mouth”‘ (chapter 6.1).     
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engagement with the research project was predicated on trust in me. It 
showed how the perceived breaching of trust by, for instance, accidentally 
missing a debt advice meeting meant that I could never fully re-establish 
trust nor interrupt the ensuing radio silence. Examples like these and a 
multitude of dilemmatic situations put pressure on me to ponder ethical 
conundrums and how to renegotiate or -qualify my research position 
(Ringer, 2013, p. 2). The openness and adaptability characteristic of my 
methodical and methodological efforts thus mirrored my ethical 
investments in the social realities of problem debt (Brinkmann, 2010, p. 
444). 
 

3.5 Research design 

In the coming sections, I briefly introduce and rehash some general remarks 
on the analyses' format, content and ideas. Next, I go over each analysis, 
giving an overview of my research sub-questions that I seek to answer in 
three analytical parts. In relation to each analytical part, I specify the 
primary empirical data, the literature and concepts, and theoretical tenets 
of the French pragmatic sociology body of work with which I think.      
 

GENERAL REMARKS ON THE ANALYSES 
The analyses are arranged as the ideal-typical journeys people travel as their 
debt becomes the subject of institutional problematisation. The journeys 
commence at the initial experiences of problematisation and trace the tests 
of debt performed within and outside institutional sites, for instance, in and 
around the homes of people with problem debt, but always somehow 
mediated by institutionalised tests. I shift between the two perspectives and 
the parallel concerns. The analytical parts are sequences truncated by test 
stages, encapsulated by the model debt tests and key scenes they afford. 
Together they make up the institutionally coordinated test arrays that 
people are supposed to move through, while the ontologies of problem debt 
and the legal possessors are to transform or requalify based on moral ideas 
of debtworthiness as concretised in the debt tests. 
  
The meta-concepts of the test, open vs. closed eyes, and qualification 
vs.worth are present in and direct all analyses. In each analytical part, I 
focus on one pivotal and empirically pervasive dimension of debt featured 
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in the literature: violence, moral responsibility, and temporality. The 
selection of which hinges upon the specific institutional arrangement in 
which the model tests afford pivotal importance to said dimension, for 
instance, how temporalities of problem debt are particularly accentuated 
concerning the consumer bankruptcy arrangement, essentially regulating 
the time frame of problem debt vs. debt-freedom. In each analysis, I enter 
into dialogue with literature on the particular feature of debt as well as 
studies – especially from the financial oikonomisation body of work – 
examining similar institutional arrangements.  
 
The institutional journeys mediate the ideal-typical phases of encountering 
problem debt, living with problem debt, and moving beyond problem debt. 
In these journeys, I see shades of a rite of passage: transgression, liminality, 
and reincorporation. Moreover, the stages can be conceived as the three 
moments of dispute, depicted by B&T: 1) the crisis moment when one 
realises that something is inherently wrong, breaking down the course of 
action to, 2) qualify one’s critical position by pointing to the beings held 
responsible for the wrongdoings that consequently must be requalified to, 
3) restore social order founded upon notions of justice.  
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Figure 2. The three analyses of institutionalised journeys 

 
 

FIRST ANALYTICAL PART 
Research sub-questions: How do, on the one hand, representatives of debt 
collection and enforcement institutions and, on the other hand, debtors 
experience the initial journeys of debt problematisation, and how do their 
respective experiences feed off each other? Through what mechanisms are 
the journeys coloured by experiences of forms of violence? 
 
In the first analytical part, I explore the initial moments of personal debt 
being problematised due to non-payment. This moment is sometimes 
requalified by debt collection institutions and the bailiff’s court. In the 
analysis, I trace the movements in which debt is progressively 
problematised as a transgressive phenomenon. Institutional 
representatives increasingly view debt or “claims” as unhinged and the legal 
holders of said claims as untrustworthy. In contrast, people whose claims 

1) Encountering 
problem debt as 
trangression

Literature on debt and 
violence, studies on 
the encounters with 
the debt collection 
and enforcement 
system

FPS-concepts: 
Institutions, 
principles of worth 
and regimes of justice 
and violence

2) Living with 
problem debt as 
liminality

Literature on debt 
and moral 
responsibility, studies 
on encounters with 
debt advice agencies

FPS-concepts: 
Regimes of justice, 
fairness and love

3) Moving beyond 
problem debt as 
reincorporation

Literature on debt and 
temporality, studies of 
encounters with debt 
relief arrangements

FPS-concept: 
Spirit of capitalism
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are problematised, are marked by an intensifying crisis of moral deficiency 
and fear of unencumbered violence. I depict three institutionalised test 
stages, all aiming at financial recovery. I show how each debt test stage, and 
the social order the debt test seeks to uphold, is experienced by institutional 
representatives to be thoroughly challenged and transgressed by the actions 
of problem debt and by people with problem debt.  
The analysis then largely takes the perspective of institutional 
representatives and their moral ideas regarding problem debt, their legal 
possessors, and the latter’s worlds that the representatives seek to enter into 
contact with, get insight into, and intervene in while sensing that they fail at 
just that.     
 
The analysis is primarily based on interviews with and observations of 
encounters between people with problem debt and representatives of debt 
collection and enforcement institutions. I particularly follow the journeys of 
two persons with problem debt, Nadja and Maria, who make up the main 
characters.  
 
Beyond being in dialogue with sociological and anthropological analyses on 
debt collection and enforcement, I engage with prominent mediations on 
debt, among these by David Graeber, who views debt as intimately 
connected with violence. Theoretically, I engage with empirical sentiments 
of violence, thinking with Boltanski and Thévenot’s outline of the tensions 
between justice and violence as conflicting regimes of action as well as 
Boltanski’s analyses of institutional realities and dominance.  
The analysis uncoils the key meta-concepts of FPS in dialogue with the 
empirical material and lays the foundation for conceiving debt tests as 
grounded in market and domestic principles of worth. In the closing 
reflections, I conceive this ambivalent compromise through the theoretical 
lens offered by Douglas in ‘Purity and Danger’.  
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SECOND ANALYTICAL PART 
Research sub-questions: How are citizens to relate to and engage with 
problem debt via debt advice-mediated tests of internalisation and 
externalisation? In that process, how are these citizens to become 
responsible subjects? 
 
In the second analytical part, I explore how people try to manage their 
problem debt – a moment sometimes requalified by seeking help from debt 
advisors. Debt advisors instruct people – or “citizens” –on how to requalify 
their everyday engagements with problem debt as a “balancing” act – 
neither ignoring nor evading problem debt nor becoming overwhelmed by 
it. In the latter sense, this means that debt advisors are concerned with 
deescalating the sense of danger and moral devaluation as intensified by the 
debt collection and enforcement arrangement tests. Moving through the test 
stages, citizens are to progressively take over their “case” and shoulder more 
responsibility in their management of both their financial and care 
obligations.  
The analysis, unlike the former, largely examines the perspective of people 
with problem debt. Seeing that debt advice tests target citizens’ everyday 
engagements, the analysis follows citizens in their day-to-day endeavours of 
gradually refashioning their lives.  
 
The analysis is based primarily on observations of encounters between 
citizens and debt advisors and interviews with citizens, following the 
trajectories of two citizens, Hannah and Mike, who make up the main 
characters.  
 
The analysis will enter into dialogue with two bodies of literature attuned to 
how debt advisors shape responsible citizen-subjectivities: the 
governmentality programme and the financial oikonomisation programme. 
The analysis tries to bridge the two approaches by thinking with concepts 
from the oeuvre of FPS, principally the regime of love, fairness, and justice 
and the tensions between the regime of love and the two other regimes of 
action as depicted by Boltanski.  
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THIRD ANALYTICAL PART AND DISCUSSION 
Research sub-questions: How do the debt adjustment procedures test 
people’s access to becoming free of problem debt, and how does this relate 
to people’s experiences of the promise of debt-freedom in Denmark? 
 
In the third analytical part, I explore people’s aspirations of debt-freedom – 
a moment sometimes requalified by bankruptcy court representatives 
conducting tests of debt adjustment. These tests ultimately decide if and 
how problem debts can be redeemed. Beyond regulating the end-point of 
problem debt, I show that the debt adjustment tests themselves 
problematise and govern through the temporality of living with problem 
debt.  
 
The analysis is primarily based on observations of encounters between 
applicants and representatives of the debt adjustment arrangement and 
interviews with applicants and people with permanent problem debt. In 
relation to the debt adjustment tests, I follow the trajectory of one applicant, 
Liv. 
 
I draw on studies on debt adjustment and literature on the relationship 
between debt and temporality. Discussing the prevalent ‘stuckness’ 
experienced by people with problem debt, I moreover enter into 
conversation with literature on the intersection of class and temporality. To 
bring out ritualistic aspects of debt adjustment tests, I think with the 
emerging scholarly field of economic theology, attuned to morally laden and 
religiously charged experiences in present-day economic life. In 
continuation with this, I think with Boltanski and Chiapello’s analysis of the 
moral ideas – or spirit – animating tests of worthiness under neoliberal 
capitalism.  
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CONCLUSION, DISCUSSION, AND CONTRIBUTION 
Research question: How are people with debt problematised and tested by 
state institutions in Denmark, and how do these people experience these 
tests and the moral ideas regarding how one ought to live with debt 
underpinning them?  
 
In the conclusion, I recapitulate the main findings from the three analytical 
parts. I go on to discuss the research project's methodical, theoretical and 
analytical contributions. Then, I resume the reflection on the overall case 
that is the government of problem debt in Denmark and the current 
workings of the Danish welfare state. Finally, I discuss how key 
institutionalised debt tests can be requalified, departing from the 
experiences of people undergoing institutionalised journeys, and offering 
practical and more radical solutions. 
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4. “Dubious debtors” under distress – 
Initial encounters with problem debt 
 

Introduction: the violence of debt collection and 
enforcement  

In the first analytical part, I explore the initial moment of personal debt 
being problematised. These moments are sometimes requalified by debt 
collection and enforcement institutions. The analysis takes the prevailing 
notion that debt is “intrinsically violent” as its point of departure (Saiag, 
2019, p. 1). 
Here I follow anthropologist Marek Mikuš, who argues that whereas “debt 
collection is … the obvious contemporary locus of the association of debt 
with violence,” the operations of debt collection – and thus, whether and 
how debt collection activities are animated by violence – have largely been 
overlooked in the literature (2020, p. 245). This echoes Deville, who states 
that the topic of debt collection has been “much neglected by academics” 
(2015, p. xiii). I would add here that the dearth of analyses is even more 
conspicuous with respect to debt enforcement. In the present analysis, I 
attempt to rectify this, awarding debt collection and enforcement the 
“explicit and sustain[ed] attention” that it warrants (Ibid., p. xiii).   
 
In the analysis, I trace the journeys that people embark upon as their debt 
is problematised, marked as a progressively transgressive phenomenon. 
Throughout the analysis I juxtapose the perspectives of institutional 
representatives and people with problem debt. This demonstrates how their 
respective experiences intersect, sometimes by feeding off each other 
(Deville, 2015, pp. xiii,14): while institutional representatives problematise 
the legal holders or “debtors” as increasingly treacherous – losing the grip 
on both problem debt and debtor – debtors experience this as an 
intensifying crisis. The point of view largely resides with the institutional 
representatives. I show how their three test stages – ‘tests of willingness’, 
‘tests of truth’, and ‘tests of proximity’ – and the social order the given test 
seeks to control and uphold, are believed to be perpetually transgressed by 
problem debt and the debtors. Particularly, the representatives forge the 

https://www.eth.mpg.de/person/102221/3957530
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idea that debtors – in moves inspired by violence – are separating 
themselves from the financial and moral exigencies that the 
institutionalised debt tests try to impose and sanction.  
The main analysis ends at the scenes of the outgoing bailiff’s proceedings. 
Here debt collectors and bailiffs supposedly overcome this transgression – 
or separation – who, for a change, get into direct contact with the financial 
means of debtors, materially unveiled in the latter’s homes and household 
effects. Yet, at the same time, crossing the doorstep entails an unmediated 
encounter with the ‘state of taboo’ in which some debtors are plunged – a 
state of moral devaluation coupled with sensations of imminent and 
boundless danger or violence.   
 
The analysis is based primarily on observations of encounters between 
debtors and representatives of debt collection and enforcement institutions 
as well as interviews with debtors, following the trajectories of two debtors, 
Nadja and Maria, who make up the main characters.  
 
Beyond being in dialogue with recent sociological and anthropological 
literature on everyday encounters with debt collection and enforcement, 
especially the work of Deville, I engage with prominent mediations, above 
all by David Graeber, on debt’s intimate linkage to violence. I reinterpret 
this meditation by thinking with Boltanski and Thévenot’s outline of the 
tensions between justice and violence as conflicting regimes of action, as 
well as Boltanski’s reflections on and co-authored analyses of institutional 
dominance.  
Originally, in ‘On Justification,’ violent disputes are excluded from the 
investigation (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 37f), just as Boltanski has 
never empirically observed actions tinged by violence, at least in a physical 
sense. Arguably, the motive behind this emphasis was to eliminate 
situations in which relations of power prevail in the absolute – that is, 
situations where a critical sociological lens rather than a sociology of 
critique might have more explicatory power (Ibid., pp. 343ff).  
I find this underlying philosophical and normative primacy given to the 
strivings for justice to be refreshing with reference to a scholarly body of 
work often portraying debt as innately violent and morally devious. More 
importantly, I find the perspective illuminating. Diverging from an 
essentialised conception of debt and violence – one that narrowly confines 
debt collection and enforcement tests to the regime of violence – the 
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analysis pursues a specification of violent encounters to “discriminate 
between situations oriented toward justification and situations of 
domination [and violence]” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 346). Providing 
a close and indeterminate analysis of the encounters between debt 
collectors, enforcers, and people with problem debt, I depict how and 
through what mechanisms violence might arise, persist, and colour 
impressions of their mutual engagements. 
The analysis moreover has the ambition of unfurling the key meta-concepts 
of FPS employed in all analytical parts. Also, I want to lay the foundation for 
the productiveness of conceiving problematisations of debt and experiences 
thereof as founded upon an uneasy compromise of ideas that go beyond 
pure market coordination. I demonstrate and unfurl this in the first part of 
the analysis. Then, to provide a framework that ties this analytical part with 
the following ones, I add another layer of analysis. I explore the initial 
encounters with problem debt, and the institutions often requalifying these 
moments, through Douglas’ analysis of ambivalence, taboo and danger.  
 
The research sub-questions that will be addressed here are: How do, on the 
one hand, representatives of debt collection and enforcement institutions 
and, on the other hand, debtors experience the initial journeys of debt 
problematisation, and how do their respective experiences feed off each 
other? Through what mechanisms are the journeys coloured by 
experiences of forms of violence? 
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4.1 Beyond market bonds – debt collection tests as 
progressive distrust in “willingness to pay” 

COLLECTORS “ADJUSTING” COLLECTEES’ “ATTITUDE” 
TOWARDS CLAIMS 
A productive entry point into both people’s experiences of the initial 
moments in which debt is problematised, and the pivotal operations of 
institutions of debt collection are to look at debt collectors’ attempts at 
finding solutions to outstanding “claims.” They do this by writing and 
phoning the legal possessors of those claims – people I here denote as 
“collectees.”90  
Below I zoom in on two phone calls by “caseworkers.” While the phone calls 
were representative of the collection calls I observed, I have chosen this 
specific snapshot as it brings out the criticalness of the personal bond 
between collectee and collector and the potentialities of modifying this 
bond. I deem collection calls to be ‘model tests,’ epitomising the work 
performed by caseworkers. After this, I unpack the key facets of the 
collection test, applying and reiterating the meta-concepts91 of French 
pragmatic sociology (FPS). 
 
The debt collection call 
On the first day of observing a debt collection agency, I observe the work of 
one caseworker, Dora, trying to reach collectees by phone. When she finally 
does, Dora responds “hello,” gives her first name, and seeks confirmation 
that she is indeed talking to the person she requests. Dora now states the 
name of the collection agency she works for, explains that the agency has 
taken over the case from a designated bank, and asks whether “we can enter 
into an instalment agreement with you?”.  The collectee says that they are 
on long-term sick leave, dealing with a chronic condition, and are going 
through an assessment of their job capacity while receiving social security. 
Dora inquires further into this and surmises that it does not look like the 
collectee will return to the labour market: the collectee has received multiple 

                                                   
90 In the following section I examine the significance of the collectors’ changing denotations 
of collectees, shifting, as they do, in accordance with different institutionalised debt tests 
in question (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 147). “Collectees” is my generic denotation for 
people in their association with debt collectors. 
91 See the section, ‘Meta-concepts and their operationalisation’ (chapter 2.2). 
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surgical interventions, receiving two artificial knees in the same leg. It is a 
chronic condition.  
Dora asks if family or friends could help them out paying the claim and is 
met by annoyance, that it is “not all right to involve others” in this. Still 
going, the collectee turns the inquiry into how far they are willing to go on 
its head, noting how things could have turned out quite differently “if [the 
bank] was more willing to help me” back then. Dora tries to inquire further 
into this, but the collectee returns to their knees and then to the bank. The 
bank was the former owner of the claim in question and “would not budge,” 
abstaining from lowering the fee, which effectively meant that while the 
collectee was able to pay rent “there was nothing to live life on,” stressing 
that they “also needs food in the stomach.” Repeating the sentiment that the 
collectee saw “no willingness” on the part of the bank, that they were “willing 
and then I was simply told ’no’”.  
Dora interjects, asking if the collectee would be able to service the smallest 
possible “instalment agreement” but, seeing that the collectee only receives 
about 7.000 kroner (about 950 euro and less than 1.000 dollars) a month, 
they note that they would be unable to enter into such an agreement. The 
collectee adds that such a deal would be “to no avail.”  
Dora proposes that the collectee pays until they obtain their state pension, 
after which the claim will be terminated. This, once again, takes the collectee 
back to their shared past with the bank – “it was almost as if I committed a 
crime” – as well as to their knees. Dora asks if they received any 
compensation for the knees, but it was “a stroke of dumb unluck” that 
occurred at their home – so no. Dora concurs – “I do understand that you 
do not have much,” and echoes that the bank “has been very strict,” knowing 
this from similar cases. The collectee further develops this sentiment, 
remarking that they were sent to the bailiff’s court despite never having 
missed a payment and that the bank simply told them, “well, it is how it is.” 
They would go on to switch banks.  
While the collectee addresses the lack of understanding on the part of the 
bank, Dora continues to write down the report of the ongoing conversation 
on her computer. Dora now asks if 1.000 kroner a month would be feasible 
for the collectee, to which the latter firmly responds: “I cannot do that,” 
following this statement up by emphasising that “it is not by ill will and I 
also think that I have proven that.” They maintain that they “so desperately” 
want to pay, that they were “willing and then I was simply told ‘no’ by the 
bank” and that the bailiff said so as well during the aforementioned court 
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visit. Dora declares that the collection agency will wait two years to reengage 
since things might have changed then, to which the collectee says they are 
looking forward to a slightly bigger pension. Ending the conversation, the 
collectee, being ill at the moment, notes how “this will hopefully pass, this 
disease – the debt will not.”  
After hanging up, Dora turns to me and says that the collectee might think 
it over and get back to us, meaning the debt collection agency. Dora thinks 
that she has “planted a seed” – “there is a possibility – we are negotiable,” 
she says. 
  
A few moments later, Dora manages to get a hold of another collectee, 
informing them that the call is “about the outstanding amount you have to 
[the name of the bank].” The collectee finds the current situation “damned 
difficult,” as they are currently receiving early retirement benefits, which are 
soon to decrease to the ordinary – lower – pension rate. Moreover, the 
collectee has a teenage daughter living at home. They begin to explain what 
transpired, and how they were forced to leave the labour market. They note 
that they “paid anyone their due until then” (in Danish, “betale enhver sit”), 
but it was no longer feasible to do this. Dora talked to the collectee a year 
ago when the collectee was not “totally dismissive on an instalment 
agreement,” as Dora puts it. The collectee responds that they “do want to 
pay my debt” but then mentions how study trips for their daughter and other 
debt items prevent them from doing just this. The collectee resumes their 
speech, remarking how they did not reckon that they were to pay such large 
an amount (above 3.000 kroner) to the bank – this made them “truly dizzy.” 
The bank did not “show consideration for other expenses” that the person 
had at the time.  
Dora proposes a similar arrangement as the bank but that the collectee is 
now only to pay for five years, and then the claim is “finished.” Dora adds 
that the arrangement has to be “realistic” and “we are open to completing 
this agreement in the best way possible.” The collectee starts to articulate 
how it “affects one mentally” and mentions the “stress” they are 
experiencing and says that they will think about the proposal at once – that 
they will “sit down and do the calculations.” The collectee states that they 
would like to speak with Dora when they call back and concludes the 
conversation by saying “thank you.”        
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Thinking of the debt collection call as a debt test  
Caseworkers phone collectees hoping to find “instalment agreements” on 
outstanding debt items, denoted as “claims,” with collectees. There is an 
asymmetry defining the relationship between the collector as the evaluator 
conducting the phone call and mainly posing the questions – and the 
collectee as the evaluated – typically, the recipient of phone calls or other 
correspondence. This can, amongst others, be read from how the 
institutional representative can create an instalment agreement that entails 
a “special offer,” as Dora remarks a few times, in which the collectee pays a 
proportion of the estimated claim after which the claim is terminated, 
ultimately “paying less than what they owe.” As it says on a flyer distributed 
by the debt collection agency: “Our goal is to accept a repayment plan that 
is realistic and manageable. Your repayments will be based on what you can 
afford – not what you owe”. Collectees are able to negotiate claims – 
something that is not fully visible in the above excerpt – but do not decide 
the terms for debt cancellation. For this reason, the initial collectee is right 
in contraposing their passing illness and the claim in saying that it will not 
pass on its own as the latter is essentially out of their hands.  
The asymmetry between the two can be conceived as the two subjects 
engaged in the ‘test’ situation having unearthed different ‘capacities’ during 
the debt test – the debt test being predicated on reaching an instalment 
agreement. The instalment agreement is the solution to the 
problematisation of non-payment of the claim, which is the unacceptable 
premise and motivation of Dora’s phone calls. Dora and other debt 
collectors “solve” cases, as they often formulate. Here “agreement” can be 
conceived narrowly in its financial and legal sense and, in the sense of FPS, 
as establishing coordination or realignment when the social bonds of debt 
fulfilment have been challenged and perceived as broken down. Here, there 
is an “outstanding” in a financial and, as I will further unfold, moral sense, 
calling for rectifying action on the part of the collectee.  
 
The debt test hinges on bringing forth and juxtaposing a plurality of ‘beings’ 
attained via inquiries into circumstances pertaining to collectees’ lives, such 
as labour market status, health, relatives, and friends. These details are 
engaged as evidence in their ‘qualified’ guise as pertinent financial 
information for the test. More than juxtaposing these beings, the procedure 
grounds the normative endeavour of ranking and classifying. The financial 
information could make a judgement possible, as in is an instalment 
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agreement “realistic”? Or, is such a move ‘disqualified’ due to the discovery 
of negligible financial resources after “life” (foodstuff, study trips for 
children, etcetera) has been covered?  
The pertinent beings suggest that what is tested is not narrowly the object 
that is the claim – this could for instance, be its legal validity – but moreover 
the subject of the collectee, constituting the context of the claim – or the 
“case.” But caseworkers do not limit themselves to proofs regarding the 
financial state of the collectee. Beyond this, the caseworkers relate to the 
personalised bond and sentiments towards the claim. Especially salient here 
are the oral anecdotes regarding the history that the first collectee has with 
the previous claimant. As we saw, this history is marked by failure on the 
part of the bank to “understand” and “help,” putting the collectee through 
the bailiff’s court wringer and charging fees. The collectee turns Dora’s 
prompts on the head – you want me to display “willingness” when it was the 
bank that failed at exactly this? This illustrates that the experiential qualities 
of past relationships are not only critical for Dora’s assessment but so too 
are the collectee’s current sentiments towards the claim and, equally, the 
current debt collector, noting, as Dora does, that the collectee used not to be 
“totally dismissive.” Actually, oftentimes such sentiments make the 
difference in assessments, as I soon elaborate. 
Quite often, no instalment agreement is reached, as collectees typically lack 
the financial means and often have lacked them for a while. Nevertheless, 
several times, I observed, Dora and other caseworkers entering into 
agreements with collectees. The critical point is that tests of reaching an 
instalment agreement are in no way given but, in contrast, the aim of 
reaching an agreement often fails. Thus, no redistribution of symbolic and 
material goods occurs: the collector finds no solution, and the collectee 
continues to default or, at least, stays in the collection register. The test must 
then be conceived against a backdrop of ‘uncertainty’ as the process and 
outcome can never be anticipated in advance.  
The test, though, is not definitive, which means that “the question of 
agreement is suspended” temporarily until Dora, another caseworker or the 
collectee (possibly in the second-mentioned example) revives the call test in 
the hope that the passing of time has favourably changed or ‘adjusted’ 
things, finding a solution to the problematic (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, 
pp. 339,355). This is the lingering impression that Dora conveys after the 
first call test. That the situation is ripe with “possibility” – “we are 
negotiable.”   
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When to “understand” and when to “read”? 
Dora lets collectees know that she is aware that what she and other debt 
collectors do is a “necessary evil.” She recognises the deplorable place that 
collectors occupy in the worlds of collectees. Unfortunately, their work has 
to be done. I am frequently told that this puts constraints on the assessor to 
act as benignly as possible towards collectees.. This self-evaluation seems 
part of the DNA of the debt collection agency Dora operates at. It is the first 
thing Dora tells me when I greet her. 
Employed initially at another agency now acquired – collectors explain this 
over the phone when reaching collectees – Dora emphasises the renewed 
focus on “soft values.” Here, soft values boil down to the collector 
recognising the difficult situation that collectees are in, necessitating that 
collectors adopt an “empathetic,” “understanding” attitude towards the 
collectees. She paints a picture, remarking that it can feel chaotic for 
someone at the age of 40 to have to pay down 650.000 kroner to get out of 
debt. Many things can factor into ending in such a situation. I should know 
– Dora mentions divorce, ill children, and adds that “many people cannot 
[pay],” that this is often the case. People do not expect things to go awry. 
Things are unpredictable, which is why the collectors have to be 
understanding of these people, and I did indeed witness this on multiple 
occasions, such as expressions of compassion towards collectees. 
 
Remarks on soft values typically cue a denouncement of its contrasting 
figure, namely other debt collection agencies who are “very aggressive” and 
“strict” in their recovery practices. They, just like the previous collection 
agency, lack “empathy.” Such agencies fail to respect the notion that 
collectees sometimes have “nothing to live on,” that “life comes first.” 
Collectees have expenses for other things than claims, they need to sustain 
themselves and their nearest given the scarcity of means. Collectors like 
Dora maintain that the job of a collector is not narrowly “about money, 
money, money all the time.”  
These remarks, using the terminology of FPS, seemingly point to 
insufficient ‘tolerance’ in testing (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 
231f,355f). This means rigid adherence among non-soft valued agencies to 
the debt test of finding a payment agreement by excessively looking for 
“money, money, money,” as Dora puts it. Doing so, instead of accepting the 
circumstantial and inconvenient factors of “life.”  
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While tolerance in testing collectees is crucial in caseworkers' day-to-day 
work, it would be disingenuous to reduce Dora and other caseworkers’ 
activities to displays of leniency. At one point, while Dora waits for the 
phone to ring, she explains what her job is all about, demonstrating this by 
going through some case examples. Other than being understanding, 
collectors must have the capacity to “quickly read people,” noticing “how 
people talk, how they are to listen to.” As collectors they have to foster “a 
hunch that people do not speak truthfully.” Collectees might be trying to 
“hide” their “assets,” financially speaking – the collectors must ponder what 
their true “agenda” is? In one case, Dora discusses why the spouse of a 
collectee, at the moment not servicing the claim, is the registered owner of 
a property, although surmising that there is no wrongdoing and no “value” 
to recover here. She wonders if the asset can be used to “pressure them a 
bit.”  
Here it seems like Dora is contradicting herself: how do collectors, on the 
one hand, show “understanding” towards collectees finding themselves in 
dire straits while, on the other hand, “reading” people, casting suspicion on 
collectees who might be “taking the piss” as another collector wonders. I ask 
Dora, how this notion of collectees shrewdly “hiding” their assets fit with 
her previous statements regarding the “soft values” of the agency, and she 
concurs. Indeed, people “do have morals andthey want to pay” and they 
“really want to be debt-free” (a sentiment other collectors repeat 
throughout). In one case, concerning a substantial overdraft on a bank 
account, a financial advisor, working at the collection department, decides 
to place confidence in the collectees’ promise to return the money earliest 
possible: “when the costumers say that the money will come tomorrow, do 
I not owe them the trust?” 
   
I propose not to view the moves of “understanding” and “reading” collectees 
as something like an irreconcilable paradox. Rather, I suggest conceiving 
these operations within a field of tension in which the two moves are two 
sides of an engagement. The collector can perform a ‘pragmatic test,’ 
keeping their ‘eyes closed’ to the information relayed by the collectee and 
trusting this person and their “morals.” Alternatively, the collector can pry 
their ‘eyes open’ to potential hidden “agendas.” In the latter case, the 
reflexive and critical capacities of the caseworker are activated, casting 
doubt on the collectee and the validity of the initial (pragmatic) test, finding 
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that another test – a ‘meta-pragmatic test’ – is necessary to unveil the 
soundness of their predicaments, and to test whether the collector really 
ought to have been so “understanding” in the first place.  
 
“Ability” and, more importantly, “willingness to pay” 
The collectors I observe operate with a nexus that equates speaking honestly 
about one’s financial situation with a wish to pay off the claim – as Dora 
noted above, collectees  “do have morals, and they want to pay.” Inversely, 
a collector questions whether a collectee knew “at the bailiff’s court that he 
had an impending inheritance before him? Did he provide incorrect 
information?”. Perhaps this person cheated them out of money – “he ought 
to have announced that loyally … Is there any fairness in this?”, the collector 
asks. The conflation between honesty and a genuine wish to pay can be 
summarised as the “willingness to pay.” Recapturing the phone calls, we 
similarly see how the desire or “willingness to pay” is articulated by the 
collectees, stating in different ways how they, in the past, demonstrated 
their desperate wish to pay but their inability to do so.  
 
As many collectees lack the “ability to pay,” as noted above, I am informed 
by a team leader that collectors are “to get in and affect the will,” seeing that 
“the ability [to pay] is difficult” for debt collectors to do anything about. So 
when the financial objects of incomes and expenses do not immediately add 
up to a payment ability, the will may be more receptive to variation. The 
classifications of “ability to pay” and inability to pay and consequently of 
devising instalment agreements are then supposedly rendered more fluid by 
introducing the notion of the personalised bond or fidelity towards claims 
and nourishing this fidelity.  
Here, Dora’s remark about planting a seed is instructive. It designates that 
she allegedly has opened a terrain for further negotiations and solutions, 
paving the way for the recommence of payments despite the particular 
collectee’s clear initial declarations of being unable to enter an instalment 
agreement. Dora might have, as another collector puts it, “massaged” the 
collectee.  
Staying with this, collectors might also agree to an instalment agreement 
that does not effectively reduce the claim. They do so anyway according to 
the notion that “it is better to offer a carrot and plant a seed and then see 
what happens” when the collectee’s financial ability to pay might have 
changed. Displaying “goodwill” towards the collector can also act as a 
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precondition for getting a more financially advantageous deal, such as when 
a collector decides to remove the interest on the claim or offer a moratorium 
on the payments. One caseworker at the bank notes how they would rather 
make a deal for 300 kroner a month than 500 kroner – the latter being more 
at risk of being broken – in order to “keep a firm hold on” the collectee. This 
relates to the general wish for the collectee to remain within the grasp of the 
collector, not exclusively by paying the claim but moreover by staying in 
dialogue with the debt collection institution regarding appreciable changes 
to their financial situation. 
     
“Understanding” or “reading,” offering a ”carrot,” or exerting a bit of 
“pressure,” are then ways of conducting the call test, seeking to find a 
solution to the problem of non-payment by revealing and fostering 
“willingness” towards the collector and, by extension, “willingness” to enter 
into an instalment agreement. It necessitates the capacity, as the team 
leader remarks, of being able to “act like a chameleon.” This team leader 
imagines sitting across the collectee, despite the conversation being 
mediated by phones or other communication devices, and wonders how to 
“accommodate” the collectee. They note how collectees often fly off the 
handle, and the ordeal is to be “chummy” so to “adjust” or “fix” “the person’s 
attitude,” changing their disposition from an “extremely negative debtor to 
an extremely positive one.”  
The emic notion of “adjustment” hereby resonates with the concept of 
‘adjustment’ in FPS, denoting collectees’ more qualified engagements with 
the collection call test, rendering them loyal disclosers of financial 
information and agreeable negotiators of deals who see the benefits of 
meeting the test. Whenever caseworkers are having an off day – when they 
are shown to be incapable of tuning into the perceived attitude or “body 
language” of collectees – ideally, they are to be reassigned to, for instance, 
e-mailing with the collector. That is, a task that does not require the same 
degree of personal skills necessary for affecting the collectees’ willingness to 
pay.   
 
The (uneasy) compromise of the ‘domestic’ and ‘market world’ 
As I now argue, the above casework operations single out beings and 
associations between beings that stem from a plurality of ‘worlds,’ namely 
the ‘domestic’ and ‘market world’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 281). This 
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‘composite’ association is epitomised in the neologism of “willingness to 
pay.”  
 
To reiterate,92 the market world encompasses people who redirect the 
“furious heat of interpersonal confrontations” into restrained competition 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 43,49ff). Individual passions, selfishness, 
and self-interests are transcended, against themselves, in the peaceful order 
– the harmonious “equilibrium” – which appears in moments of reaching 
“deals” and agreeing to “contracts” in the marketplace (Ibid., p. 47,49,50ff). 
Deals require the shared identification of scarce market goods and the 
exchange (elementary relation) between buyer and seller of such goods, 
trading ownership based on its price (mode of evaluation), and the use of 
money equal in value (Ibid., pp. 43ff).  
These individuals give themselves over to their desires, their natural 
“propensity to truck, barter, and exchange one thing for another” (Adam 
Smith in Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 48). They also give in to their 
impartial “sympathetic disposition,” the businessperson identifying how 
possessed goods would please consumers (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 
53,53f). Monetary standards, also known as prices (the format of relevant 
information), are the marker of acquisitive desires, driven down/towards 
fairness by competition (Ibid., p. 49). Wealth or purchasing power (human 
qualification) endows individuals with worth, acting as the “expression of 
the unsatisfied desires of the others” of those less worthy or wealthy (Ibid., 
pp. 46,55).  
  
In the domestic world, “people’s worth depends on a hierarchy of trust 
based on a chain of personal dependencies” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, 
p. 90). People are never detached from their bodies. Their rank is inscribed 
in the body, such as in the illustrative familial bond. However, the principle 
of generation extends beyond kinship as, for example, the bond between 
sovereign and subjects. The superiors embody and draw authority (human 
qualification) from inferiors, the latter in turn exercising authority over 
subordinates further down the chain (Ibid., pp. 90ff). They are bound to the 
same “household” that they must reproduce and, ultimately, to their 

                                                   
92 See the sub-section, ‘Experiences charged by ‘domestic,’ ‘industrial,’ and ‘market’ 
meaning systems’ (chapter 2.2).  
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ancestors in Adam and Eve and to “God, who is our common father [sic]” 
(Ibid., pp. 90,94).  
Their face-to-face interactions are coordinated by trust (elementary 
relation) and “mutual commitments, obligations and burdens” (Ibid., pp. 
93f,94), thus upholding the “sanctity of oath” (Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet in 
Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 94). By faithfully obeying traditions and by 
protecting and generously assisting those less worthy than themselves while 
sacrificing self-indulgences – their good habits and manners relayed in 
exemplary anecdotes (format of relevant information) – their reputation 
and character (mode of evaluation) are strengthened (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
2006, 95f,176).  
 
Boltanski & Thévenot draw up “figures of compromise” between the market 
and domestic principle, highlighting how contracts “cannot be interpreted 
according to the classic definitions of the market,” as trust. This follows a 
Lockean tradition that considers trust “a necessary condition for contractual 
transactions,” and renders it possible to “inscribe time in market relations, 
along with the guarantee of promises” (2006, pp. 293,311,312).93 I propose 
that tests of collectee’s relative willingness to pay are grounded in such a 
compromise of worlds, applied in action as yardsticks or governing 
‘principles’ able to evaluate the ‘worth’ of beings during tests.  
Juxtaposing, on the one hand, market relations (paying and negotiating) 
and beings (deals, special offers, banks, fees, kroner, assets, costumers) and, 
on the other hand, domestic relations (understanding, strictness, 
compassion, helping and goodwill) and beings (past, family, friends, 
morals), we are dealing with a personalised exchange relation between 
collector and collectee. This relation largely hinges on proofs derived from 
the primary format of domestic information, namely oral anecdotes. It is a 
situation where one, as the collectee noted, ought to pay one’s dues. It is the 
introduction of domestic bonds – the will or loyalty of collectees – and the 
requalification of these domestic sentiments by offering “carrots” or 
applying “pressure” to precondition the freeing up of financial resources for 
deals despite their ability to pay – their market worth – being constrained. 
  

                                                   
93 B&T mentions the compromise between the market and domestic principle in situations 
where the personal bond between creditor and debtor is stressed rather than ignored: “a 
faithful friend is a solvent client” (2006, p. 277).    
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The interrogation of domestic worth – of collectees’ assessed character, 
their “mould” or “fibre” as the team leader later phrases it – in the above 
test examples is then not incidental, but instead an indispensable 
component of these tests. As Deville astutely announces: “[T]he debt 
collection industry … is a domain of the market where familiar market 
norms do not seem to apply” (2015, p. 14).94 
 
During a lunch, two caseworkers open up about the composite arrangement 
that is collection tests. They speak of how tough it can be to engage with 
collectees on the verge of tears or, worse, expressing suicidal ideations. As 
one caseworker expounds: “We are not sales persons – they [the collectees] 
typically have some sort of crisis in their lives” – “it is a human being who 
owes money.” If a collector cannot grasp this condition, this is not the right 
place for them. They are, I am told, in the tricky business of steering the 
“middle course,” requiring “understanding, obviously, a merchant’s 
understanding as well.” This and other similar gestures signal openness to 
distancing from and “desecrating” of the market world (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006, p. 280) – “life comes first,” it is not “about money, money, 
money all the time” as Dora and another collector said.  
 

                                                   
94 The significance of the domestic principle for evaluations of creditworthiness is 
underscored in sociologist, Jeanne Lazarus’ FPS-inspired analysis of lending practices 
(2009). The ideal credit applicant is defined by quantitative measurements of the stability 
of their financial (employment and living situation) as well as qualitative “personal 
judgements of the “applicant subjectivity” and their personal stories” (Ibid., pp. 1,16,21). 
When applicants are deemed not to meet the technical standards, building “trust” or 
“confidence” in the banker introduces flexibility in the assessment: “An honest person is 
not just morally worthy; he/she [sic] is also a client with whom a merchant can do business” 
(Ibid., pp. 9,11,12,20). 
This sentiment is moreover highlighted by anthropologist Ariel Wilkis, detailing the 
criticalness of the “moral performativity” (the loyal, generous, respectable and hard-
working nature) of prospective borrowers (2015, pp. 760,764). Wilkis opposes, what he 
considers a “one-sided narrative” of the progressive extrication of moral and subjective 
dimensions running through the literature on credit scoring, arguing that moral 
assessments lie at the very “heart of current financial practices” (Ibid., pp. 762,771). 
In another text, Wilkis stresses the intimate connection of money – suggesting that “as 
money circulates, people’s moral capital is put to the test” (2017, p. 13, my emphasis). 
Wilkis cites ‘OJ’ to underscore that “monetary transactions are always moral negotiations” 
and that “all economies are moral economies” (Ibid., p. 15). 
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‘Compromises’ can be defended and stabilised in the multiplication of 
“composite objects” and dispositives (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 279). 
Such objects render otherwise incommensurable worlds compatible in 
practice in their transcendence (Ibid.), in this case of the market and 
domestic worlds as in oaths of exchange. But, although compromises 
insinuate uncertainty, something unstable – they remain “fragile,” as the 
beings gathered still ultimately belong to their respected “world of origin” 
(Ibid., p. 278). The engagement with ambiguous arrangements can 
therefore easily slide into tension-ridden sensations, perhaps provoking 
meta-pragmatic tests, questioning which beings ought actually be taken into 
account in a collection test – is the claim really a “moral debt” or merely a 
“financial debt,” to use Thorup’s concepts, one may ask (2016, pp. 8ff).  
Uneasiness particularly inhabits the borderland between the market and the 
domestic world. They, respectively, denounce and stress the personal 
dependency and the personal attachment to things (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
2006, pp. 47f).95 In the market world, subjects exclusively set their sights 
on alienable objects. In contrast, in the domestic world, objects always bear 
the mark of subjects, emblematically, as Mauss professed, in gift-giving 
(Ibid., p. 263). Gifts “foster bonding because they call for something in 
return,” namely the obligation of acting up to one’s duties or one’s “debt,” 
as B&T phrases it – “one lends, one returns” (Ibid., pp. 169,171,174). The 
bonds of the market world act as “instrument[s] of liberation from 
servitude” (Ibid., p. 47). Persons, as opportunistic individuals on the 
market, break the shackles of traditions and prejudices – while domestic 
bonds can be corrupted or perverted by the introduction of money and 
interests, such as in the case of an inheritance dispute (Ibid., pp. 
47,244f,262ff). This illustrates that we are dealing with two widely opposed 
moral principles. 
   
Centring on the tension and ambivalence characterising the compromise, 
the above notion of ‘constrained’ is instructive. It suggests burdens mutually 
placed on collector and collectee: the collector must be empathetic towards 
and display “confidence” in the collectee and offer the “carrot” of a not-so-
profitable but still desirable transaction. The collectee must act in a way 
worthy of patronage, validating their commitment towards the claim and 

                                                   
95 Following B&T, this tension is particularly apparent in contemporary “moneylending” 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 245). 
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truthfulness towards the claimant. This, rather than opportunistically 
indulging in hidden “agendas.” Collectors put themselves to a domestic test, 
discerning whether caseworkers flout the compromise on bad days, 
resigned to tasks where the domestic principle is less pertinent. This might 
allude to why making a point of their soft values is so important to them. It 
is because they are founded upon an awkward compromise – an uneasy 
“middle course” of engendering trust and profiting.  
This leads me to the last point. Collectees readily adapt to the market-
domestic compromise and thus, accede to the validity and essentiality of 
both moral principles in these situations. For this reason that they can turn 
this ‘debt test of willingness’ on its head. They thus conduct a meta-
pragmatic test that challenges whether the collection agency itself, tellingly, 
as heirs of the original claimant (the bank), proves to observe the same 
goodwill and proper attitude that the collector now expects of them. Dora is 
put to the test, having to distinguish herself and the collection agency she 
represents by dissociating from the past blunders of the bank. Though 
largely successful, in one glib moment, Dora is perceived to fail to do so by, 
apparently inappropriately (“[it is] not all right to involve others”), 
entertaining the notion of including (the wealth of) others in the solution. 
Evidently, friends and family should be kept out of this delicate manner.  
 

FROM “CUSTOMERS” TO “DEBTORS” – JOURNEYING 
THROUGH INTENSIFYING DISTRUST  
A crucial difference between collector and collectee that I have not yet 
addressed is that while the latter likely operates on their own, the former 
acts as a representative and has an institution's resources. It is through this 
wider view of institutionalised coordination that the industrial regime, 
earlier only intimated (in cases, files, skills, labour market affiliation, 
collection departments, and team leaders), is featured prominently.  
Exploring how tests of willingness are inserted and coordinated within this 
institutional whole, I enter into dialogue with literature on debt collection, 
and in particular, the work of Deville, examining the changes that claims 
and collectees undergo as they journey through the stages of debt collection.  
 
“Recovering” ever-elusive claims 
Collectors classify the perceived financial value of claims according to 
notions of their vitality, expressed as to whether claims have “life,” are 
“fresh,” or “old.” The vitality of cases depend on the type of claim it is. Thus, 
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an “old case” from, for instance, a bank might be from the 1980’s, whilst the 
same adjective is used for five year old digital loans. Adding to this is the 
classification of collectees according to age groups – a young collectee 
legitimates minimum deals, the collection agency believing that the 
collectee will eventually pay up, while an older collectee would not be 
granted the same option. This sentiment similarly fuels the bank, I observe, 
in its desire to retain young customers. Finally, the frequency of 
communication with collectees is graded so that those classified (green-
yellow-red) as the most vital or “most alive ones” (green) are subject to the 
most frequent contacts.  
 
Decisions regarding collection operations do not so much rest on claims’ 
slow and steady decline in value. Instead, they seem to adhere to a 
widespread impression among representatives: that this decline happens 
rather rapidly. This impression is augmented by recent legislative changes 
to the limitation of claims – defining both what actions to prevent claims 
from legally terminating as well as the time frame within which the 
particular actions are to be performed.96 Before 2008 it was sufficient for 
collectors to send a physical or digital reminder to the collectee. Now an act 
of suspension or an “actual activity” – the key term here being “activity” – 
from the collectee itself is a necessity. This could be in the form of devising 
a new instalment agreement, a visit to the bailiff’s court (“refreshing” the 
claim), a formally signed acknowledgement of debt, or a registration of the 
claim in the Danish Law Gazette in relation to the initiation of a debt 
adjustment case. Of course, the collectee simply resuming payments 
automatically postpones the limitation period. 
The changes, I am informed, up the pressure on collection decision-making. 
But rather than perceiving the legal changes as instituting a radical 
recaulking of collection practices, I think it makes more sense to perceive 
them as underlining the test of urgency already placed on debt collection 

                                                   
96 The objective behind the update of this century old legislation is in particular to protect 
debtors unexpectedly facing the effectuation of a claim that they otherwise – in the long-
standing absence of recovery efforts – prepared themselves soon to terminate. This might 
be a claim the now notional collectee believes already to have settled or deems to be invalid, 
the passing of time rendering such assertions progressively difficult to prove. The 
legislation is then supposed to put pressure on claimants to settle or clarify the claim within 
a more reasonable period of time, thus realigning Danish legislation with that of Finland, 
Germany, Norway and Sweden (Justitsministeriet, 2007). 
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institutions, compelling their representatives to strengthen the 
coordination of their efforts progressively.  
Instructive here is the vast organisational overhaul a bank that I observed 
underwent, supposedly upgrading from a “traditional,” “random and 
reactive” collection operation towards an “intelligent and proactive” 
organisational design. The new design is supposed to catch collectees 
“already in the pre-delinquency phase,” and “cure” them as soon as possible. 
In the original format questions regarding whether and how customers’ 
behaviour ought to change were asked “much too late,” I am told. The 
changes are portrayed on mappings highlighting the differences between 
the old collection process and the new one. While the old swirls and whirls 
into an incomprehensible mess of arrows, the present process is clearer and 
shorter.  
 
The association between assets, the financial value of claims, and 
organisational pressure to perform seem perhaps more straightforward in 
Danish. An asset is called an “aktiv,” also meaning “active.” This implies that 
value is transitory and that one might miss the value of the claim if one sits 
idle as the claim turns into a “passiv” (a Danish term for a debt). The cases, 
in which the calculated monetary pay-off between the resources put into 
collection and possible financial reward do not add up, are left to “die.” This 
is how collectors phrase it. Instructive here is the conceived extraordinary 
event in which one-off payments recover dying claims. Monitors, placed all 
over the collection agency I visited, showcase the aggregate sum gained from 
each of these payments and the isolated events of “recovery.” – Here, they 
appeal to the double meaning of the term, and celebrate such events on 
social-media pages for the employees, the comment section stamped with 
emojis of popping champagne bottles and flexed biceps.  
The association outlined here is particularly palpable when looking at the 
collection calendar. The collection workload is most intense during the first 
ten days of the month, when collectees usually receive paycheques or 
benefits.97 Furthermore, communication strategies target the seasons (pay-
outs of tax refunds, child care, holiday pay, etcetera) when the payment 
ability of collectees potentially sees an uptick.  
 

                                                   
97 In contrast to this, collectees typically contact collection agencies in the end of the month 
informing the agency about their inability to pay. 
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What is significant here is that while the former section detailed the 
uncertainty haunting tests of collectees’ willingness to pay, the present 
section demonstrates how this uncertainty goes beyond collectees’ market-
domestic association with claims and collectors, and their doubtful 
willingness to pay. It demonstrates that uncertainty is compounded by 
claims-as-assets themselves being doubtful – debt is always on the move, 
pacing towards its demise. Collection call tests are therefore framed by 
symbols (age metaphors, triumphant emojis) and decisions (coloured 
scores, campaigns) about when it is the most opportune to engage with 
collectees. These include the day (generating statistical data on when to call 
people in conformity with work hours), month, season, or life period 
(campaigns are segmented, targeting different age groups). The important 
point here is to note the sentiment of claims as ever-elusive and how this 
paints debt collection as nothing like an effortless, automatic matter. 
 
Finding oneself in a ‘crisis moment’ 
I believe that people with problem debt mirrorthese institutional concerns. 
People often articulate their impressions of initial problematisations by 
invoking a parallel, although graver, sense of uncurbed activeness and 
elusiveness. Here I turn to Nadja and her recollections of the initial ‘critical 
moments’ she lives through to render this connection plausible. 
 
Nadja commences a new education, and finds herself unable to afford 
schoolbooks. She goes to the bank to get a loan to finance them. Soon, she 
starts to incur consumer loans online. For the first time in her life, she feels 
that she can buy the things she wishes for – having early in life sought her 
independence from a home marked by her parents’ alcohol and gambling 
abuse and their chronic lack of money (her siblings are voluntarily placed at 
care facilities). At first, things are fine, then “all of a sudden” – a phrase she 
uses over and again – she has four loans and becomes worried. She goes to 
the bank and is approved for a loan to eradicate the others against the 
promise that she will never repeat this. Though one month later, Nadja is 
low on cash – she receives a modest salary as a social and health care worker 
– and still has to pay rent, so she takes out another loan. As her hopes of 
paying off multiple loans via another overdraft facility granted by the bank 
are extinguished, Nadja soon enters a “vicious cycle.” She loses track of her 
loans (she has about 17 debt items) and which claims have been transferred 
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to debt collection companies – defined by using and eventually maxing out 
overdraft facilities to cover the interests of prior loans.  
 
Nadja, I suggest, finds herself immersed in ‘critical moments,’ referring as 
B&T do, to two features of this moment, namely its exceptionality and the 
unease it causes. Bound up with this is the critical activity the person 
engages in to examine this turn of events experienced., Now in a more 
disquieting ‘state of crisis,’ Nadja feels compelled to express the problem as 
the severity of the situation builds (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, pp. 359f). 
In the month of May – a few months before our first contact – Nadja felt she 
“had” to “admit” to her partner that she has “a problem,” that things have 
“toppled over” and now she has no money left, having previously sought to 
pave over this by using loans to pay bills and lend him money when he was 
out of cash.   
I find Nadja’s narrative illustrative as she, as other people I have spoken to, 
finds her financial situation to rapidly run amok – as Nadja puts it, she is 
“not in control98 of my life.” This, despite what might appear to the reader 
as a slow-paced, gradual build-up towards the inevitable. While Nadja 
narrates about the multiple instances she becomes worried, and the 
impression that the situation abruptly gets out of hand is nevertheless the 
one she is left with. Nadja speaks to a pervasive sense of money’s elusiveness 
(she has little memory of what “half” the money “went to” during this 
period). Nor does she remember her activity (money simply “disappears so, 
so quickly,” just as the balance she has on her account instantly dwindles 
due to unforeseen withdrawals by the companies). For her, loans seemed to 
multiply as if on their own.  
Here, financial value is not merely weakening, as in the institutional case, 
but fully obliterated. The ‘crisis,’ again according to B&T, refers to a deficit 
of reality, a reality shaken, to a situation instead defined by ‘uncertainty’ and 
a corresponding effort to halt action – to halt the “vicious cycle.” Here, it 
would become possible to clarifyreality to find a fitting response. Nadja has, 
as her partner suggests, sought the help of debt advisors. (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006, pp. 350ff). 
Nadja commences a reflective process, still ongoing, where she ponders how 
“did I incur it so quickly? And where did it go wrong?” She is puzzled, unable 

                                                   
98 The conflation of problem debt with not being “in control” is a key theme that I delve into 
in the sub-section, ‘Getting “debt under control”’ (chapter 5.1).  
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to “make heads or tails” of it all. As B&T put it, she is unable to “produce a 
story which makes sense” to her (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, p. 360). By 
the time we get in touch, debt “pops up in my mind a minimum of 20 times 
a day”. She is consumed by and stressed out about both immediate 
consequences (“how am I going to get through this day and what is going to 
happen”). Simultaneously, she worries about more distant ones (“where is 
this ever going to end, and will I ever get out of this?”).  
 
I deem Nadja and most other people with problem debt I have talked to, to 
be plunged into an ontology advanced by B&T – a pragmatic world surged 
through by uncertainty and dented by a plenitude of (debt) tests and self-
tests (Adkins, 2014).  
 
The “customer journey”  
Switching back to the perspective of debt collection institutions, I find the 
elusiveness of claims-as-assets to be a testaments to the criticalness of the 
‘industrial’ principle for its operations. Constantly turning their critical gaze 
against their collective efforts, representatives test their patterned actions 
against notions of efficiency, productivity, and controllability. Constantly, 
these representatives problematise: are we truly active and proactive, or are 
we rather passive and reactive? (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, pp. 368,372f; 
Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 203ff).99  
Below, I detail how this backdrop of fleeting and impairing claims permeate 
caseworkers’ readings and nourishment of willingness to pay. Doing this, I 
bring together the perspectives of individual caseworkers and institutions, 
showing how caseworkers’ attempts at drawing up instalment agreements 
and recouping assets are inserted into and coordinated within 
organisational wholes (Ossandón, Deville, Lazarus, & Luzzi, 2021, p. 13).100  
 
Cropping up frequently in my observations is the confusion of classification 
of collectees as either “customers” or “debtors.” “Debtors” is sometimes 
used in abbreviated form to denote the collectee in the digital case folders. 

                                                   
99 See also Deville (2005, pp. 98ff) on debt collection institutions subjecting themselves to 
tests and experimentation. 
100 This can productively be conceptualised as ‘investments in forms’, as in organisational 
forms, adopting another concept from FPS (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 7f). I 

introduce the concept in the sub-section, ‘Imminent sanctions and the “squeezing” of citizens’ 
lives’ (chapter 5.2). 
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In contrast “customers” is often used by people working on the overall 
strategic and management level, perhaps signalling the market potential of 
gaining new clients. “Customers” implies mutually beneficial services and 
gains, that they are “financial partners”, displayed in acts like informing the 
customer of the possibility of tax relief on interest even though they are not 
obliged to do so. It is a harmonious compromise, a “voluntary settlement” 
as a synonym for out-of-court instalment agreements, between the 
generation of market worth (“value-creation”) and demonstrating domestic 
worth (“help”). Customers are a blessing for modern companies, 
recognising that they are “our most important asset”. “Debtor” (in Danish, 
“debitor” as well as literally “someone who owes”), by contrast, signals 
something unsatisfied and unsatisfactory, that a normative exigency – a 
“claim” – has yet to be met. Collectors’ interaction with debtors is, as noted 
above, a “necessary evil.”   
As this hints, I do not think this confusion or ambivalence of collectee 
identities can be explained away by mere creature of habit or preference. 
Thinking with FPS, the question of ‘identity’ rests on the beings adjusting 
their gaze and actions in keeping with the desired evaluative principles of 
coordination (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 146f). Seeing that human 
beings are “protean, always in all worlds,” they must fully submerse 
themselves in the relevant world(s) in order to “become a being belonging 
to the world from which the situation arises” (Ibid., p. 147).  
 
Deville relates the ambivalent and tension-filled employment of 
“consumers” and “debtors” in the debt collection industry to processually 
shifting ‘associations’ and ’dissociations’ between debt collectors and people 
defaulting on consumer loans (2014, pp. 473,473f). Inspired by this, I 
employ the tensions of identification or classification as an entry point into 
the question of institutionalised journeys – a notion, among others, inspired 
by an emic concept of “costumer journey” used by the bank and collection 
agency alike, stressing the ideal of the caseworker always having the overall 
organisation in mind while operating a specific case. I conceive debt 
collection journeys to be triggered by representatives problematising the 
extent to which collectees’ make themselves available to the industrial, 
market, and domestic worlds. I suggest that the designations of “customer” 
and “debtor” show attempts at unmasking who the collectee, the 
representatives engage with, truly is and to act on this revelation.  
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As Deville similarly unfold (2012, pp. 429ff), an empirical illustration of this 
are the coloured scores, employed by both the bank and the collection 
agency, connecting a ranking of persons with an internal institutional 
movement: a green score at the bank marks a customer with “satisfactory 
creditworthiness,” whereas a red one marks an “impaired” one or a “dubious 
debtor.” In the collection agency, a yellow score indicates collectees they 
“believe” eventually will pay – “payers” have paid within the past few years, 
whilst “promisers” have made promises to pay within the next couple of 
years. A red score groups people with “hopeless debt” that the agency expect 
never will be paid. Tracing the coloured scores then makes for an 
institutionalised journey truncated by sequential ‘stages’ (Ibid., p. 429) of 
increasingly acute interventions – what I denote as institutionalised ‘test 
arrays.’ 
 
At both the bank and the collection agency, I am informed that the bank 
wants to avoid sending cases to debt collection. Actually, the 
aforementioned overhaul of the bank, a programme manager tells me, was 
not only supposed to break away from the randomness and lead-footedness 
of debt recovery but also the “traditional” ways of debt collection. Here, in 
rough terms, accounts were closed automatically, and non-paying 
customers were sent directly to hard collection, where they got 
“thumbscrews on” them. Now they seemingly waive the idea of “wringing” 
and “stripping” the customer to neither’s benefit.  
Although some customers, I am told, “do not want anything at all” and 
behave as if their financial predicament “is almost the bank’s fault,” the 
bank ought to have refrained from initially lending them the money they 
would go on to struggle repaying. Here reluctantly, violating the ideal 
against their wishes becomes an unavoidable consequence of the customer’s 
behaviour – “if the customer does not want to, then they do not want to,” 
the programme manager says. It becomes necessary to “put the clamp down 
a little” (“skrue bissen lidt på,” in Danish), sending the claim from the 
branch advisors to “soft” and perhaps eventually, to “traditional” “hard 
collection” – to employees with “competences in the tougher methods.”   
In other cases, the collection agency acts as a third party, administering the 
claim on behalf of the owner, for example a bank –the “synthetic model.” In 
administered cases, the company dictates the terms for collection. The 
caseworkers are handed “sets of mandates” or “contractual embankments,” 
which stipulate what actions caseworkers are allowed to perform and what 
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actions would infringe upon the mandate. For example, caseworkers might 
be prohibited from sending the claim to the bailiff’s court even though such 
an action is perfectly legal. Instead, cases are placed on “surveillance” – for 
recurrent check-ups on the prospects of elevated payment abilities – hereby 
risking the claim expiring.  
 
The bank knows full well that the party “contacting customers makes a 
difference” – “yikes, now it is [the name of a debt collection agency]” writing 
and phoning them. For this reason, an employee from the sales team at the 
collection agency tells me that the bank prefers the collection agency to use 
the logo of the bank when, for instance, sending reminders to the customer. 
Being confronted with the collection agency – the “mastodon” – would be 
“intimidating” or “devastating,” the employee says.  
As the claim changes colour from green to red then so does the “tone.” While 
the customer is engaged in a “soft tone,” the debtor is increasingly met by a 
“sharp tone” or, worded differently, by a “short leash”. The “chameleon”-
like intuition of the caseworker, shifting between “massaging” and applying 
“pressure” to the willingness to pay, is then contextualised within 
institutionalised journeys. Here, the caseworker is supposed to increasingly 
open their eyes so to “read” the debtor and dissect their relative truthfulness 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 231f).  On documents detailing the new 
customer journey, this tonal shift is symbolised by an emoticon initially 
smiling, then turning displeased, sad, and lastly, angered. This, coupled 
with my observations, indicates that the caseworker is not merely seeking 
an emotional response from collectees while remaining unaffected. In one 
case, where the collectee-behaving-as-customer had paid off one claim 
while having another to settle, the suitable response by the caseworker is 
enthusiasm, while the proper response in another case is outrage and 
sadness – the same sadness that a collectee repeatedly incurring payday 
loans is supposed to feel.      
 
Brief interlude: scholarly inattention to the domestic principle 
Deville examines debt recovery against the challenges afforded by 
intersecting historical conjunctures or, as Deville puts it, the “twin 
problematic” (2015, 80): how to get the debtor to service their specific 
claim(s) when: 1) the powerful incentive of corporeal punishments, namely 
the debtors’ prison, have been abrogated – something I return to – and 2) 
when debtors, due to the acceleration of consumer credit, typically have 
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several outstanding debt items sought recovered by multiple collection 
institutions?  
Deville details debt collection’s historical embrace of psychology. Then, 
psychology’s redefinition of debt collection, its notions of subjectivity 
contemporaneously applied in collection methods (2015, pp. 73ff). More 
specifically, organisational paths of “strategically deployed hierarchy of 
affective intensity,” (Deville, 2012, p. 434) tailored to stir up and harness 
anxiety and urgency in the debtor who ‘attaches’ themselves closer to the 
prompting collector. The debt collector not only seeks to elicit emotions but 
financial-calculative attention, namely payments on the claim (Deville, 
2015).  
 
Deville’s exploration echoes other studies (Custers, 2017; Kar, 2013) that 
stress the criticalness of the ‘emotional labour’ – a concept initially 
introduced by sociologist Arlie Hochschild to account for how employees 
manage their feelings in strategic ways to meet the emotional demands of 
commercial tasks, including that of “bill collection” (Hochschild, 
2003[1983]) – performed by collectors in order to reinforce debtors’ 
emotional ties to claims. 
To my estimation, the body of work highlights how the market world and 
the ‘inspired world’ – whose elementary bonds are passion and whose 
formats of relevant information are emotions and lived experiences 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, pp. 368,370) – are interlocked in compromise. 
This occurs in emotionally charged, often painful ‘market attachments’ 
(Deville, 2015, p. 44). While the inspirational beings certainly play a pivotal 
role in my material on debt collection, I want to contribute to the literature 
on debt collection by proposing the centrality of domestic worth. I also want 
to highlight how the productivity of attending to how trust and authority 
feature in their evaluations and decision-making processes – a perspective 
that I find very much present although never fully explicated in the 
literature.101 As we see above, payment concerns are framed as the debtor’s 
obduracy – their insistence on “not want[ing] anything” – which in turn 
transforms the association between evaluator and evaluated, becoming 

                                                   
101 By this, I, among others, refer to the centrality of personal attitudes and personalised 
interaction, tensions in household relations, the spaces of home and outside, evaluations 
expressed as personal honour and embarrassment in the literature. 
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progressively hierarchical in nature as caseworkers, now in the guise of a 
superior “mastodon,” “put the clamp down” on the inferior debtor.  
 
“Dragging” debtors to court – and doing away with the domestic 
principle? 
I find that the relevance of the domestic world for debt tests and the link 
between institutionalised journeys and the deterioration of domestic-
market worth – or willingness to pay – of collectees becomes unmistakably 
clear when looking at trajectories external to the bank. Here the decision to 
send the case to the bailiff’s court is regarded as the most illuminating 
‘model test.’  
 

 
Beyond administering cases, debt collection agencies can buy claims in large 
quantities from banks and other companies to collect them “internally.” 
Here the claims are older – the original company having abandoned all 
efforts to settle the claim – and less easy to settle compared to administered 
cases. Correspondingly, the internal ethical standards for collection 
practices are less strict as collectors, at least in the agency I observed, are 
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solely to comply with the given legal regulations. For a denunciation and 
change of ownership of the claim to be effected, the claim must first be sent 
to the bailiff’s court. Before moving the case to the bailiff’s court, the 
collection institution must dispatch at least three reminders with at least a 
ten-day interval. The final § 10 letter heralds that the case has gone “legal” 
– sent to the bailiff’s court.  
Dispatching the letters and going legal furthermore permits reporting the 
claim to a debtor registry. Recording a claim entails that other financial 
companies can inspect and get a sense of the debtor’s financial state as a so-
called “bad payer” (in Danish, “dårlig betaler”), likely limiting one’s capacity 
for entering into credit arrangements. A caseworker at the bank justifies 
their decision to record a collectee by the notion that the collectee “does not 
want to pay but can,” that they “assess that it is not because he [the debtor] 
cannot but because he does not want to [pay].” The debtor registry then is 
an arrangement for collectees that caseworkers “have not really believed,” 
for debtors who are “not cooperative,” as I also heard. It is an intervention 
through which collectees are “put brakes on.”  
The interventions are strategic in the sense that they are supposed to 
“motivate [debtors] to pay,” as I am repeatedly told. By “pressing people a 
little on the stomach,” as a caseworker told me, willingness to pay is to be 
augmented. It is moreover strategic in the sense that caseworkers, for 
instance, would normally refrain from recording a collectee if they already 
have multiple recordings in the debtor registry or decide to do so anyway if 
an asset is possibly there to obtain, which I soon expand on.102 The other 
intervention of taking the case to the bailiff’s court is similarly verbalised as 
a setting in which the debtor is “judged to be a bad payer.” One is “pulled” 
or “dragged” to court, supposedly against one’s wishes, and as a result of 
one’s disobliging attitude. If one does not want to take the path of “the 
good,” I hear multiple times, then they will have to make peace with the “less 
good.” 
  
 
 
                                                   
102 Figures from the biggest debtor registry in Denmark, the RKI (Ribers Kredit 
Information) registry, is often used in articles and reports as an indicator for the total 
population of people struggling with debt in Denmark and for fluctuates in said population. 
The strategic use of debtor registries noted here shows why this figure cannot be taken at 
face value. 
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The transformation of the situation by invoking the debtor registry or 
bailiff’s court is then supposed to implicate a situation that grows ever more 
intense and “threatening,” a verb often used to justify these decisions. 
Taking the case “legal” is a threat in another sense, seeing as the actual 
bailiff’s court meeting might never transpire, reckoning, as caseworkers do, 
that “many people would rather pay than go to court – they will pay between 
now and then.” Collection institutions then tap into the supposed fear of 
institutionalised movements. This attempt to feed off and manage 
escalating fear via the threat (and deceptions) of “inter-organisational 
relationality” is explored at lengths by Deville (2014, pp. 475ff,477; 2015, p. 
138)  
Although, a crucial distinction between the two interventions is that while a 
“membership in [the name of the debtor registry]” is only “symbolic” – it 
does not actually force the debtor to pay despite their perceived reluctance 
– this is not so when court meetings do materialise. At the bailiff’s court, it 
is “the duty of the person in question to appear” just as one is “forced to 
relay the financial situation” rather than merely being “motivated,” 
“pressed,” or triggered into relaying and paying according to their own 
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volition. One caseworker is done with the “voluntary dialogue” and takes the 
route of enforced collection on the due claim. The bailiff’s court is then 
invested with certain capacities beyond those of collection institutions 
(Larsen, 2009, p. 18), which I soon unfold.   
 
In this way, one can perceive the transition from threat to the actualisation 
of a bailiff’s court visit through the lens of FPS. The transition can be 
construed as a transition from a situation in which domestic-market 
judgements of debtors and their doubtful willingness to enter into 
“dialogue” and to “cooperate,” are supposed to coordinate the collectee-
collector association. The end point is when discordance, in the eyes of the 
collector, reaches its crisis point. Here, the whims of “dubious debtors” and 
their deficient trustworthiness lose their hold on the situation. Now, 
another, more forceful (civic) amalgam – coupling the devising of payment 
plans with statutory coercion – is supposed to take hold of the new situation 
and resolve the non-payment quarrel (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, pp. 
371f). Domestic notions of personal “promises” and “believes” are evidently 
eliminated and substituted by compulsion and accurate financial 
information.  
Could the shift from “customer”- to “debtor”-subjectivities, in Foucauldian 
terminology, be conceived as a switch from empathic, cooperative and 
rational ‘neoliberal’ conduct of self-conduct to ‘disciplinary’ techniques 
working on and through deviant (or untrustworthy) individual bodies? 
Here, the “the concern [is now] to impose the collector’s account of what 
that debtor’s situation is, … [and] to be made to feel more fearful of their 
present situation and future consequences” (Deville, 2012, pp. 430,432). If 
possible, then I propose that debt enforcement poses ‘sovereign’ power, 
where “authority” over subjects is exercised “through the juridical and 
executive arms of the state” (Dean, 2010, p. 29). Moreover, seeing that the 
court interrupts limitation, the bailiff’s court not only suspends the 
necessity of banking on debtors’ fidelity – that is, the domestic principle – 
but also suspends the hastening demise of claims.    
 
Experiencing debt problematisations through domestic-market ‘mind-sets’ 
Ending this section, I lend colour to the notion that people echo and 
reinforce the institutional sentiment that problematisations of debt are to 
be viewed as a crisis of their domestic-market worth and render possible an 
intersection of these two perspectives.  
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Nadja has dealt with social anxiety all of her life. She speaks to how her 
condition intersects with the institutional prompts and her fear of being sent 
to the bailiff’s court. She wants to engage in conversation with the debt 
collection institutions to renegotiate instalments, but her fear of “being 
judged” prevents her from answering the phone. This is why she only picks 
up when the phone number is familiar to her – and why she originally 
reached out to me, rather than the other way around.  
Nadja imagines that the caseworker would throw similar condemnations at 
her as she provides to herself: that she owes so much money (Nadja has run 
up more than 500.000 kroner in debt) while being so young (in her mid-
twenties) that she is “totally irresponsible.” She “blames” and “reproaches” 
herself for being in this situation, constantly “thumbing myself on the head.” 
Nadja condemns herself for buying things she does not use, like expensive 
clothes and an unused vacuum – she could have offered that money to the 
companies “tearing at her” at the moment. 
 
Maria’s story of problem debt is quite different from Nadja’s. Maria grows 
up at an orphanage and moves out at 19. After living on people’s couches for 
a couple of years, she moves in with the future father of her son. He, a 
market economist, takes care of their finances and blindsides her. He starts 
to misuse her signature to incur consumer loans in her name as well as to 
trick her into co-signing loan contracts. When she eventually leaves him, 
moves to a new place and collection letters “turn up” in her mailbox, she 
realises this, echoing Nadja’s bewilderment. To this day, Maria is unable to 
prove her innocence.  
Like Nadja and other people with problem debt I talk to, Maria articulates 
how institutional interventions affect her emotional life and sense of self. 
Maria finds the collection prompts to cause intense internal unrest, often 
staying with her for consecutive bad days. She suffers a deep depression 
shortly after being confronted with the endless reminders and the 
unpayable debt – a depression that still, over 15 years later, intermittently 
takes control over her. The stress manifests physically in pain and 
enfeeblement that emerge from receiving collection letters and from seeing 
the outstanding debt growing ever more hopeless (she owes about a million 
kroner in debt) as well as true “embarrassment” and “shame” – notions that 
Nadja similarly comes back to – that she is unable to “give them their 
money” (she can pay far less than the steep monthly interests, her income 
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barely covering food). In fact, the latter notions, the vexation of her 
“conscientious” nature, make problem debt stay with her every day. Time 
and again, Maria invokes the notion of “as you know” or “after all” (in 
Danish, “jo”) to underscore her desperate coupling of two clashing matter-
of-course ideas: the duty to pay and her inability to do so (“they ought to 
have their money, as you know, but, damn it, I do not have anything to give 
them”). 
 
While Maria and Nadja speak about an institutional amplification of their 
sense of shame, both are vague about who is committing the “head 
thumbing.” Maria employs the same phrase as Nadja.  Maria talks about the 
constant collection calls reminding her that she is defaulting, the reluctance 
shown to delayed payments, and the caseworkers’ general lack of 
“cooperativeness.” She hereby echoes others’ impressions of their initial 
struggles to pay as shifts in the relationship with lenders as the latter’s 
willingness to cooperate fades, sometimes manifested in the addition of 
penalty interest. Although, Maria also contemplates whether these 
sentiments mostly stem from her own mind. There is then an uncertainty or 
tension attributed to the source of condemnation which, going over the 
interviews with people with problem debt, is most often the case, although 
some have a tendency to single out collection institutions and others 
themselves. Maria’s interview is littered with phrases of accusing herself, 
despite her initial ignorance of her ex-partners actions. She maintains that 
she has “taken some people [the claimants] for a ride” – using a more 
graphic Danish expression – moving the target to her own perceived 
complicity: her original unfamiliarity with fixed payments and more 
generally with how to manage her finances, never having learned this while 
at the orphanage.103  
 
The above suggests that some people have already activated the market-
domestic ‘mindsets’ or ‘meaning systems’ and that caseworkers like Dora 
and their interventions might be able to feed off and eat into this as a 
personal duty to repay. However, meanwhile they also invite, as we have 
seen, accusations of narrow preoccupation with the market principle, as in 
a one-sided drive towards profit (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 220ff). 

                                                   
103 As we see continuously, many though not all people find roundabout ways of blaming 
themselves for the emergence of their financial struggles.  
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Here, Maria’s references to collection letters are instructive, seeing that like 
gifts, letters support the formation of domestic (binding and hierarchical) 
relations: “every letter requires a reply” (Ibid., p. 169). The reminders 
remind her of her disregard for the circular chain of obligation – lending 
and repaying – to her mind speaking ill to her behaviour (Ibid.).   
The acceptability of the domestic principle for assessing the situation, can 
also be linked to the tendency of some people to carry out totalising and 
particularly vicious claims. Maria and Nadja alike readily connect their 
deficient financial state to a global scathing “judgement” of their person. 
Maria, more vocal about this, for instance, believes that people think “I am 
worthless” or that she is a “nobody” (fittingly, a “nul” in Danish, meaning a 
“zero”), associating her record with a debtor registry to being a “bloody 
awful person.”  
“Shame” or shameful behaviour is the proper expression of domestic 
unworthiness, whilst their pervasive sense of being “looked down on,” as 
both say, speaks to shifts in the hierarchical domestic order – of being found 
at the very bottom of the domestic world or, as B&T convey this, at “the brink 
of chaos” (2006, pp. 144,177). This totalising gesture intimates the severity 
or intensity of the situation and hints why problem debt might be lived as a 
crisis. Moreover, the sentiment that problem debt speaks to the person and 
their moral fibre opens up some utterly brutal implications that I pursue in 
this and the subsequent analytical parts.  
 

4.2 Beyond legitimacy – “hard-core debtors” 
confronting violent institutions 

THE BAILIFF AS “MEDIATING” THE DISPUTE BETWEEN 
DEBTOR AND REQUESTOR 
In the present section, I venture into the bailiff’s court. The section 
commences once more with an excerpt from my observations of bailiff’s 
court meetings. Next, I unfold the pertinent facets of the meetings, including 
their ritualistic qualities – the excerpt below is specifically chosen to 
highlight the ritualistic features of court meetings – thinking this with 
Boltanski’s (2011c) meditations on institutionalised tests. 
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The bailiff’s court meeting 
I introduce myself to Mads, a man in his early twenties, and hand him a 
pamphlet on my research project. Mads and his friend’s business has gone 
belly up. Today he has multiple court cases in a row – some about payments 
on materials bills that they could not service. He claims not to be nervous 
about today’s proceedings, his accountant having walked him through it, 
though he sure seems nervous to me – his face is blushing, and he talks 
strangely loudly. The bailiff summons him to the office, and I follow him in 
his footsteps, closing the door to the waiting room behind me.   
After a brief introduction, where the bailiff informs the “debtor” that he has 
a “duty to speak honestly about your own and your households’ financial 
circumstances,” the bailiff gives the floor to the “requestor” – either the 
claimant or “creditor” itself but typically a lawyer acting on behalf of the 
creditor. The requestor has, in the meantime, been waiting on the phone. 
The requestor starts to speak over the speakerphone, a circular microphone 
placed between the bailiff, sitting behind a desk with a monitor, and the 
debtor – in rare cases accompanied by an assessor or a legal representative 
– sitting at an adjoining table next to me.  
The bailiff states: “Some money is owed to [the creditor] and we are now 
attempting to find a solution for the money to be paid”. The requestor begins 
to speak, and asks the debtor if he can provide security or collateral for the 
financial outstanding. The debtor replies that he cannot, Mads explaining 
that he just went bankrupt with his business. The requestor asks if he has a 
car or a phone – no. Furniture? No, and the requestor follows up that 
sometimes it is this way. The requestor wants to distress the debtor’s deposit 
on his flat – “yes, yes, of course” Mads says. The requestor asks for contact 
details. The debtor says his company number is terminated but provides his 
personal e-mail address.  
Next, the debtor unveils a little context for the creditor, stating that “as it 
looks right at this moment then I cannot be paying if I am to survive. You 
are definitely not the only one pulling my ears. I cannot be at multiple places 
at once, so to speak”. The debtor explains that he has gotten himself an on-
call job, and since he has no stable hourly rate, he cannot pay a fixed 
instalment. The requestor asks for a guesstimate on the debtor’s total debt 
– “little less than 300.000” kroner. The debtor lists the creditors he owes 
money to. Next, the requestor wants to distress possible surplus tax, 
possibly eligible after the annual tax return. The debtor grabs a notepad 
from his backpack, jotting this down and later noting who this creditor is. 
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Now the bailiff sums up: the requestor distresses the deposit and the surplus 
taxes, to which the debtor replies, “totally fair.” The bailiff hands the debtor 
a declaration of insolvency and discontinues the phone call.  
Between this and the next phone call, the bailiff elucidates that they will 
repeat themselves, just as Mads will repeat himself. The bailiff phones the 
next claimant. When the requestor answers the call, the debtor rushes to 
pre-empt the conversation he is about to have – “I cannot do much about 
that. I can already tell you that now.” The bailiff interjects, saying, “no, that 
is totally fine,” as in suggesting that this does not disrupt the conversation 
they are about to have.  
The bailiff announces the case number while the debtor scribbles – “yes, 
yep, yes,” the debtor reiterates. The requestor states, "I do not assume that 
you have brought the money with you today?” The debtor says no, goes into 
detail about how he shut his business down after his partner – and friend – 
bought materials solely in the debtor’s name. After going back and forth 
with questions and concluding that the debtor has no assets, the requestor 
wants to distress possible surplus tax and the debtor’s deposit. At first, the 
debtor tries to intervene – “I know, but just now there was another creditor 
who…” – the requestor interrupts him, and the debtor assents, “yes, yes, of 
course.” The deposit merely being 2.000 kroner.  
The requestor asks the debtor about his contact information. Next, the 
requestor asks about his salary (“very, very much fluctuating,” Mads, the 
debtor, says), his total debt and what type of debt it is (company related 
debt, “it is not for my own private [use].” Later he declares that it was not 
“fun and trickery”).  
In the meantime, Mads has become more animated, speaking into the 
speakerphone as if the requestor was present in person. He now sits at the 
edge of the chair. His eyebrows are lowered as if indicating deep 
concentration, scratching his hair and beard, and his face has gotten 
noticeably redder than outside the waiting room. The pamphlet I gave him 
trembles in his shaking hands. After hanging up the phone call, the bailiff 
notes that this “was a little bit the same.” Mads remarks that it has gotten 
hot in here and takes off his jacket.  
The bailiff commences the next phone call stating that the requestor can of 
course talk to the debtor but that the debtor has already been handed a 
declaration of insolvency. The debtor goes through his situation 
systematically, anticipating the questions: that he cannot pay at this 
moment, how his income is fluctuating, that he does not own anything of 
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value, that his place is for hire, and talks about his possible surplus tax. The 
requestor expresses desire to distress the surplus tax and the deposit. 
Finally, the requestor asks for a statement on the claim, and the bailiff 
declares the sum owed. After ending the conversation, the debtor laughs 
about the deposit distressed for the third time, to which the bailiff utters: 
“they have their procedures. Two more calls to go.” 
The bailiff calls the fourth requestor, beginning the conversation with the 
initial statement. Mads, once again, summarises the actions taken by the 
previous requesters. This requestor wants to use Mads’ surplus taxes as 
collateral but abstains from his deposit. After hanging up, the bailiff says he 
has become good at this. In the last conversation, the requestor asks the 
debtor – who is now biting his finger – if he can pay, and the requestor 
concludes: “that was dreary, that was dreary” after the debtor declined.  
The debtor covers his accommodation situation and deposit, and the bailiff 
intervenes, informing the requestor that “this is case number four this right 
here” in which the deposit is distressed. The requestor insists, and follows 
up: “you do not own any other assets?” – “how about a computer?” The 
debtor explains that it has been discarded, and that he has nothing left. The 
requestor asks the bailiff whether Mads has received a declaration of 
insolvency. The bailiff confirms, but says that there is the possibility of 
distressing possible surplus tax. The requestor inquires about the iPhone 6 
that the debtor has disclosed, when the bailiff interrupts: “with all due 
respect, I would not do this… I think we are at iPhone 10 at the moment.” 
The requestor questions the debtor about a possible marriage, and Mads 
declares that he is indeed married to someone abroad. The requestor then 
inquires into possible cars, to which the debtor responds “hand on my heart” 
that he does not. The requestor entertains the notion of visiting Mads at his 
place – “but as you just lease a room…” they will not do it – “sure, you are 
very welcome,” the debtor says.  
After ending the conversation, the bailiff explains to Mads what a 
declaration of insolvency is, hands him a document stating what the bailiff 
just laid out orally, and then does the same with the notion of distress. 
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The bailiff’s court as an ‘institution’ 
Bailiffs often reiterate their role as “intermediaries” or “mediators.” This not 
only entails facilitating the conversation between the debtor and requestor. 
It also encompasses certain responsibilities. Bailiffs are tasked with 
assuring that the creditor can do whatever is in their power or within their 
“rights” – that is, within the scope of the legal framework –to collect the 
money that the debtor owes the creditor. With this responsibility comes the 
“duty of guidance” that is provided to requestors and debtors alike. The 
debtor is typically a layperson (as in the case above), in contrast with 
requestors, who are generally professionals. Debtors must be informed 
about both their legal “rights” and their “duties.” The duties include an 
obligation to appear at court, to “speak truthfully about personal and 
financial circumstances” (the duty of disclosure), and a “duty to pay” the 
creditor, both of which Mads was admonished to do under criminal liability 
at the very beginning of each meeting.  
Speaking truthfully paves the way for possibilities of payment via ready cash 
and, more likely, instalment agreements. If the debtor cannot settle the 
claim within 10 months, there is the third option of “execution” or “distress,” 
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seizing the debtor's assets – for instance, deposits and surplus tax as in the 
case above – something I return to. The bailiff has a third obligation, namely 
informing the debtor of the “consequences” of the outcome, such as being 
declared insolvent. 
  
I draw on Boltanski’s theoretical meditations on ‘institutions’ in ‘On 
critique’ (2011c) to illuminate the relationship between bailiff, requestor, 
and debtor. As in his previous work with Thévenot, Boltanski turns to 
situations of dispute where disagreement prevails. Here Boltanski argues 
that disagreement – beyond the fact that we can draw on multiple legitimate 
but incompatible principles of experience, evaluation, and coordination – 
stems from the simple notion that all human beings possess a body. A body 
affords each person a single and limited point of view, making coordination 
between actors difficult, seeing that no single actor ever has the authority – 
or capacity – needed to wrest uncertainty off the situation. For uneasiness 
to be reduced and social order to be instated and endure, we, Boltanski 
profess, need entities other than situated human bodies, namely beings 
precisely defined by their lack of situated bodies. That is, institutions 
(Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 54ff,74). Institutions can be delegated the task of 
settling disputes between interlocutors, possessing the necessary authority 
as an outside, overarching third party.  
I conceive the bailiff’s court, or rather, the rules that it is tasked with 
upholding, as such a third party, intervening and facilitating agreements in 
the advent of previous attempts of coordination between the collector and 
debtor having broken down. It is now up to the bailiff’s court employees, 
working as institutional representatives, to set the framework – of defined 
rules that requestors and debtor are protected (rights) and compelled 
(duties) by – and go through the meeting test. The bodiless institution has 
the prerogative of the final say, the monopoly of determining absolute truths 
on which (financial) agreements can be founded (Ibid., pp. 62ff). 

 
Boltanski proposes an affinity between institutionalised tests and rituals. 
Boltanski owes this to the fact that both seek to confirm and re-confirm 
social reality as is (what is relevant and true, has value, is legitimate and 
just, etcetera). Boltanski terms institutions as “instances of confirmation” – 
rendering reality coherent, unbroken, and certain now and ever (2011c, pp. 
81f,103). Departing from the above excerpt as well as observations of 
Maria’s court meeting, I first demonstrate the ritualistic qualities of the 
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meeting test. Here, I specifically focus, on the duplication or “iterative 
character” of rituals and their preoccupation with symbolic form or 
“stylization,” seemingly privileging “requirements about the way of making 
(or saying) over consideration of the functional consequences of what is 
done (or said)” (Ibid., pp. 81,81f,82).  
 
The repetitive and formulaic nature of the meetings detailed above makes 
each meeting increasingly harder to distinguish from the other. And 
ultimately, the debtor, Mads, starts to purvey a certain form of amusement 
of having to go through the same questions repeatedly and the requestors 
each making nearly identical decisions. At one point, Mads tries to forestall 
the questions, but the bailiff asserts that, while this seems like a hiccup to 
the debtor, it does not derail or disqualify the procedure. Soon, I would 
know the questions by heart myself – something Maria seemingly does as 
well. This makes sense, since Maria has been attending half-yearly court 
meetings for the last decade and a half.  
The online guidelines to bailiff’s meetings note the importance of informing 
the debtor before the meeting that they may be confronted with “dumb” 
questions as well as attempt to avert the common situation of “irrelevant” 
inquiries. The guidelines do so by recommending that requestors listen 
observantly to the debtor so that it will not be necessary “slavishly” going 
over the full list of questions as if a “check box” (Danmarks Domstole, 
2018a, p. 8; Danmarks Domstole, 2018b, pp. 3,4). During the above 
encounters, the bailiff recognises that such a situation is indeed occurring, 
telling the debtor that he must bear with the apparent daftness of the 
procedure’s compulsive stylisation.   
 
Rituals have a special capacity: to narrow the gap between ‘states of affairs’ 
(any of the concrete meetings described above) and the ‘symbolic forms’ 
(the ideal meeting procedure, such as those depicted in the guidelines) 
(Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 103f). Boltanski imagines a two-dimensional space: 
an immanent background of disordered experiences of persons “immersed 
in the flux” of ‘worlds’ and the constructed or ordered extractions from and 
coherent representations of worlds in ‘realities’ – a reality produced and 
sought stabilised by ‘truth tests’ (Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 57ff,66ff; Boltanski, 
2011a, p. 277). I translate the theoretical concept of ‘truth test,’ generally 
relating to the confirmatory operations of institutions, to the specific 
empirical bailiff’s meeting test, where I find the concept particularly 
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insightful. Here bailiffs help requestors in their search for solutions based 
on unveiling and establishing a series of financially qualified truths: the 
exact value of the claim, the present and future liquid financial means and 
assets of the debtor, the total debt of the debtor etcetera.  
 
The “dispute”: ‘re-contextualisng’ the context of claims 
The distance between institutionalised tests and the social order is sought 
eradicated as if superimposed, leading to an exclusion state. Here, anything 
irrelevant to the situation or anything left unqualified according to the test 
should be ignored, rejected, or integrated (Boltanski, 2011c, p. 104). There 
is then a “strong control of the context in which the performance occurs,” 
Boltanski states (Ibid., pp. 103f) – or put differently: these tests are ideally 
to be conducted with eyes closed to beings that are of no concern to finding 
financial solutions. I view this as an ongoing de-contextualisation of the 
states of affairs, of irrelevant beings, and relations between such beings, so 
each case becomes somewhat uniform and reproducible (Ibid., p. 70).  
 
A prominent example of this can be read from a similar bailiff’s court 
meeting that an aforementioned interlocutor of mine, Maria, attends. Maria 
shows to be apt at precisely this, turning her states of affairs into symbolic 
forms: her “petty debts” essentially stem from the father of her son misusing 
her signature to incur multiple loans without her knowledge (Maria 
discloses a guesstimate of her total debt). She has gone over her home “a 
million times” to find anything of value, even having her grandmother’s 
paintings appraised and also pondered selling her cat (Maria has no vehicle, 
is not a homeowner, and has no other discernible assets and thus, receives 
a declaration of insolvency). Since an ex-partner started to stalk and 
threaten her and her son, Maria has been unemployed (Maria has been out 
of work since 2014 but expects to return after which she will resume paying 
off her debt).  
Similar to the meetings above, although the debtor sometimes does provide 
a little context, conducting truth tests means that Mads largely filters the 
contingent states of affairs from the pertinent facts of debts, incomes, and 
assets. In another case, the partner of a debtor who is unable to show goes 
into details about having taken out multiple payday loans, the exceptional 
situation that led them to these decisions and their hopes of their bank 
consolidating their loans so as to abate the steep interests. In reply, the 
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bailiff simply surmises that they are, momentarily, unable to be part of an 
instalment agreement – “this is what I hear you are saying.”     
My overall impression is that of an odd tension between, on the one hand, 
quite intrusive and emotionally charged questions that, on the other hand, 
are conducted in an impersonal, routine and hurried manner. For example, 
questions regarding income, employment, and properties easily touch 
directly or indirectly on marital status, living conditions, relationship with 
children, and mental state, among others. This impression is supported by 
Maria silently brushing away a tear during the court meeting while sticking 
to providing short, factual replies. Mads similarly shows physical signs of 
the pressure getting to him while trying to walk the tightrope between 
disclosing truths and delving into the gravity of his financial predicaments.  
 
A precondition for a meeting to be undertaken is that the existence of a 
“foundation” has first been established (Larsen, 2009, pp. 17ff). The 
foundation specifies the outstanding sum of money owed to a claimant 
(principal, interests, and costs). It also provides the legal basis for 
“enforcing” the claim (as well as discontinuing its termination). Such a 
foundation can be created in agreement between the two parties when a 
claim is acknowledged and signed off by the debtor, for example in a 
voluntary settlement. The foundation can also be established via the judicial 
system, where the court declares a judgement104 before the eventual 
meeting. That is, as long as the debtor does not protest the claim within a 
two-week window.  
It is crucial to emphasise that the bailiff’s court system is arranged according 
to the overriding principle that the court is not to examine the contextual 
circumstances of the claim. This means that they are not to discuss how the 
financial claim initially came about or if it even exists. Usually, they do not 
even have such information or “a lot of data, only the foundation.” “One 
cannot discuss whether the money is owed or not,” as Roland, department 
head of the bailiff’s and bankruptcy court, says to me. It is only the 
foundation that matters. Or, as one bailiff remarks during a meeting, the 
bailiff is to focus their attention narrowly on “what has been signed.” It 
speaks to the special role of the bailiff of simply “executing” or “carrying out” 
the claim. This is a phrase I repeatedly hear during my observations. A 

                                                   
104 For the bailiff court to establish a foundation, the claim has to be less than 100.000 
kroner.  
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requestor mirrors this sentiment, stating that at the bailiff’s court 
instalments and distress are key, while the more diffuse “social” – hinting 
here at causes behind debtors’ accrual of debt and arrears, their 
employment status, and whether they have children – is of little importance. 
   
Debtors can legally object to the validity of claims, thus causing a legal 
“dispute.” As a result of such a protest, the case can be reopened by a jurist 
or registrar who schedules a meeting in the civil court to examine the 
foundation of the claim. Thus, as it were, stepping back a pace before the 
court meeting and attempting to find solutions to the claim. This rarely 
happens, although I did witness such a rare occasion. I am told that the 
bailiff only grants the plea of the disputing debtor in about one out of 100 
cases,  
In the excerpt below, detailing such an occasion, I provide insight into what 
might happen when the ritualistic meeting test is disrupted. I also show 
what happens beyond that, when the otherwise “machine”-like properties, 
as a caseworker names it, of the workings of the bailiff’s court as such break 
down. This is a court in which clerical bailiffs create piles of cases as if on 
assembly line. They schedule successive five-minute court meetings and 
attach the proper documents for each meeting and schedule other 
enforcement proceedings (which I later return to). 
  
After being dropped off by a police offer – a practice I also return to – the 
bailiff asks the debtor whether they know what this meeting is about, 
referencing a case from 2011. The debtor greets the question with a confused 
look. The requestor asks the debtor about their personal identification 
number and phone number but mishears the information given. The debtor 
pores over the documents and starts speaking rather loudly about having 
agreed to and then carried out with returning the horses after which they 
now should have “0 in debt.” They say: and “now you inform me that you 
have the wrong personal identification number and all sorts of things.” The 
bailiff interposes that the requestor simply misheard. The debtor slowly 
thumbs the table as they make their point. The debtor says they need the 
horses back, if they are to pay. The requestor starts reviewing the different 
horses. The debtor says they want the horses, and the requestor finds that 
the debtor then “has to talk to [name] about it.” The bailiff declares that they 
find a reason to call in a lawyer and leaves. Meanwhile, the debtor continues 
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to argue about the horses, and the requestor stresses that they ought to wait 
on the lawyer to get here.  
The debtor bends their body forward. Their hands are folded, and their legs 
are crossed as if they, at the same time, are ready for what is to come and to 
hold their ground. The lawyer arrives, and says: “I am a registrar here – I 
hear that you have objections.” The debtor agrees, firmly stating that “I 
know nothing about this.” “You have been sentenced to pay 300.000 
kroner,” the lawyer says. The requestor asks to add something to this 
amount. The debtor now says aloud that they have agreed to a 
“compromise.” They point at the documents – “there are still three horses 
missing here.” The debtor wants their attorney present. The lawyer states 
that they will postpone the case to which the debtor agrees – “yes, because 
this here, this is pure fraud” – and the jurist suggests that the debtor's 
lawyer draws something up. The claimant again directs their attention to a 
“missing fee,” which would increase the outstanding amount. The debtor 
then talks about their “view” on the matter and the requestor replies that “I 
cannot comment on that”. 
After the meeting ends, the bailiff offers me their view of what might have 
led to this dispute. The bailiff imagines that the debt has either been resold 
even though the claim should have been cancelled, or that the debtor simply 
had gotten their arrangement wrong.  
 
While institutional tests like rituals seek to marginalise diverging points of 
view, institutionalised tests are always, as we see, liable to actors assuming 
an external position and, in a meta-pragmatic turn of events, casting doubt 
upon the initial test (Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 81f,102f). I conceive this specific 
event of a person with problem debt critiquing institutionalised tests as a 
‘counter-test.’  
Specifically, the debtor above subjects the institutional representatives’ test 
of truth to a reality test in the sense that the debtor “put[s] to the test the 
reality of the claims of the beings [here, the requestor and bailiff] … by 
confronting them with their ability to satisfy the corresponding 
requirements” (Ibid., pp. 105f). ‘Can you actually prove that I owe the money 
that you are claiming,’ the debtor poses, ‘what is the real reason for even 
having this meeting?’ In contrast to the confirmatory truth test, the reality 
test creates distance between the proofs of states of affairs and the ideal that 
they are to conform to (Ibid., p. 106).  It is the lawyer’s role to assess the 
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relative correspondence between the two, as in whether the claim is indeed 
qualified for execution.  
 
During this exceptional dispute, elements of what had previously been 
ignored and forgotten in the mere execution of the claim now come to the 
foreground. The history of the past financial agreement is now ‘re-
contextualised,’ as are the goods – the horses – that were exchanged in this 
apparently botched deal. Moreover, the room is unmistakably charged 
which, another lawyer tells me, is typically the case. The proceedings turn 
into a “mess” or “hodgepodge.”  
While Mads merely hinted at the experiential qualities of feeling squeezed 
between multiple sides at once, the debtor's point of view is put on centre 
stage here, the debtor getting a chance to speak (and shout) their mind. It is 
as if the unruliness, the heightened tenseness, and the embodied sense of 
abject injustice, are relevant proof in this test. This is even clearer in another 
case I observed. Here, the disputing debtor is particularly animated, 
sometimes yelling their statements. The debtor here accuses the requestor 
of being a “petty thief.” Thereafter, they berate the latter’s union for helping 
the person in this criminal act, the lawyer for wasting their time, for piling 
on legal fees, and more severely, for blindly executing the case, refusing to 
postpone it so as to look into the ordeal. Although the debtor notes that the 
lawyer is but a representative of the “system” who is the true source of 
blame, merely feigning a “community based on rule.”  
The debtor curses, and, on several occasions, noisily pounds their fists on 
the table and on sheets of paper, and later slaps themselves on the forehead, 
showing their disgust with the proceedings. Finally, the debtor directs their 
frantic gaze at me and heatedly recapitulates the chain of events. They 
provide little chance for the lawyer, themselves visibly affected by the 
encounter, to settle the debtor and to explain what, according to their expert 
opinion, is in the debtor’s best interest to do now.  
 
Immediately, it seems that the truth test can barely contain these 
expressions, gestures, and emotions of resentment to it. However, I argue 
that this counter-test is in fact, accommodated to preserve the legitimacy of 
the truth test. The idea is that the lawyer, is a more capacious institutional 
representative compared to the “clerical bailiff” (Larsen, 2009, p. 29). Thus, 
the lawyer is to conclusively prove, in the face of legal dispute, that the 
bailiff’s court exclusively enforces claims that have sound foundations and 
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that those lacking in these regards are rightly disputed. Critique is then 
addressed, sought assuaged, and integrated into the formalised reality test. 
By re-establishing the foundation to be executed, the court can revert from 
the re-contextualised states of affairs to the normal, de-contextualised, and 
ritual-like course of action, guided by bailiffs as simple mediators of 
financial solutions. In this instance, counter-tests and institutionalised tests 
are dialogical in nature (Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 105ff).  
 

“GIVING TIT FOR TAT”? DEBTOR AND INSTITUTIONAL 
VIOLENCE 
By ending the prior section with observations of disputes, I wanted to 
prefigure a deeper sense of illegitimacy, pertaining to not only the 
impressions of debtors,105 but to institutional representatives as well. This 
illegitimacy pertains to the opposite party actively transgressing the 
normative rules supposed to govern their mutual coordination (Boltanski, 
2011c, p. 100). In the present section, I delve into these sentiments of 
illegitimacy or what I choose to conceive as actions installed in violence, 
inspired, notably by Graeber’s analyses.  
Like in the section on the institutional coordination of tests of willingness 
to pay within and beyond debt collection institutions, I meditate on the 
broader institutional contexts of the court meeting test. I find the meeting 
test to be the overriding test of the bailiff’s court concerning debt. This 
means that I will not present another model debt test here. Rather, I want 
to demonstrate other wrinkles to the truth test – wrinkles that paint the test 
in a more controversial – for some debtors, dire and harmful, while for some 
institutional representatives, limited and impotent – light. These wrinkles 
are the source of each parties’ sense of the other being animated by violence.  
 
Distressing debtors’ assets 
An instructive entry point into disquietude amongst debtors is that of 
distress, referred only cursorily until now. As shown above, during the court 
meeting, the requestors inquire into a multitude of assets such as cars, 
motorcycles, electronic devices, real property, deposits, and bank accounts 
– these and other assets, like boats, paintings and jewellery can be 
distressed or levied execution on. These assets function as collateral or a 

                                                   
105 This is not to neglect my observations of debtors remaining relatively undeterred by their 
court visit, some even cracking jokes during their court meeting. 
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“security” (this being the word used in Danish) for the fulfilment of the 
creditor’s claim. As long as the claim has not been settled, the debtor does 
not have the absolute right of disposal over the asset. The debtor can, for 
instance, not give away, dispose of or pawn the asset and if they choose to 
sell the asset, the debtor is to transfer the earnings to the creditor.  
Distressed assets are to cover the claim, so if the debtor fails to pay or enter 
into an instalment agreement or fails to uphold an arrangement agreed 
upon at the court meeting, the court can seize the asset and sell the asset. 
Here, the profit would either wipe out the claim in its entirety, or clear away 
a portion of the outstanding debt. This is the special and enlarged capacity 
invested in debt enforcement compared to debt collection institutions. If 
multiple assets cover the claim, the debtor has the right to assign the asset, 
such as choosing a new phone over a house. Oftentimes the asset is 
distressed by multiple claimants so that the generated money from the 
seizure is distributed according to an order of priority. The creditors line up 
as in a queue, which we saw in the above case of the debtor, Mads 
(Advokaterne Foldschack & Forchhammer, 2014, p. 20). 
 
The bailiff can also determine, based on the requestors’ efforts, that the 
debtor owns no assets liable to distress. Debtors, like Mads, Maria and 
Nadja as well as in the vast majority of the cases I observed, are then 
declared insolvent,106;107 entailing that they are “protected” against 
appearing at the bailiff’s court for the next six months as it is typically 
phrased. If they have been sent to court based on other claims, these court 
visits are dropped, and the other claimants are notified – a fact underscoring 
the absolute centrality of attaching assets to claims in debt enforcement. 
The “trangsbeneficium” (‘beneficium compensentiae’) legally stipulates the 
minimum amount of goods and other assets that are exempt from seizure – 
or to which debtors and their households are entitled. This legal principle 
defines what is necessary for maintaining a “modest home and a modest 

                                                   
106 Being declared insolvent does not entail that the debtor desisted from entering a 
payment plan. 
107 Having one’s deposit distressed, as Nadja experiences, is a common procedure for first-
time attendees (Advokaterne Foldschack & Forchhammer, 2014, p. 20). Defaulting on 
Nadja’s court facilitated instalment plan would not trigger the loss of her deposit as long as 
she does not leave her current dwelling. This means that the asset is not ready for seizure, 
hence Nadja’s declaration of insolvency.  
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standard of life”108 apart from one’s real property. Phrased differently, the 
principle sets a normative limitation on the penalties that can be triggered 
by default (Advokaterne Foldschack & Forchhammer, 2014, pp. 14,20).  
 
Distress and forced sales hinge, using the concepts of FPS, on qualifications 
and (e)valuations. The court constructs ‘equivalences’ (Boltanski, 2011c, 
64), a pivotal term I unravel in this section, in the sense that it, via its 
financial calculations conducted during the meeting test, links the claim to 
financial balances and things that are requalified as liable/not liable to be 
distressed. This calculation, concerning a non-liquid item, depends on 
whether a profit is estimated as being generated from a forced sale or 
another court procedure.  
A bailiff tells me that the item is typically sold for half of the purchasing 
price, and added to this are the costs of a compulsory sale and possibly, 
remaining unpaid debt on the asset in the first place. All this relates to the 
above notion that assets quickly lose their value. In the case of Mads, his 
iPhone was deemed not to meet this requirement, just like Nadja’s – phones 
generally lose their value after a year. On the basis of these financial 
calculations, the court transforms “small gaps into distances,” as Boltanski 
remarks (Ibid., p. 78) – something that Nadja can certainly attest to, 
relieved at seeing that the value of her car depreciated too much to be liable 
to distress.     

 
Boltanski argues that institutions concern themselves with descriptions of 
realities and prescriptive duties – with truths that can be enforced. One can 
also use Roland, the department head for the bailiff’s and bankruptcy 
court’s phrase that bailiff’s carry out “consequences.” By (‘semantically’) 
defining and confirming what is – here, what is and is not financially 
valuable (as well as possible and impossible to distress) – and (‘deontically’) 
seizing these assets, equivalences are turned ‘sanctions’ of debtor behaviour 
conceived, at least from ta debt collection representative’s point of view, as 
defiant (Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 64,68ff,78ff). The sanction can be perceived 

                                                   
108 What encompasses a modest home is determined by case law, the threshold 
continuously evolving according to the rising standard of life determining what is deemed 
an ordinary household contra what is deemed luxury (Advokaterne Foldschack & 
Forchhammer, 2014, p. 20). 
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as triggered either by defaulting on the original claim or by failing to stick 
to a court-facilitated instalment agreement.  
It is in this sense that the bailiff’s court and its debt tests can be conceived 
as double-faced: a confirmer of otherwise uncertain worlds. The court 
produces truths as a precondition for financial agreements and insolvency 
declarations. In both cases, it leaves the dispute between debtor and 
collector behind. It can also be seen as a deontic enforcer of realities in its 
capacity for extracting possessions-as-assets from debtors. It is in the latter 
sense that institutions, when experienced in the disquietude register, might 
not figure as overarching arbiters of justice but as self-seeking and 
repressive “instruments of domination” (Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 52,78ff,93ff). 
 
Brief interlude: Graeber’s conflation of violence and ‘equivalence’ 
Boltanski notes in passing, citing work in economics of conventions, how 
capitalism and modern markets would be unable to exist if not for the 
institutional labour of fixed definitions, including that of prices. These make 
it possible to requalify possessions as capital so they can circulate “detached 
from their holder in his [sic] corporeal faculty” (2011c, pp. 76f,77). Seizing 
assets is then a distinct form of detaching or, using a previous notion, of de-
contextualising possessions from debtors' ownership to transmit them to 
creditors.  
The notion of ‘equivalences’ and enforced detachment are key when 
venturing into prominent writings on how debt is haunted by violence. 
Scholars have foregrounded the (growing) risk of asset stripping or, to use 
the Marxist notion, of ‘dispossession’ as a key modality of debt recovery and 
enforcement-induced violence under modern-day capitalism (Cooper & 
Paton, 2021). Here. I turn my attention to David Graeber’s pioneering 
theorisation of the innate relationship between debt and dispossession. I 
briefly sum up his distinctive account of the origin and nature of money (as 
debt), wrenched by violence and, above all, “the violence of equivalences” 
(Graeber, 2012).109 
  
Graeber makes an analytical distinction between the faded ‘human 
economies’ and the contemporary ‘commercial’ ones. He finds that social 
currencies are primarily used to create and reconfigure social relationships 

                                                   
109 See also the sub-section, ‘Debt and violence’ (chapter 2.1), on Graeber’s theorisation of 
debt. 



182 
 

under human economies. In the case of paying penalties, the underlying 
idea is not that the currency settles the outstanding debt of a previous 
violation but to acknowledge that equivalence – the substituting of an eye 
for another – is an impossibility, and, in any case, a dangerous proposition. 
Sacrificing something valuable by handing over social currency was a token 
of one’s willingness to make amends and safeguard peace (Graeber, 2012, p. 
411ff).  
Graeber speculatively tracks the incorporation of human economies into 
commercial ones. Here, alienable goods are exchanged in commercial 
respect, and a debt – whether a financial claim or a social responsibility – 
can be fully quantified and thus, definitely cancelled (Graeber, 2012, p. 
411f). Graber finds that such a “conceptual break in question can only be 
achieved through extraordinary violence,” invoking the “dramatic” history 
of the West African slave trade as an emblematic case (Ibid., pp. 414,418f). 
Commercial currencies, he maintains, tear rather than maintain bonds, 
They remove things in exchange for money and, in the case of slaves, people 
are “forcibly removed from all those networks of mutual obligation and debt 
in which ordinary people became who they were,” ready to be exchanged for 
anything or anyone as long as they are deemed of equivalent monetary value 
(Ibid., p. 420).  
 
Among the fascinating propositions by Graeber is the hypothesis that 
commodity transaction is a logical and historical extension of forced human 
circulation rather than the other way around (2012, p. 426). It is Graber’s 
dis-embedment narrative in which commercialisation of debt is linked to a 
parallel reduction of human existence (2014, p. 194): from a world 
embedded in communal obligations to an impersonal and immoral one 
where financial equivalences reign supreme, no matter the human costs.110 
Graeber adopts a common point of historical reference of ‘primitive 
accumulation’ – of the violent separation of people from their means of 
subsistence and the exploitation of their labour via enslavement in the early 
stages of capitalism – but suggests that these processes – “this underlying 
violence” – is still integrative to and operative in contemporary capitalism 
(Barker, 2018, pp. 538ff; Graeber, 2012, p. 426). 
 

                                                   
110 I expand on the return to the dis-embedment narrative in contemporary debt 
theorisation in the sub-section, ‘Debt and violence’ (chapter 2.1). 
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Myths of violence 
Returning to my empirical material, I find that many people with problem 
debt construct myths about the penalties of non-payment and, as a 
continuation, the power attributed to debt enforcement. These myths 
actualise Graeber’s thesis as they pertain to imaginings of non-human and 
human beings, liable to be requalified as assets and detached to cover the 
non-paid claims. The myths are mediated by the notion that debtors, as lay 
people, seem immersed, like Roland, the department head of the bailiff’s 
and bankruptcy court, puts it, in a “completely novel world.” 
Conducting interviews and observations, the ignorance amongst many 
debtors I speak to strikes me. They often struggle with legal jargon in 
general, having trouble, for instance, comprehending the technical language 
employed in letters dispatched by collection and enforcement institutions. 
This is the case for Maria, who is already struggling with dyslexia. A few 
times, I am asked by debtors to look over court summons and other letters 
while conversing in the waiting room. A bailiff supports this impression, 
telling me it is “frightening how little people know.” The sometimes 
mentally vulnerable debtors – either explicated or observable – adds here 
to the impression of debtors being relatively unqualified or deficient111 in 
their engagements with debt tests – with knowing what to expect of the tests 
and the transformations they might impose.  
This point can be read in the visible signs of “anxious anticipation” (Deville, 
2015, p. 55) that many debtors display before their meeting. Nadja, for 
example, details how nervous she is before going to court, having trouble 
sleeping the nights before the trial, like others I talked to, and how she goes 
through the day rambling and being fidgety. Nadja’s struggles with social 
anxiety manifest in unaccustomed situations – especially those where she is 
placed on centre stage. She shifts into “catastrophic thinking,” imagining an 
admittedly preposterous episode of people staring and laughing at her, 
becoming “very scared about what they will… what they will think about.. or 
what they will sentence me to, you know. What is to, like, happen, when I 
am in there and what they insist I shall pay and what I can lose, you know”. 
Despite having been to the court many times over, Maria still becomes 

                                                   
111 While I find this easily to relate to class relations, classed dynamics and asymmetries are 
never explicitly articulated during my studies of debt collection and enforcement. In the 
third analytical part, specifically chapter 6.3, I meditate on how class mediates the unequal 
temporalities of life with problem debt.   
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incredibly nervous before the meeting. She generally has little to no insight 
into the regulations, her legal protections, and the sanctions to which she 
can be subjected.  
 
Many debtors, including Maria, imagine forms of dispossession beyond the 
framework of legality. Taking the cue from Nadja’s quote, which couples 
together personalised and financial evaluations and penalties, I argue that 
the myths can be attributed to the unremitting presence of domestic ideas. 
I propose that the composite of the market and domestic meaning-systems 
shape debtors’ impression of the types of entities liable to be seized and, by 

extension, the gravity of the acts of distress. 
 
Seeing that domestic assessments ‘cumulate’ or totalise the judgment of 
one’s character (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, p. 362), it is unsurprising that 
some debtors imagine that incarceration as a real potentiality. Debtor’s 
prison has otherwise been eradicated in Denmark since 1872, by and 
large.112 As Peebles chronicles, this is due to an almost universal accusation 
of the prison as being a “barbarous relic,” above all owing to its failure to 
separate human bodies from things-as-commodities (2013, pp. 
702n5,704,705f,715ff). Or, as Simmel put it, sever “the value of man from 
the value of money” (Simmel in Peebles, 2013, p. 704). The myth of 
incarceration speaks to Graeber’s provocative claim of human persons being 
the original commodity – the primordial form of “commercial violence” 
(Graeber, 2012, p. 425) – and to other literature, noticeably by Nietzsche 
(2006[1887]) and more recently, Lazzarato (2012), linking the reneging of 
the duty to pay to the activation of bodily cruelties. 

                                                   
112 Criminologist, Annette Olesen, has conducted research on the link between debt and 
imprisonment in Denmark. Olesen documents that most formerly convicted Danes are 
severely indebted when they leave prison, their debt burdens stemming, among others, 
from being liable to pay the legal and operating costs of the criminal proceedings. 
Indebtedness, typically coupled with the loss of residence and job, the lack of prospects of 
borrowing and significantly, the financial sanctions available in the collection of public debt 
(see below), lead many to resume illegal activities as a source of income with the risk of re-
incarceration (Olesen, 2013).    
Other studies provide an argument for a resurgence of a twenty-century version of the 
debtor’s prison. Among these, LeBaron and Roberts, working in a USA context, exhibit 
evidence of how people with outstanding debt are prosecuted by debt collectors through 
the criminal justice system and incarcerated, both as a means to enforce payments and as 
a way to penalise inability to do so (2012). 
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Maria moreover fears that worthy beings within the domestic world are 
liable to seizure. Maria recalls her first court meeting and how afraid she is 
that the representatives are going to kick her and her son out of the flat and 
“rip” any of her household effects. She echoes other debtors afraid that they 
will be stripped of television sets, chairs, tables, beds, bureaus etcetera. In a 
parallel manoeuvre, Maria has re-examined her home “a million times” to 
find anything of value to offer, having her grandmother’s old paintings 
appraised and even considering selling her cat to free up resources. In both 
cases, these entities are more (domestically) valuable to her –– than they 
are valuable to others (in respect to their market value). The old paintings 
are defined by the chain of generation, while house pets are among the least 
worthy, although relevant domestic beings (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, 
pp. 167f) 
Maria’s “biggest fear,” though, is that the institutional representatives will 
take away her son and place him in foster care. This train of thought might 
be associated with the connection that Maria draws between, on the one 
hand, her financial state and, as a result, her and her son’s standard of living 
and, on the other, her properties as a parent – beings of domestic 
superiority, who otherwise ought to behave responsibly113 (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006, p. 167). She thus believes that an enforcement sanction 
would duplicate this linkage and put it into action. 
  
The above sanction myths evoke Graeber’s claim that commercial 
economies place any and all beings on an equal footing in the cancellation 

of commercial debts. Beings of all sorts are reduced into “a series of 

quantifiable, fully exchangeable equivalents,” shedding household effects 
(and cats) of their sentimental value and ripping people from “the web of 
unique human relations” that sustain them (Graeber, 2012, pp. 425,426).  
 
Theorising experiences charged by forms of ‘violence’ 
I now provide a more comprehensive theoretical reflection on people’s 
initial experiences of problem debt, mediated, as they often are, by debt 
collection and enforcement institutions, and how these experiences might 
be marked by violence in a FPS sense.  

                                                   
113 I particularly meditate on the oft-expressed link between problem debt and parenting in 
the sub-section, ‘”Change the way you live”’ (chapter 5.2). 
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Looking through the body of work that is FPS, the reader is left with rather 
vague formulations and shifting definitions of the concept of violence, and 
it has, for this reason, rarely been referenced and theoretically refined 
(Friedland & Arjaliès, 2017, p. 340; Jønck, 2017, pp. 13ff). As ‘On 
Justification’ is narrowly dedicated to the regime of justice – or to situations 
where people express their discontent precisely “without resorting to 
violence” – “such acts [of violence] fall outside the scope of our research,” 
Boltanski and Thévenot declare (2006, pp. 25,38). Briefly reviving the 
concept in the subsequent work of ‘Love and Justice as Competences’ 
(2012), Boltanski, still in want of an actual empirical study of violent 
situations, readily admits that he “merely [provides] an approximate 
conceptual description of the regime of violence” (Basaure & Boltanski, 
2011, p. 363). He thus never provides the concept with real primacy.  
I do not let these “slightly cryptic” (Jønck, 2017, p. 14) and negative outlines 
of the regime of violence lead to the dismissal of its explanatory power. 
Rather, I find the sporadic engagement with and the resultant broadness of 
the concept(s) productive for inspecting how experiences might be coloured 
by violence in different guises. I distil these different but empirically 
overlapping forms of violence as ‘illegitimacy,’ ‘corporeal violence’ and the 
tension field between ‘legitimacy’ and ‘illegitimacy,’ respectively.  
  
The presupposition of a legitimate test is that it is ‘constrained’ by 
equivalences that render it possible to withstand critical re-examination (or 
meta-pragmatic tests) (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 37). Any test can be 
weighed by its pretensions to narrowly relate to the relevant and qualified 
evidence – that is, beings belonging to the relevant world(s) (e.g., a student’s 
performance during an exam). Or, to solely evaluate and order the worth 
(e.g., the student’s proficiency) of the beings with the corresponding 
principle(s) of equivalency (e.g., industrial) in mind.  
If one shirks these constraints, “behaving only as one pleases, without being 
burdened by the requirement to explain” then the situation “sink[s] into 
violence” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 37,38). Violence or “relations” 
and “scales” of “domination,” “force,” “power” and “strength,” as Boltanski 
and Thévenot interchangeably114 designate this (Ibid., pp. 38,341,n2p372), 

                                                   
114 Boltanski and Thévenot conflates these divergent concepts to demonstrate how the social 
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is then a way of “suspending the constraint of justification” to narrowly 
serve one’s particular interests to the detriment of common interests and 
others (Ibid., pp. 336,339,341). Illegitimacy is a product of ‘relativism,’ 
governed by the unbridled “will to be without limits” or constraints 
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 340ff,341).  
While an indignant person illegitimately deemed unworthy (e.g. an 
intolerable grade) might shift into a regime of justice. This interposes 
equivalences to meta-pragmatically decry the initial test, the person might 
alternatively lead “away from equivalence,” freeing themselves from the 
controls and binds of conventions so to become installed in the “regime of 
dispute in violence” themselves (Boltanski, 2012, pp. 68,72,72f,75f). 
Following Jønck’s (2017) interpretation, I stress violence in the form of a 
particular human capacity and logic of action. Jønck calls attention to 
Boltanski’s later emphasis on corporeality – of how people engage each 
other “body to body” to “exchange of blows and counterblows” rather than 
confront each other with “ideas” and “moral force” (Boltanski, 2012, pp. 
73,74; Clausewitz in Boltanski, 2012, 291n4). 
 
Applying the spectrum of violent forms to the experiences of people with 
problem debt, the prevalent impression that any household effect might be 
liable to seizure clearly connects to the notion of illegitimacy. While the 
above reality test is invoked to settle the dispute regarding a claim’s legal 
foundation so as to re-establish the legitimacy of it being enforced, a ‘test of 
strength,’ by contrast, attaches no importance to classifications of beings, to 
whether they are qualified or not for dispossession or earnings (Boltanski & 
Chiapello, 2011, pp. 205,218f). The expressions and signs of anxiety and fear 
by Maria, Nadja, and other debtors I observed and talked to are often 
expressions of the notion that the sanctions lack constraint. This notion of 
experiential illegitimacy I find lacking in Graeber. Graeber slips in a 
historical break or “displacement” (Ibid., p. 221), saturated by incredible 
violence. He does this to suggest that we have become oblivious to the 
superimposition of equivalence. This superimposition should be construed 
as as the potentially violent separation of beings when settling debts – on 
originally non-equivalent relations – as mutual debts or obligations that 

                                                   
sciences have misrecognised legitimate arrangements by its tendency “to blur the 
difference between physical violence and other forms of constraint … treat[ing] all 
determinations as equal, whether they are justifiable or not” (2006, p. 345).  
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cannot (and normatively should not) be fully extinguished. The articulated 
fears of unchecked dispossession suggest that people are not unmindful of 
moral constraints.       
As noted, Graeber’s analyses are helpful in relation to expressions of the 
threat of corporeal violence, namely the worry of imprisonment, eviction, 
and Maria’s alarm about her son being taken from her. Here the distinction 
between the associations of persons and things in justice and violence 
respectively is illuminating.  
While people “become spokespersons for things that have been 
misattributed” in justice, in (corporeal) violence, these stabilised 
associations – or equivalences – between things and people are renounced 
(Boltanski, 2012, p. 72). According to Boltanski, all we are left with in 
violence is relations amongst things but in a particular fashion. Things in 
violence “are no longer human things” but in a state of unhinged “force” 
beyond our grasp (Ibid., pp. 72,72f). This entails that violence might equally 
be carried out by a “threatening object” and a person (Boltanski, 2012, p. 
73),115  As Boltanski suggests, it “opens up the possibility of treating human 
beings as things,” as in human commodification: the process through which 
a human body is turned into an object of economic exchange (Appadurai, 
1986, p. 3; Boltanski, 2012, pp. 72).  
The indifference to persons can be conceptualised by a type of 
(“psychological”) corporeal violence. This is also known as ‘locative violence’ 
as identified by Jønck. It either operates through the imagined removal of 
bodies to be placed in confinement – such as in the debtor’s prison – or 
through the imaginary removal of bodies to achieve another aim, such as to 
recuperate the dwelling as an asset or to avoid financial loss (2017, pp. 
17,17f,18).116  
 

                                                   
115 Among the beings in violence Boltanski mentions “a raging sea” and “a man rendered 
inaccessible to reasoning by passion or by alcohol” (2012, p. 74). 
116 During our interview, Maria instructively connects these fears of locative violence to the 
“terrorisation” she has lived through. Maria has been out of work since 2014 due to an ex-
partner – a different person than the father of her son – having stalked and threatened her 
as well as tried to kidnap her son. He has received a restraining order and seems to have 
left them alone, although Maria is still afraid of walking outside unaccompanied. To Maria’s 
mind, these threats are analogous as well as experientially intersect, affecting her mental 
and physical state before and during the court trial I observe. 
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Staying with the corporeality of debtors, I now hark back to my discussion 
of shame and embarrassment suffered by Maria and Nadja and its 
requalification by debt collection prompts.117 As already stated, such 
sensations can be attributed to their inability to accede to the domestic-
market principles often approved by debtors. This renders the supposed or 
visualised cumulating personal judgements (a “nobody”) something to 
possibly be conceived within the register of legitimacy. Similarly, deflected 
sensations of anxiety, stress, unrest, and depression might be attributed to 
qualities of undergoing and staying with valid debt tests rather than abusive 

ones.118  
However, as Boltanski and Thévenot repeatedly state, most situations are 
composite (2006, p. 38). Both theorists are adamant about the contiguous 
relation between justice and violence, as people-in-violence rarely “let 
justice out of its sight” so to plunge into something akin to a “pure, absolute 
violence” (Boltanski, 2012, pp. 68,75). This tension-ridden enmeshment of 
justice and violence seems applicable to comments often mired in ambiguity 
as to whether collection caseworkers have illegitimately forgone 
cooperativeness when handling claims or have verbally insulted them 
during phone calls, or otherwise (Ibid., p. 79). More sweepingly, I advance 
the claim that the tension-ridden continuum of justice and violence speaks 
to many people’s initial experiences of problem debt and the institutions 
that often mediate these moments.  
 
In the previous chapter, I proposed that people often find themselves in a 
crisis state defined by intense disquietude and uncertainty. This does not 
narrowly relate to the elusiveness or rapid movements of balances, debt 
items, and collection reminders or to the inability to find proper responses 
explicated above but to the ignorance of debtors’ legal protections and, 
conversely, to the sanctions that non-payment can trigger. I suggest that this 
crisis is mediated by a sense of persistent violence, ascribed to the 
institutionalised debt tests (Boltanski, 2012, pp. 75,291fn3).  

                                                   
117 See the sub-section, ‘Experiencing debt problematisations through domestic-market 
‘mind-sets’’ (chapter 4.1). 
118 This then diverges from the phenomenological rather than normative-theoretical 
position often found in governmentality studies, perceiving forms of suffering as the 
modern-day neoliberal version of the violence attributed to the obligation to pay.  
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As things or persons installed in a state of violent force are exempt from the 
grip of equivalences, these forces figure as fundamentally “foreign and 
unknown.” “[O]ne does not know what they are made of, what they want, 
who inhabits or controls them, or how far they may go” nor does one know 
“what gestures to make that would appease them” (Ibid., pp. 72,73). This 
presence of violence-as-crisis applies to the schism between, on the one 
hand, Maria’s supposed gradual familiarity with the debt enforcement tests 
and, on the other hand, the consequences she envisages. Maria says that she 
finds the bailiff’s court visit to be not as “dangerous as I originally imagined” 
and evinces that the sole tangible consequence she encounters is the 
situation of undergoing the meeting test. Although when I inquire into this, 
Maria again shudders at the prospects of her son and her being kicked out 
of the house and her son being removed from her care and custody. She 
finds herself immersed in the tension-field between adherence to and 
suspension of (moral) constraints.  
Moreover, seeing that the force internal to persons and things in violence 
are unfamiliar, Boltanski proposes a “strong link between violence and 
urgency,” “[f]or a force does not wait …, does not withdraw to talk things 
over” (Boltanski, 2012, p. 73,74). As one is compelled to an immediate 
response to acts of violence, an attempted shift into the regime of justice 
entails that one widens the time lag by halting the action. Instructively, 
above, we can see different forms of halting action, for instance, the act of 
not responding to an incoming collection call or withdrawing from actions 
to assess the situation, perhaps via the help of debt advisors (Ibid., pp. 
74f,292n3).  
 
The indispensability of debtor trustworthiness in debt enforcement 
In the following, I demonstrate that debtors’ myths of unhinged creditor 
violence are inversed by myths related to debtors propelled by institutional 
representatives, making for a situation of parallel but oppositely directed 
concerns. These myths, I propose, are again mediated by the boisterous 
presence of domestically laden ideas, targeting debtors as the real agent who 
is violently shirking the normative constraints supposed to govern their 
encounter. 
Amongst institutional representatives, there seems to be a common 
scepticism regarding the true motivations of debtors. Similar to the debtors, 
representatives often impart a sense that the other party is a stronger or 
mightier being, one whose actions are governed by sheer force rather than 
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bend to the conventions of duty and reason. In the following passages, I 
expand on how the fear of debt collection and enforcement is mirrored by 
distrust – that is, a sign of domestic deficiency – in debtors.   
 
Reverting to the notion that the meeting test takes on ritualistic features, for 
the ritual to be performed appropriately, Boltanski advances, that each 
party is to conform to their respective roles in the joined course of action 
(2011c, pp. 82,102f). This involves, obviously, that creditors ask relevant 
and appropriate questions – sometimes the requestor fully takes over the 
meeting, other times the questioning burden is shared between the bailiff 
and the requestor – while debtors are to respond truthfully, upholding the 
duty of disclosure and the duty to pay.  
Seeing that there is minimal documentation at the court, as a rule, the 
requestor and bailiffs can only consider what is being disclosed by the 
parties (Larsen, 2009, pp. 27,127).  
The courts are teemed with debtors reassuring their trustworthiness and 
intention to service the claim. Mads, among these, shows to be kindly 
disposed towards decisions to distress his deposit and surplus taxes as well 
as proclaims that his debt was not accrued on the back of “fun and trickery,” 
perhaps trying to come off as a reliable borrower and hence, an affable 
debtor. Maria, as already noted, states her intention to pay the day she again 
is salaried during the visit. Nadja, like Mads and Maria, similarly attempts 
to appear as an agent of willingness, something she describes in length to 
me.  
Reviewing the trial, Nadja thinks that she indeed “proved” to be 
“accommodating” and “willing to cooperate” – that “I could not pay 
anything but that I wanted to,” a phrase that she repeats several times 
during the meeting. She contrasts this with being “totally resistive” or 
standing on her “hind legs.” Nadja draws on the “proof” that 1) she has 
sought the expert help of debt advisors, and 2) that they have in concert 
devised written propositions for instalment agreements to her 17 or so 
creditors.119  She thinks “I have proven that I want to try,” and actually goes 
on to agree to an instalment with the requestor. 
  

                                                   
119 Since only two of the companies accepted the proposition and she has since stopped 
amortising, multiple creditors have summoned her to court. 



192 
 

From this, we can infer that the proofs needed for drawing up financial 
solutions are highly reliant on the statements of debtors. Their truth 
performances are somehow to be requalified as absolute truths. This means, 
as the reader might recall, that while the bailiff court is presented by debt 
collection representatives as an arena in which the motivations and 
“attitudes” of collectees and their proneness to “adjustments” are taken out 
of the equation and replaced by judgements and coerced duties and 
sanctions, the meeting test is similarly dependent on the evidence obtained 
from the mouths of responsive debtors. Put succinctly and crudely, enforced 
debt recovery is still highly reliant on debtors’ subjective willingness (to 
pay), rather than any objectified qualification of their ability to pay. 
    
Confronted with “calculators”? 
When a majority of debtors are declared insolvent and protected under the 
stipulation of asset exemption based above all on their word, claimants and 
bailiffs are often led to go through with the meeting test with eyes open and 
question the actual soundness of the test. While some debtors unknowingly 
provide uneducated and misleading guesses, some people are “lying straight 
to her face,” as one bailiff puts it. Just as some debtors might be mentally 
affected by the outstanding debt or by a combination of factors, and some 
need the help of lay representatives to provide anything resembling 
financial estimates, others simply “do not care,” as the same bailiff tells me. 
And some might perhaps be a product of both. Shifting back to my 
observations at collection sites, I overheard caseworkers wondering if the 
debtor was “taken me for a ride” (the more coarse expression in Danish, 
meaning “taken the arse of” someone, was used). The question is whether 
they ought to give a customer, they have already given “many chances,” 
another one – in this case extending an exhausted overdraft facility – or 
whether they rather ought to be “giving tit for tat?”  
 
During my time at the collection company, I was presented with some slides 
containing diagrams of different groups of customers/debtors that 
caseworkers encounter. Different characteristics define them, such as age, 
the frequency to which they appear in their collection database, and 
importantly, their ability to pay (“rich” or “low-salary”). Another distinction 
is added here, namely that of their willingness to pay. Though, all but one 
category – the nominal “calculators” – of debtors are supposedly willing 
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payers. This particular group of debtors “lack the will [to pay]” while having 
the ability to do so.  
These classifications are telling since they underscore that, beyond a very 
small fraction, the entire population of defaulting people are ostensibly to 
be trusted. The nagging question that debt collectors and bailiffs alike seem 
to be faced with is when they might be encountering this fraction? Who are 
the “customers” to be “understood,” and who are the “debtors” to be 
sceptically “read”? While “calculators” are indeed presented as a negligible 
sub-group of people, this question seems to creep into the back of the minds 
of most institutional representatives I talked to, appearing as an underlining 
scepticism towards the debtors they encounter: anyone might be a 
“calculator” or, denoted differently at the bailiff’s court, anyone might be a 
“hard-core debtor” at hard work at gaming the system (Thorup, 2016, pp. 
21ff).  
Sure enough, I did witness such “inveterate debtors” (Peebles, 2013, p. 712). 
They refrained from disclosing their financial resources truthfully. With a 
mischievous twinkle in their eyes, they spoke to me in confidentiality about 
selling imaginary assets to friends rather than relinquishing them to 
creditors. I also experienced debtors pondering when it was most opportune 
to make a “good deal” so to be left off as cheaply as possible, whilst they, 
during their court appearance, stated their intention to pay as soon as their 
finances change. One person I have interviewed regards his actions as an 
“attempt at giving them [a debt collection institution] a little taste of their 
own medicine” by not paying off and (mistakenly) expecting the claim to 
terminate. At the same time, Maria singles out another, namely the father 
of her son, who, according to her, shows no regard for the debt collection 
letters and abstains from paying despite though he, according to Maria, can 
concede a considerable monthly amount. I talk to another, easily inflamed 
interviewee who laughs about either throwing the letters out or using them 
as a filter for his pot joints.   
   
Reverting to the notion of ‘equivalence’ – that institutional representatives 
conduct tests of the feasibility of financial solutions based on information 
and calculations – I suggest that these representatives are to make do with 
the fact that all debtor classifications are ‘ambivalent’ rather than 
‘equivalent’. Such an “ambiguous” test, Boltanski and Thévenot write, 
“arouses feelings of awkwardness and anxiety” – and, in this case, myths – 
seeing that “several groupings [are] equally possible” for the debtor beings 
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(2006, pp. 225ff,226). This ambiguity stems from two conditions: the 
perceived deficiency of the truth test – the brief conversation producing 
informal, poor documentation – coupled with the dual stress of loyalty and 
payments.  
The representatives come to doubt the legitimacy and fairness of the truth 
test writ large as it seemingly affords discrepancies between debtors’ 
immediate state of worthiness and the objects that representatives are to 
accredit during the test. Here, “hard-core debtors” are merely faking rather 
than qualifying agreeability and misery to this special occasion. Their 
violence manifests as deliberate “deception” – as arbitrary “legitimation” 
rather than well-founded legitimacy (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 344) – 
and remains unpunished or is even rewarded by the declaration of 
insolvency, exonerating them from further inquiry and a financial 
settlement. 
  
As payment ability is tough to get a clear sense of, this creates the backdrop 
for the principle of personal trust to dominate the debt test, for willingness 
(to pay) to become “consubstantial” with the debtor population as a whole 
rather than with some (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 221). Moreover, this 
creates the backdrop for the upcropping of myths that challenge the latter 
sentiment. These myths bathe the truth test in relativism as the 
representatives invoke that many, perhaps most debtors benefit from a 
‘special privilege’ (Ibid., pp. 219ff). Namely, this comprises an overvaluation 
of their domestic worth (together with an undervaluation of market value) 
and from the fact that this suspicion can never truly be teased out. 
 
The ideal vs actual enforcement system 
I now move on to a more sweeping dismay with the debt enforcement 
arrangement afforded by the very representatives operating within it. I shed 
light on key reasons behind the ambivalence of the tests and the “chimaera” 
debtors (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 227) as well as touch on floating 
ideas as to how to re-institutionalise equivalence in the enforcement tests of 
debt and debtor. 
  
While this might appear a detour, I find a recent article unearthing the 
transformations in credit scoring in Denmark an instructive point of 
departure. The article outlines the shift from a “negative” scoring model, 
reliant on the simple division afforded by the aforementioned registries of 
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“bad payers,” toward the fairly recent intensification of widespread data 
harvesting and automatic credit scoring (Hohnen, Ulfstjerne, & Krabbe, 
2021, pp. 40,41ff). While this might be so, consumer privacy laws prevent 
banks from sharing or selling information to third parties, “nor do they have 
full access to information about their customers’ possible debt to other 
banks and credit institutions or other lenders” (Ibid., p. 41). This makes for 
a situation where assessments still appear “’compartmentalized’ and 
fragmented”, defined by “silo-surveillance” (Ibid., p. 44). I suggest that each 
debt collection institution is tasked with breaking this silo in which they find 
themselves.  
Employees at the debt collection agency I studied boasted of having the 
largest database in Denmark, stemming from collecting debt items on 
behalf of several companies. This supposedly gives them the greatest chance 
of “knowing” a new customer in advance and, thus, a competitive advantage 
compared to the hiring company as well as to rival agencies. Still, it is 
important to note that a complete overview of debt items is unavailable to 
each collection institution. Concerning assets, the collection institution 
might have recorded them in their internal databases or found cars and 
properties when consulting external databases/websites, but alas, assets 
might not be locatable – a vehicle, for example, might not be mortgaged and, 
therefore, not officially listed. Just as the debtors are shrouded in ignorance, 
so are the debt collectors shrouded in “organizational ignorance” 
(Schwarzkopf, 2020, p. 197).  
 
Moving on to enforcement, the bailiff’s court does not appear to rectify this. 
Speaking with the heads of the bailiff’s court, I study, there seems to exist a 
common denouncement of the profound deficiencies conditioning the 
enforcement arrangement, persistently rousing the frustration of both 
representatives of enforcement and that of collection.120 The critical 
narrative is founded on a distinction between, on the one hand, the actual, 
defective enforcement arrangement and the ideal arrangement. The latter is 
typified in both the system enforcing public rather than private claims to the 
Danish state, regions, and municipalities, enforced by the Danish Debt 

                                                   
120 These frustrations have also been aired publically by, among others, a trade association 
for consumer credit companies as well as been briefly discussed politically (Sturlason, 
2020).   
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Collection Agency, as well as in the debt enforcement models found in other 
Nordic countries.  
 
The Danish Debt Collection Agency is invested with the authority to 
“withhold,” garnish or deduct a legally regulated portion of earnings or 
other incomes of debtors according to a calculation of ability to pay. 
Depending on the calculation, the debtor’s tax rate is raised to pay off the 
claim(s) (Gældsstyrelsen, 2021; Rådet af Advokaterne Foldschack & 
Forchhammer, 2014, pp. 15ff).121 More than figuring as a vital – and in the 
eyes of private debt collectors, much-coveted – measure of sanctioning non-
payment, the instrument is premised, via the formal tax records, on insight 
into the debtor’s financial situation. Such insight includes a list of possible 
other outstanding items of debt reported here. Similarly, in the oft-
referenced Norwegian and Swedish enforcement models, debt collection, 
advice and adjustment are fully integrated. This, allegedly, rendering 
possible a comprehensive investigation of assets and efficient recovery 
measures (including income garnish) for private creditors as well as 
remedial means to help people out of problem debt (Rådet af Advokaterne 
Foldschack & Forchhammer, 2014, pp. 38f).122   
 
The enforcement of private claims detailed here, in contrast, is predicated 
on “confidence” in the debtor rather than on “control,” as the heads of the 
bailiff’s court state. It is an “awfully debtor-friendly system,” a system that 
“protects from creditors” – the latter notion is often repeated – 
characterised by: 1) limited possibilities of sanctioning non-payment and 
fraud against creditors (in Danish, “forstikkelse” or “skyldnersvig”), the 
concealment of assets merely penalised in principle; 2) the possibilities to 
check whether the debtor has indeed spoken veraciously are limited. 

                                                   
121 See here Kirwan (2019a) on the deduction of earnings on public ‘priority’ debt items in 
a UK context. 
122 This calls attention to the significance of tracing the institutionalised journeys of 
problem debt in Denmark seeing that debt governing institutions, in contrast to other 
Nordic countries, are neither practically coupled, nor has there been any research studying 
the intersecting measures and effects of these institutions nor has this gained much 
political attention. I am told that a comparable system has been entertained in a Danish 
setting but that the discussion has come to a halt, precisely on the account of lack of political 
interest.   
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Pushing this point to its extreme, if the debtor only discloses their ability to 
pay in keeping with their “conscience” and the available formal databases 
do nothing to alter this image, and if the debtor narrowly goes by what they 
believe they can live on, agreeing to instalments solely out of their own “kind 
heart,”123 then there are no palpable consequences to be set in motion, and 
the claim is left outstanding.  
 
The widespread apathy emerges from the perception that the enforcement 
arrangement lacks force. It offers itself up to hardnosed debtors, installed 
in violence-as-illegitimacy, who exploit its impotence – its failure to remove 
uncertainty by confirming financial truths and its weak capacity for policing 
non-payment and fraud. From the point of view of representatives it is a 
debased and intolerable model that mass-produces relativism and 
resignation over tangible solutions to the debtor-collector dispute.  
Again these frustrations can be attributed to a preoccupation with the 
domestic principle. Staying within the conceptual apparatus afforded by 
FPS, I find the notions of ‘contamination’ and ‘purification’ particularly 
illuminating, speaking to the sentiments of distrust in debtors which 
perhaps arise from deeper disbelief in the institutional framework. The 
institutional representatives find the present enforcement arrangement to 
be ‘contaminated’ as it not only assesses but puts great stock in objects and 
relations that ought to be removed from the truth test. These beings stem 
from the domestic world and inform the current test that rests on the 
(shaky) grounds of “accommodating,” “conscientious,” and “kind-hearted” 
debtors and, above all, the principle of personalised “confidence.” The 
arrangement is also underpinned by the industrial and market principles 
but is, as we have seen, poor at attributing value to these objects, criticised 
for its myopic overview of debtors’ financial information (Boltanski & 
Chiapello, 2011, p. 220; Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 219ff,228f).  
By setting aside these disruptive domestic beings and thus, diminishing the 
state of worth erroneously ascribed to “calculator” debtors, the debt 
enforcement tests are ‘purified.’ The ideal arrangement consists exclusively 

                                                   
123 In the sub-section, ‘Everyday financial “monitoring”’ (chapter 5.2), I show that this may 
– and in actuality, often does – lead people with problem debt to pay off more/scape by on 
less than they are legally entitled to. Applying the framework of Boltanski and Thévenot, 
this suggests that people, due to the unawareness of their rights, suffer a ‘handicap,’ rather 
than benefit from any ‘special privilege’ (2006, pp. 219ff).    
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of beings belonging to the market and industrial (as well as civic), 
consistently and effectively intervening on the basis of transparent 
information.  
 
But these aspirations of purifying the enforcement system, of protecting it 
from the illegitimate force of “hard-core debtors,” are merely imagined at 
the moment. This means that the debt enforcement and collection 
representatives cannot get around the critical importance attributed to the 
single debtor’s character, honour, trustworthiness, and willingness in the 
debt enforcement test – precisely as they were in relation to the debt 
collection tests.   
I now move on to how the enforcement representatives nevertheless seek 
ways to overcome these systemic deficiencies by engaging in a different test 
stage. The representatives do so via interventions that unexpectedly double 
down on their commitment to the domestic principle of worth, rather than 
search for a route to efface it. 
 

4.3 Beyond thresholds – making contact with 
sacred problem debt 

MOVING BEYOND SURFACE APPEARANCES TO THE “MESS” 
BENEATH 
Brief interlude: ‘debt-evasion’ vs ‘debt-proximity’ 
The institutional representatives are stuck with a non-ideal enforcement 
arrangement, myopic and feeble as they portray it to be. In this 
arrangement, tests are dependent upon conscientious debtors, without the 
bailiffs, like those of the caseworkers of collection institutions, having the 
needed capacities or instruments for rekindling the conscience of debtors. 
Bailiffs and requestors are then compelled to find alternative ways of 
unearthing the ability to pay beyond the financial statements fabricated by 
calculating debtors. Entering a new debt test stage, I show how the open-
eyed bailiffs and requestors attempt to draw closer to debtors to get an 
undisguised peek at their real ability to pay.  
 
Matters of physicality are rendered obscured and unimportant in the 
aforementioned idealised enforcement models – capable of assessing 
debtors’ financial state and garnish payments at a distance via its purely 
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digital equipment. In contrast, the current enforcement arrangement relies 
on forms of corporeal nearness – or on ‘tests of proximity. Several times in 
this analytical part, I have referred to the institutional notion that collectees, 
debt claims, and assets are ever-elusive. In what follows, I propose to 
conceive this flightiness in corporeal terms, drawing on Peebles’ 
examination of how people with unpayable debt liberate themselves from 
their financial obligations by resorting to “leg-bail” – to evade their debts by 
stepping outside the bounds of society (2012b). Debt-free zones (in our 
globalised age, offshore tax havens) pose a threat to the governments of the 
nation states left behind, opting to round up the bodies of the debtor to, in 
a second move, seize their assets (2012b, p. 439).124 I am inspired by this 
work, as well as Davey’s translation of both Peebles’ and Deville’s analytical 
grids to the study of debtors’ everyday ‘detachments’ from debt enforcement 
and forms of dispossession (2019a, pp. 328,330). Therefore, I propose to 
grasp the relation between, on the one hand, debtors and the other, 
claimants and bailiffs, as an ongoing tug of war of physical absence and 
presence – or, as ‘debt-evasion’ (Peebles, 2012b) and ‘debt-proximity’ 
respectively.  
 
Bringing in debtors to the court 
Deville explains how the one-time benign media of phones and mailboxes 
are charged and modified by collection calls and letters by debt collection 
institutions. By grappling with this “art of making and managing contact 
remotely” (Deville, 2015, p. 73) – or by exploiting industrially beings and 
their capacities for transporting effects to “distant zones” (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006, p. 207) – collection institutions seek to secure market 
attachments by gaining both a material and strong affectual presence in 
domestic life. Thus, they spread beyond the lone collectee to disturb wider 
household engagements (Deville, 2005, pp. 52ff).  
Similarly, recurring to my empirical material, I find myriad ways in which 
debt collectors seek to bolster the link to debtors. For example, caseworkers 
are constantly on the lookout to gather any kind of information on 

                                                   
124 I return to Peebles’ analysis in the third analytical part – particularly the sub-section, 
‘The ripple effect of debt default’ (chapter 6.2) – where I explore debt adjustment or 
“whitewashing” as institutionalised techniques set in place to counteract the temptations 
of evading debt (2012b). This analysis moreover takes up the ritualistic angle of Peebles’ 
bold argument, linking debt payments and default up to concerns about social 
reincorporation and systemic reproduction.  



200 
 

customers/debtors. That might be updated home addresses or phone 
numbers to locate and establish contact points with the debtor. Equally, one 
can conceive the act of designating collateral for claims by requestors as 
endeavours at “securing” the debtor bonds through legal requalification. 
Both these cases speak to the fear depicted on the documents over the 
orchestrated journey of customers “exiting the debt spiral” – effectively 
getting beyond the institution's reach.  
 
Debt collection institutions employ instruments to “make their presence felt 
in more or less powerful ways that transcend a landscape of fixed distances 
and well-defined proximities” (Allen in Davey, 2019a, p. 328). Meanwhile, 
debt enforcements tests, by contrast, fashion and exploit forms of bodily co-
presence or proximity. The attempt to draw debtors close manifests first and 
foremost in the guise of a court appearance.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



201 
 

 
Debtors are under obligation to appear at their scheduled court date and 
hour. According to my estimation, only half of the debtors turn up. Suppose 
no valid cause for absence has been documented. In that case, the debtor is 
informed that the police are within their right to serve the court session 
instead, to arrest and detain the debtor until it is possible to bring them to 
court to undertake the bailiff’s meeting. The “police work” of institutional 
tests (Boltanski, 2011c, p. 79) – that they are equipped with deontic means 
able to enforce institutionalised reality by sanctioning defiant or, in this 
instance, ‘debt-evasive’ behaviour – is thus quite literal in this case. In 
principle, police officers can search for debtors anywhere, including at their 
place of employment and residence. One police officer tells me that an 
advantageous tactic is to arrive at hours where they are safe to assume that 
the debtor will be at home, perhaps at four in the morning, to take the debtor 
into custody, waiting for the court to open. Moreover, the police can conduct 
raids in which they bring in larger groups of perhaps 20-30 debtors that 
have failed to appear in court.  
In general, police servings and arrests are mostly an epiphenomenon of 
other more ordinary police checks, as in speed controls. Raids occur very 
few times a year due to limited police resources. This means that police 
arrests are somewhat imagined – another sanction distorted by myths 
regarding the violence that non-payment can inspire.  
Most of the initially non-appearing debtors avail themselves of another 
option in the face of the supposed imminent police-mediated debt tests of 
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proximity. They typically show within a two-week window, drawing a 
numbered ticket like at the drug store and waiting for the convening of the 
meeting. This has no bearing on the execution or outcome of the meeting 
with the police. Or, rather, the perceived force of the police is merely to 
guarantee that debtors present themselves at court so the meeting can 
transpire and the police are notified that the meeting has been held. It is a 
similar fear that drives Maria (or specifically, the dread of her son bearing 
witness to an arrest) to always turn up to court as scheduled. Maria also 
appears as scheduled the last time, despite being a few days removed from 
hospitalisation – in fact, she is in so much pain that she misses a preparatory 
meeting with her debt advisors a day before.  
“Summoners” are also sent in cases where the debtor never checks their 
electronic post box, meaning that the criteria for the official serving of the 
court meeting have not been met. Summoners pay these debtors visits at 
their home address at different hours to serve the meeting in person and 
check if anyone lives at the given address. If the summoner fails to locate 
the debtor, the case is handed to the police. Still some debtors stay under 
the radar, evading debt enforcement for good. 
 
Shrouding problem debt in “privacy” 
As the photographs above show, the waiting room is all white besides the 
grey wall where lettering brings attention to the coffee machine. One can 
take a rest on the benches, or on the chairs placed around tables. To pass 
the time, the visitor can read the gossip magazines spread out on a coffee 
table or watch the TV screen projecting breaking news. The court resembles 
other bailiff’s courts I have been to. Really, they are the quintessential 
waiting room, like one might expect to find adjacent to the doctor’s office. 
Doors mark the different meeting rooms – the door with a capital “A” is 
usually reserved for scheduled appointments, while the door with a capital 
“B” is typically reserved for those having drawn a paper slip from the red 
container.  
 
I observed a certain way of acting by the people entering and occupying the 
space of the waiting room.125 One morning, I present myself and my 

                                                   
125 I reflect on the methodical and empirical implications of this behaviour in the sub-
section, ‘Engaging with people with problem debt’ (chapter 3.4). 
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intentions and am met by consecutive rejections from debtors to my plea to 
observe their meeting. After observing a meeting with a debtor who 
accepted my inquiry before this slew of rejections, another debtor, a 
newcomer to the waiting area, accepts my request. This eventually becomes 
my strategy: if other people have overheard my bid and the ensuing 
rejection, it is best to avoid this hypothetical group dynamic by engaging a 
newcomer unaware of any social precedent. It is even better if they are alone 
or sequestered in the room. Next, after having observed the meeting, I strike 
out with another three quick rejections in a row. First, one person cuts me 
off, merely saying “no.. no” when I ask to sit in at the meeting. Another 
rejection follows. Besides a debtor clearing their throat, a bailiff sporadically 
summoning debtors by name and apologising for the delay, and the constant 
white noise deriving from a near-by construction site, the room is dead 
silent. The light shuts off – which it has done a few times before – possibly 
because all present are sitting so very still.  
I start asking the debtors why they are turning my request down. Most of 
the time, the response is that it is “too personal” or “private” or 
“embarrassing” for me to listen in on. One debtor remarks that it is a private 
matter, explaining this with the fact that the meeting will touch on “the 
family and finances.” Later that day, during lunch, a bailiff asks me if anyone 
lets me observe their court meeting, speculating, just as other debtors do, 
that “shame” or “taboo” would impede my pursuits. 
 
These remarks resonate with notions and sentiments advanced by most 
people I have interviewed about wishing to keep problem debt to themselves 
or a select few. Maria says that she has barely told anybody about the debt. 
This includes her family members, except for her son, and all her friends 
besides a couple with whom she is exceptionally close. Her social mentor 
knows as well and, obviously, she has told her debt advisors, only, Maria 
explains to me, because she wants to change the financial situation.  
Maria explains her secrecy by feeling “ashamed and piss embarrassed” 
about owing so much money she cannot possibly pay. Besides generally not 
evincing how she is truly keeping, Maria also regularly exhibits another type 
of shielding behaviour, typically occurring when she receives a reminder 
while already living through a highly strained period. She “hides myself 
away,” taking care of herself by staying indoors underneath the covers 
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without talking to anyone besides her son.126 Furthermore, when she has 
reached this breaking point, she cannot bear being confronted with the 
collection letters, and either piles them or throws them out unopened. In 
general, it takes a lot for Maria to trust others, afraid that they would laugh 
scornfully about her inability to “manage my finances” if she ever opened 
up. She tells me that her disinclination towards being candid is why people 
generally do not know much about her.  
 
In a parallel gesture, Nadja calls her problem debt “my biggest secret.” She 
has a small circle of people who knows about the debt – “I do think that only 
my partner, my parents and the people from [the name of a debt advice 
agency] are the only ones who know that I am in debt” (sometime after 
providing this quote, she tells her closest friend). Nadja thinks of the debt 
as “too personal” and to maintain this “privacy,” she strews evasive 
explanations and a web of self-perpetuating lies (“all the lies”) which are 
increasingly difficult to keep track of.  
Nadja goes into details about how she initially expends a lot of energy 
keeping her partner in the dark and lying to him about how she had gotten 
hold of money or exhausted funds. She generally talks about the debt spiral 
as a by-product of keeping him and others closest to her in the unknown. 
Nadja highlights the lies she tells her grandparents – the persons she is the 
most “afraid” of learning about her financial troubles. Nadja deems it 
impossible to explain what had happened to her car if the bailiff was actually 
to seize it. Having helped her immensely, Nadja is afraid that her 
grandparents would estrange her if she were to spell out the truth. While 
she would indeed be sad about losing her car, what truly gets her is this 
“social” component of problem debt – the condemnation of the “outside 
world.”  
 
Problem debt as “taboo”: deceptive appearances and underlying 
“agendas” 
During our two interviews, Nadja – like other people with problem debt and 
institutional representatives – repeatedly relates the aforementioned 
notions of “shame” and “taboo” to the debt she owes. Expanding on what 

                                                   
126 In the section, ‘Problem debt as a socially visible “blemish”’ (chapter 5.2), I touch on the 
tendencies among some people with problem debt to isolate and socially withdraw. 
 



205 
 

this taboo entails, she relates it to her habit of hiding behind a “façade.” After 
going to therapy to tackle social anxiety, she finally loosened the façade but 
the advent of her inability to pay marks a reversion to her old habits, making 
her consider resuming therapy, this time addressing problem debt. This 
façade separates how she tries to appear “on the surface” –unaffected and 
with everything under control, while in reality “everything is a big mess.” 
Revealing how much money she actually owes and the “poor judgement” 
motivating all these “bad choices” leading to her current situation at such a 
young age – this would be a “taboo-breaking” (in Danish, 
“grænseoverskridende,” meaning “boundary-overstepping”) line of action. 
“I think that is the exact point – I think it is too personal.” 
  
My conception of ‘taboo’ is inspired by Douglas, whose theoretical 
framework I engage with in the next section. Douglas defines a taboo as a 
protective, “spontaneous device” that shuns threatening beings, rendering 
“areas of life … unspeakable and, in consequence, unthinkable” 
(2002[1966], pp. xi,xiii). Douglas’ analysis provides a “vocabulary of spatial 
limits and physical and verbal signals to hedge around vulnerable relations,” 
in this case, that of problem debt (Ibid., p. xiii). Resorting to secrecy,127 lies, 
privacy and, in my case, rejections – or simply, tabooing – the person with 
problem debt draws a line that separates an internal realm. The latter kept 
“private,” or exclusively for the selected insiders entrusted with the 
confidential information, from unwanted outsiders who remain external as 
well as estranged by false appearances. 
 
I propose that the concept of ‘taboo’ illuminates general and pivotal 
experiences of and verbal expressions on life with problem debt 
for/conveyed by many people and specific logics and principles governing 
debt enforcement tests. Moving from the verbal to the physical dimension 
of taboos, the institutional site itself seems to have built into it these 

                                                   
127 Fear of being condemned by others leading to secrecy relates to another pivotal issue 
that many other debtors, having to appear at the bailiff’s court, articulate. Seeing that 
debtors are obliged to appear at court, unless they provide another person with sufficient 
information and a written authorisation to undertake the meeting on their behalf, some 
debtors feel compelled to lie to employers as to the reason why they might be late – this, 
compounded by the fact that the bailiffs always run late – or miss the entire workday. The 
delays mark the few occasions in which I find debtors sitting in the waiting room breaking 
the silence by exchanging their shared annoyance over this.   
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boundaries that Nadja and others articulate, setting the external and 
internal apart, the deceptive projections and the core truth.  
The door partitions the waiting room. The meeting room is marked with 
symbols of a recorder, camera, and phone. Each symbol has a cross on top 
of it, prohibiting the use of these devices during the meeting. The door and 
the signs then uphold a boundary between what is public, for all attendees 
to see and hear – effectively, as I see it, leading to a lack of social interaction 
in the guise of silence and immobility – and what is private, only to be 
conveyed behind closed doors. While the meeting is “too personal” – or as 
another debtor says, “too taboo-breaking” – for me to attend, the debtor is 
legally forced to disclose the information to the bailiff and requestor. 
Fittingly, some debtors describe the court meeting as an “interrogation.” 
Nadja invokes the same notion of “getting one’s boundaries crossed,” having 
to “sit there face to face and explain” to the requestor, while Maria refers to 
the sensations of overstepped bounds, finding the inquiries “very intrusive” 
and “intimate.” 
 
Nadja’s quote hints at the fact that the requestor is physically present at her 
meeting. This is uncustomary as requestors, due to resources, usually 
conduct the inquiries remotely by speakerphone. One requestor, frequently 
appearing at court, tells me that they prefer showing up as they can see the 
debtors in person and whether they might be “draped in gold.” Although, as 
I unfurled in the previous section, bringing in debtors is feared to produce 
misleading financial statements. Similarly, their appearance might be 
deceptive, if they, for instance, were to clear away expensive watches and 
phones.  
Throughout the analysis, I have intimated how collection and enforcement 
debt tests are predicated on the institutional conception of debtors and their 
finances being absent: debtors might be “hiding” their assets, their 
underlying “agenda,” and, by extension, their true moral “fibre” and, as a 
consequence of this, are to be subjected to an in-depth “reading” and a 
shortened “leash.” The “hard-core debtors” are expert evaders, able to 
extend the frontier between pretensions and plain, incarnate truth, 
effectively contaminating the truth test and its sanctions. No recourse to the 
police and their special capacities for counteracting the evasion of debtors 
will change this – or at any rate, the institutional perception thereof. So they 
are stuck with having to evaluate debtors' assets at face rather than the 
actual value. 
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Brief interlude: domestic boundaries and the borderless market 
Soon, I detail the “outgoing enforcement proceedings” taking place in the 
homes of the notional debtors and show how these proceedings or tests, in 
the eyes of institutional representatives, provide a unique opportunity for 
moving beyond the dispositive of the bailiff’s court, its truth test and the veil 
of appearances that it stimulates. The opportunity allows an up-close and 
allegedly, unobscured glance at the debtor and their ability to pay.  
To set the stage for the empirical explanation, depiction, and subsequent 
analytical reading of the outgoing enforcement proceedings, I briefly 
consult the framework of FPS by calling back to the tension-ridden 
borderland separating the domestic and market world. 
  
B&T suggest that operations of critique follow a certain spatial-symbolic 
schema. In a situation that goes unchallenged, impertinent beings are 
“weakly illuminated,” submerged in the background (Boltanski and 
Thévenot, 2006 p. 217). Conversely, a critical situation articulates a ““depth” 
perspective” (Ibid., pp. 153,217) or, as Boltanski and Chiapello denote this, 
a “two-tier space” (2005, p. xxiv).  This could be one in which the party 
brings one world to the “surface,” for instance to demonstrate that the test 
is contaminated by beings from a (domestic) world that ought to be removed 
rather than ignored.  
B&T find that critique is often registered in connective phrasing. Examples 
include: “in fact,” “in reality,” “are only,” “to tell the truth,” “in the guise of,” 
etcetera. This paints two strata: a veneer of “false worth [that] conceals 
deficiency,” while the “unmasking [of these] false appearances” in critique 
consists in “unveiling” true worth “hitherto remained hidden,” hereby 
placing “things on their true ground” (Boltanski and Thévenot, 2006, pp. 
219,224).128 By becoming aware of the two tiers, one can decompose the 
partition separating them. This allows one to juxtapose the surface of 
“artificiality” with reality resting at its core (Ibid., p. 224): “calculating” 
debtors “are only” projecting willingness but inability to pay via their 
ephemeral statements and unassuming attire. “In fact,” their actual (and 

                                                   
128 In the sub-section, ‘Breaking with critical sociology’ (chapter 2.2.), I note how this two-
tier schema has been monopolised by social scientists, portraying ordinary people as agents 
blind to the underlying forces that are the true sources of their “actions.”   
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likely enhanced) capacities to pay remain unseen just as their true (and 
possibly wicked) deeper nature is out of reach. 
 
Confronted with this external-internal threshold, the challenge for the 
suspicious institutional representatives becomes how to move beneath the 
insincere willingness to pay to get to the kernel of truth? In my 
interpretation, the representatives respond to these questions via a 
displacement of the test from the space of the meeting room to the debtor’s 
home. According to this suggestion, the representatives physically locate the 
kernel at the debtor’s home, which is deemed a highly advantageous place 
to proximate by entering and evaluating.129  
The home is a crucial being in the domestic world as it embodies the 
household or, in a dual sense, the “house” to which the person tested belongs 
– “[h]is [sic] house is a second skin” (Claverie & Lamaison in Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006, p. 90). Elsewhere B&T remark that, according to the 
domestic principle, the “”residence” … “is in the image of its occupants””, 
meaning that the dwelling becomes “the materialization in accoutrements 
of the worth of a household and a family” (Ibid., p. 171). 
 
The route via debtors’ homes is somewhat surprising in light of the previous 
section. Here, I detailed the institutional desire to purify the debt 
enforcement arrangement by eliminating the vilified domestic principle 
from the enforcement tests, so the assessments and sanctions no longer are 
to hinge on the personal statements of hypothetically “dubious debtors.” 
Now, in the new stage of debt testing, the representatives, having to make 
do with the current arrangement, place renewed faith in the domestic world 
as they refashion the compromise with the market world. Although, this 
route brings about tension, in this case having to do with the moral collision 
between the domestic and market principles expressed in the conflicting 
spatial configurations that plot these two worlds. 
  
As the domestic world is composed of personalised bonds, the assessment 
of a person’s trustworthiness hinges on bodily co-presence: “Arrangements 

                                                   
129 Deville makes a similar point about the criticalness of “mundane breaching 
experiments” where debt collectors enter the “messiness” of collectee homes: “To find a 
debtor, you need to find their home. To claim that debt, you needed to go to that home. 
This would have applied as much then as now” (2015, pp. 103,103f,104). 
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of a domestic nature are weakly equipped with instruments for acting from 
a distance” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 164). One “need[s] to present 
oneself in person in the presence of others, in order to manifest one’s own 
importance” – domestic worth necessitates “face-to-face contact” (Ibid., pp. 
164,176). At the same time, domestic space is demarcated by boundaries, 
“ordered by the opposition between inside and outside,” and the art is to 
know “whom to include and whom to exclude” (Ibid., p. 174). Consequently, 
those deficient are those that “find themselves detached from the units that 
included them,” either “by distancing (foreigner, outsider)” or due to one’s 
inability to engender trust (Ibid., pp. 168,176ff).  
While the market world may similarly be coordinated in face-to-face 
engagement – “[b]eing in a business deal that holds together requires 
persons who meet, often face to face” – people remain at a “distance,” 
“detached from one another” and their “influences” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
2006, pp. 200,202,262). In this world, one must free oneself of local bonds, 
“limits,” and “barriers” so to access the “anonymous, borderless market” – 
“[l]ocal attachments, implantation in regional territories … are only 
shackles hindering the global extension of the marketplace” (Ibid., p. 
262,264). Put briefly, the domestic world, on the one hand, is composed of 
boundaries, and one is either granted permission inside or excluded at the 
door – the market world, on the other hand, is boundless, open for limitless 
exchange.130  
 
As I show below, the outgoing proximity debt test brings this clash of 
spatial-moral ideas and principles to the “single space” of debtors’ dwellings 
(Ibid., p. 216). This lead to some situations experienced as profoundly 
charged and uncomfortable by debtors, institutional representatives and, in 
this case, me.  
 
Participating in outgoing bailiff’s proceedings  
Outgoing bailiff proceedings are a collective designation for meetings at the 
debtor’s dwelling. The procedure might be triggered by a requestor doubting 
the truthfulness of the debtor’s statements. We have seen examples of this 

                                                   
130 Like the opposition between market and domestic space, Boltanski and Thévenot 
contrast the industrial space and domestic space: “Space is organized in such a way that 
distant zones, or zones unrelated to the action, according to a domestic topography, are 
treated as an environment as soon functional links have been established” (2006, p. 207).  
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as Mads and Nadja are confronted with their respective requestor 
reconsidering visiting their place to reassess their stock of assets. I have 
observed this being posed in multiple other cases, including one in which a 
debtor – similar to Mads and Nadja – consents (“come by and look for 
yourselves”), underscoring that they “have got nothing to hide.” The 
outgoing enforcement can thus be proposed as an “insinuation” or 
“implication” of possible “hidden secrets” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 
338). It might then be employed as a threat analogously to how debt 
collectors invoke the debtor registry.  
The creditor might also make use of outgoing enforcement based on a wish 
to examine an asset distressed in person – such as before a forced sale of a 
residence where a sheet of information on the residence is devised, or 
potential buyers inspect the home before the auction. Also, this could be to 
seize the valuables such as ready cash sitting at home. Outgoing proceedings 
might also be utilised in case another intervention is wanted, such as 
switching off electricity, heat, or water locally if this cannot be done 
remotely or eviction. The outgoing procedure is also necessary, perhaps 
peculiarly, in cases where the claim is estimated at less than 3.000 kroner 
and the debtor has failed to appear in court.  
In all instances, the creditor is to contemplate whether this more cost-
intensive procedure is worthwhile, having to lay out the fees – for their 
efforts, for the cab transport, and for the remuneration of the bailiffs and 
possibly, those of electricians, locksmiths, police officers (in eviction cases) 
and others – if the debtor ultimately is unable to cover the costs. 
 
I present an excerpt of my observations of outgoing proceedings, after which 
I round off the section with analytical reflections. 
 
The bailiff and I greet a locksmith, electrician, and requestor, all standing 
inside the apartment building near a staircase leading to the door of the flat 
belonging to the debtor. The requestor sticks their fingers in the mailbox 
and finds letters, noting that this indicates whether the debtors indeed live 
here. The bailiff knocks on the door rings the doorbell, knocks again – no 
one answers. The locksmith starts to work the lock, twisting and turning, 
causing a lot of noise. The bailiff repeatedly shouts out the debtors’ names. 
The thought pops into my head that this is somehow embarrassing, this 
noise we are collectively making – a thought compounded by two people, 
possibly other residents of the building, walking by and glancing at us.  
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When the door is finally cracked open, we enter, and the bailiff yells: “Hello, 
this is the bailiff.” The requestor notices shoes in the hallway, and the 
requestor suggests that the debtors have a “shoe fetish,” then points to some 
travel bags and ponders “that cannot be cheap.” The bailiff responds that 
“then I would prefer paying my electricity,” meaning rather than the shoes 
and the bags. The requestor adds to this, remarking that “it does not look 
like they have completely fallen on their arse” or gone bust. While the 
conversation continues, the electrician moves to the kitchen to shut off the 
power. Exiting the flat, the locksmith long tries to fix the old lock but to no 
avail – it is too tight, and they end up attaching a new lock. This means that 
the bailiff is to drop off the new key at the police station, where the owners 
can pick it up. This is explained in a letter stuck in the door. “They have been 
warned that this would happen,” says the bailiff.  
 
At our next stop, we are let in by the residents after buzzing the door. The 
person greeting us is wearing shorts and a t-shirt and speaking with a thick 
accent. They have trouble understanding the information the bailiff is 
relaying. The debtor tries to close the door to the living room where a baby 
is making noises, sitting in the lab of another person lying on the couch – 
most likely the debtor’s partner – but the door remains ajar. The requestor 
now tries to explain the proceedings to little avail. While I have jotted down 
notes up until now, I feel like this is not proper to do so – and neither to be 
here at all, all of us gathering in the slight hallway while the front door 
remains open. I put down my pen and close my notebook until I am back 
inside the cab. Venturing into their kitchen, the debtor tries to charge the 
phone lying on the counter and the requestor remarks that they will get little 
out of this, seeing as the electrician has already shut off the power whilst the 
bailiff and requestor took turns explaining.  
Back on the street, the locksmith asks the requestor if the debtor understood 
the message – “[they] did not.” The requestor then asks the locksmith if one 
can make a phone call before 11 o’clock to the electricity company to switch 
the power back on. The locksmith thinks one has to wait until after 14 
o’clock. Then, the bailiff weighs in that the debtor can obtain more 
information if they phone the court. The bailiff believes that the debtor’s 
automatic payments on the electricity bill have been interrupted for some 
reason. The bailiff adds that it is “tough,” referring to the baby in the living 
room but that they decided to go through with it anyway.  I think back on 
the cans of formula stacked on the kitchen counter. 
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Lastly, the bailiff meets up with a requestor representing the municipality. 
They will examine a house and make a list of the particulars of the sale 
before the impending foreclosure. The requestor knocks on the front door, 
stating that our business is her. “Why is that!?” exclaims the debtor. They 
say, “come on in, so that we can talk about this.” They are afraid that we are 
going to sell the house right at this moment. The requestor notes, "it has 
been a while since you have paid property tax.” “Well, I know that – it is 
difficult, at the moment – I am jobless.” The elderly debtor sits at their 
dinner table, chain.smoking cigarettes. The requestor resumes explaining 
why we are here, and the debtor reacts: “should I pay for you to drive a 
cab!?” The requestor says they will “advertise” the foreclosure on the 19th. 
The debtor yells inquiringly: “I cannot pay twice!?”  
The requestor starts moving from one room to the next, stating that “this is 
a nice place.. surely, you would like to stay here… you have to check and see 
if you can get any help” with paying the outstanding debt. The requestor 
repeats themselves – “it is nice” – “absolutely,” the debtor responds. 
“Perhaps you know someone that could help you out?” the requestor 
inquires once more. “I sure as hell do not,” says the debtor, having neither 
parents, siblings, nor friends that can help out with money. The claimant 
finishes up devising the statement. Meanwhile, the debtor sits with a blank 
stare, looking visibly shaken. Finally, the debtor pleads that the requestor 
will not go through with this – “try and see if you can…” – but the requestor 
interrupts: “I cannot do that” since the debtor has not reacted sooner.  
Back inside the taxi cab, the bailiff informs me that the municipality only 
recently started acting on unpaid property tax. The bailiff believes that if the 
municipality had brought the case to the bailiff’s court earlier, the debtor 
might have been able to pay. 
   
Overstepping domestic thresholds  
In the first example, we see how entering the debtor’s home supposedly 
provides the bailiff and requestor with a more qualified estimate of the 
debtor’s true payment ability. The debtor who, on the one hand, has failed 
to pay the claim of a power bill while still seemingly being able to acquire 
luxurious shoes and bags. In the eyes of the requestor, this suggests that the 
debtor’s market worth is higher as reported (“it does not look like they have 
completely fallen on their arse”). At the same time, the bailiff finds that even 
if their financial capacity is limited, the bailiffs themselves would have 
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picked electricity over the acquirement of merchandise – in both cases 
insinuating a defect of character on the debtors or a domestic deficiency.  
The example also provides some perspective to my hypothesis that the debt 
test is charged by its activation of conflicting conceptions and ways of 
coordinating space. In the initial example, this tension exclusively sits with 
me as a reporter, as we forcefully and noisily enter the home, the noise 
stemming from our entry drawing the attention of passer-byes. Moreover, 
we offend the situation at hand, carrying out a sanction in the hope of 
resumption of payments – in the hope of inspiring market behaviour – but 
intervening in a dispositive where this, at least to my mind, is highly 
inappropriate. We “introduce worths that are foreign to the test,” “beings 
that do not belong to the world” in question (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, 
p. 217). Moving on to the second and third cases, the uneasiness intensifies 
and seemingly affects everyone involved, particularly in the second 
encounter.  
 
From the institutional point of view, I find that the uneasiness or, as I have 
phrased it above, ambivalence stems from two interlinked circumstances 
related to overstepping domestic boundaries: the undesired confrontation 
with domestic beings present in the situation and the lack of observing 
domestic principles in action.  
 
To start with the former, the bailiff’s conclusive remarks are illustrative. The 
bailiff finds it “tough” to turn off the power, seeing that there was a baby 
present in the scene. The bailiff relates this incident to another, recalling 
one episode where they were similarly tasked with shutting off electricity in 
the home of an elderly woman connected to life support machines and 
decided not to go through with it, after which the municipality became 
involved and covered the electricity bill. During our initial greeting in the 
cab, the bailiff articulates what might trouble them here. The bailiff notices 
that “one has to relate to so little” when one conducts the meetings at court 
compared to at debtors’ homes. Roland, department head of the bailiff’s and 
bankruptcy court, generally finds that the bailiff must “set the emotional 
component aside” – that one is not to “think too hard on their [debtors] lot” 
or “doom.” This speaks to my former argument that the truth test de-
contextualises states of affairs unrelated to institutionalised concerns. My 
point is that in this domestically informed space, de-contextualisation and 
sanctions are deeply complicated by the presence of partners, babies, 
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formula, accents, joblessness, distressed debtors – that are difficult to filter 
out.   
This brings me to the second point. The complication of carrying out 
sanctions are echoed in other phrases that suggest that while the 
representatives might acknowledge the exigencies of the domestic principle 
or its “rules of etiquette” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 169) they do not 
necessarily act up to them. I previously explained this as an act coloured by 
violence, specifically in the form of illegitimacy, as in illegitimately shirking 
moral constraints. This is particularly evident in the third example, in which 
the requestor repeatedly inquires whether the debtor can receive any “help” 
without the requestor providing any. Instructively, the debtor replies by 
introducing beings worthy in the domestic world (parents, siblings, friends) 
that ought to have offered financial aid if they found himself in a less 
deplorable situation.  
 
Throughout the day, the bailiff likewise invokes domestic worth, 
admonishing the prospective homeowners that they are to “respect” the 
place, not to roam about and open drawers and cupboards, and not “make 
a mess of things” – “this here is someone’s home.”  
As an asset, the house is to be inspected – as a habitation, it is to be 
respected. Cupboards and drawers and their insides may very well reflect 
financial values or contain valuables, but they may also reveal tabooed 
things that ought to be hidden out of sight from curious strangers. As 
another bailiff, reflecting on their own experiences with outgoing 
proceedings, puts it: “There is the law, of course, but one must also be 
charitable,” hereby echoing the debt collectors, speaking on the importance 
of the “middle course” of “compassion” and recovery in debt collection. 
 
Boltanski and Thévenot find that people deficient in the domestic world are 
those who “do not stay in place” or are “rootless” (Ibid., p. 176). These people 
cross thresholds that they are not supposed to. They may be indiscreet, loud 
people, who attract attention to “what is hidden,” or worse, those who 
actively betray (Ibid., pp. 176,177). During this section, I have spoken of 
multiple occasions in which I or others find myself acting indiscreetly: 
remarking upon the noise deriving from the locksmith’s troubles catching 
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the interest of possibly nosy neighbours.131 I felt compelled to put down my 
pen and notebook in the hallway and above all, was told by several debtors 
in the court waiting room that I was prying into “mess” or attempting to 
break down “taboos” much “too personal” and “private” for me to be 
included in. I was getting too close for comfort.  
 
Boltanski and Thévenot note that the act of betrayal “finishes the job of 
setting apart and detaching the person who, by making his [sic] 
independence known on the outside, undermines the unity of the house and 
thus makes it vulnerable” (2006, p. 178). In my reading, entering or literally 
breaking into the private, intimate spaces of debtors’ homes, the acts of 
representatives verge on such betrayal: acknowledging the dire situation 
that the debtors are immersed in but remaining distant from the 
“influences” of the debtors by reluctantly offering help, forsaking this duty 
to “protect the small” and aggravating their need for help and protection 
and instead clutch unto their selfish (market) interests (Ibid., pp. 95,262).132  
 
Engaged in these debt tests of proximity, the institutional representatives 
are supposedly offered a singular opportunity to get a peek behind surface 
appearances to the debtor’s ability to pay. This eludes both the debt 
collection tests of willingness to pay and the debt enforcement test of truth. 

                                                   
131 Maria recalls how summoners would once inform her about the court meeting at her 
place before electronic mail had been taken up. She characterise these doorstep encounters 
as “unpleasant” and comments on the fear that her neighbours would overhear the 
summoning and realise her financial troubles.  
132 Here an experience reiterated by an interviewee with problem debt, Albert, is illustrative. 
He speaks about the felt contravention of domestic lines, in this case, by a debt collection 
caseworker acting at a distance. Albert stays at a round-the-clock treatment centre so to get 
treatment and so to have a place to stay. During his stay, Albert is informed by letter that a 
collection company has acquired his long-ignored claim and seeks to recover it and soon 
after a caseworker contacts him by phone. The caseworker reaches some helpers at the 
centre and presents themselves by first name and is transferred to Albert.  
Albert objects to the fact that the caseworker feigns an intimate relation to him and 
furthermore, objects to the fact that the caseworker wants to discuss how to resolve the 
claim while he gets treatment instead of waiting for his short-lived stay at the “refuge” to 
have passed. To his mind, the caseworker ought to realise that this is not the proper place 
nor time to engage Albert. After ending the call Albert lashes out against the helpers 
redirecting the call – finding out then how the caseworker camouflaged their institutional 
affiliation – and deepening the stress and pressure he is dealing with already. 
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At the same time, by locating the true payment ability in the homes of 
debtors, the representatives not only find themselves within the supposed 
materialisation of this ability but, moreover, in the disquieting eye of a 
distressful critical or crisis moments that the debtors likely live through. 
More than this, they see themselves possibly feeding off or compounding 
these crises by the very tests they are here to conduct.  
The institutional representation may not be equipped with the mythical 
sanctioning capacities that debtors ascribe to them, as described above, but 
the institutional representatives nevertheless materialise the situation that 
many debtors fear the most, namely the unexpected break-in by 
institutional representatives believed to be here to execute dispossessions, 
animated by notions of unconstrained illegitimacy or corporeal violence. 
While Maria might shove the reminders to the side and Nadja refrain from 
answering a collection call, the bodily co-presence of institutional 
representatives and people with problem debt presents an entirely different 
situation mired by tangible urgency. Boltanski intimately links this urgency 
to forces of violence. For these reasons, it seems reasonable to conclude that 
all parties engaged in the outgoing proximity debt tests live through it with 
eyes open, their uneasy engagements marked by the impression – faint or 
more palpable – that the test situation is haunted by violence.  
 

ENCOUNTERING DEBTORS CAUGHT IN A ‘STATE OF TABOO’ 
In this final section, I add another analytical layer by thinking of the present 
analysis with Douglas’ treatise on ambivalence, taboo, and danger. Doing 
this, the section has multiple aims. Firstly, by reading the initial personal 
encounters with problem debt with Douglas, I provide a framework that ties 
this analytical part together with the following analytical parts, each 
meditating on the distinct stages comprising the institutionalised journeys 
that people with problem debt travel. Secondly, to do so, I propose a 
particular conception of living with problem debt marked by the prevalent 
tabooing of struggles with paying outstanding debt items. Thirdly, by 
providing an overall Douglas-inspired interpretation of the mechanisms of 
debt collection and enforcement seen as an integral totality, I show how and 
why institutionalised debt tests are compelled to feed off the notion that 
failing to pay is a taboo calling for moral and practical punishments.  
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Debtors’ dwellings as ‘sacred’ 
At the heart of Douglas’ framework lies classifying and how classifications 
tie up to overall symbolic systems/moral orders, informing how any given 
society collectively coordinates its actions (2002[1966], p. xvii). What 
fascinates Douglas are ambivalent beings and behaviours that confuse or 
contradict the systems of classifications. These are the immense, dangerous 
forces these disorderly beings and behaviour may be believed to contain, 
and the corresponding everyday efforts, on individual and institutional 
levels, of reaffirming order by creating unity out of (disordered) experiences 
via ritual practices and crucially, by suppressing anomalous beings and 
expulsing anomalous behaviour via tabooing (2002[1966]). This is what 
Douglas delineates as the ‘anomaly theory of taboo’ (Ibid., p. xiv).  
 
As we saw, a connecting thread running through debt collection and 
enforcement operations alike is that of classification. Collection institutions 
coordinate their organisational “effort to organise their environment,” 
making it “conform to an idea”, and an anticipation of payment when it is 
deemed wanting (Douglas, 2002[1966], pp. 2,3). To do this, the collection 
institutions classify the populations of collectees who, according to the given 
classification, are engaged differently in relation to frequency and tone of 
prompts as well as threats and actualisations of institutionalised 
movements and shifts. The classification is troubled by the fact that most 
collectees lack the ability to pay, so rather than categorising collectees 
according to the question: can or can they not pay?, the more pertinent 
concerns become are they willing to pay (“customers”) or are they not 
(“debtors”) and how to nourish their willingness to pay so to fit the former 
classification? 
As the sentiment deepens amongst the representatives that they are dealing 
with an untrustworthy “debtor,” the (unsurprising) measure ultimately 
invoked sends the debtor further along an institutionalised path to the 
bailiff’s court. At this stage, the personal inclinations of collectees and, by 
extension, the uncertain determination of collectees’ willingness to pay is 
supposedly replaced by the univocal and unambiguous classification of 
debtors’ financial means and by non-optional or enforced payments. The 
notion of “supposedly” is crucial here as representatives of debt 
enforcements, still highly reliant on the anecdotal evidence provided by 
ultimately elusive debtors, similarly find themselves faced with the 
impossible task of filtering through “kind hearted” and “hard-core” debtors. 
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This determines who are “straight-dealing” and who are “double-dealing,” 
consistently opening up for “two interpretations” (Douglas, 2002[1966], pp. 
47,67).  
This bolsters pervasive institutional frustration that the debt enforcement 
model fails to enforce what the collection institutions are rightfully due by 
mass-producing instead of reducing uncertainty as to the characteristics of 
the debtor and their financial state. This accompanies the myth that most 
debtors – if ambiguity was properly eliminated as in the proposed ideal debt 
enforcement model – belong squarely to the latter grouping who conceal 
their payment ability, “hide” their assets or altogether evade their court 
appearance without being appropriately and punitively sanctioned (Douglas 
2002[1966], p. 114). 
 
In the section ending with the outgoing proceedings, I stay with these 
institutional concerns of the hidden and how it resonates with debtors’ 
concern of secrecy and keeping others at a distance, in the unknown. While 
the institutional representatives are unable to sort out debtors’ “mould” or 
moral “fibre” from the test equation – even as the symbolic-material set-up 
of waiting and meeting room signifies the breach of privacies – they are 
purportedly able to get behind deceptive appearances so to get an up-close 
and unobscured view of both debtors’ ability to pay and character. This is 
done by resorting to a “reading” of their dwellings rather than their 
statements. In Douglas’ terms this relates to moving beyond the unbearable 
confusion of “what seems” with “what is” (2002[1966], p. 67).  
Douglas writes that “behaviour that blurs the great classifications of the 
universe is tabooed” and that a taboo “shunts” this ambivalent behaviour 
“into the category of the sacred” (Douglas, 2002[1966], p. xi). I follow 
economic theologian Stefan Schwarzkopf’s Douglas-inspired analysis of 
company actors strategically producing excessive overflows of ‘sacred’ data 
that are circumscribed and placed off-limits. The data is both adored and 
feared, “glorified and detested” (Schwarzkopf, 2020, pp. 201,209) and the 
analysis applies this concept of the ‘sacred’ to the figure of the debtor’s 
home. In the section, I exhibit how the home becomes a “sacred space” 
(Douglas, 2002[1966], p. xviii) imbued with awesome powers when one 
overcomes distance and comes into proximate contact with the dwelling. 
This, in a comparable ambivalent sense of attraction and repellent as both 
Douglas (2002,[1966], p. 9) and Schwarzkopf show 1) the debtor’s dwelling 
is engaged as an alluring container unmasking deep truths about the ability 
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and willingness to pay, while these truths come with the cost of, 2) “strong 
cognitive discomfort” emerging as the representatives are confronted with 
and repelled by the “mess” of beings, as Nadja and a representative phrase 
it, echoing Douglas (Ibid., pp. xvii). These beings have otherwise been kept 
at bay and muted by the ritualistic “filtering mechanisms,” separating the 
pertinent information from the impertinent context of the truth test 
performed at the court (Ibid., 46).  
The latter speaks to the pervasive sentiment I pick up amongst the outgoing 
institutional representatives that we are crossing a spatial, symbolic, and 
moral threshold and are now sorely “out of place” at the debtors’ dwellings 
(Ibid., p. 50). The institutional representatives are “intruding” upon an 
“intimate” space, using Maria’s words, and conducting activities within it 
that experientially betray or profane the sanctity of what categories of the 
beings ought to be welcomed and what categories of behaviours ought to be 
performed in here (Ibid., p. 9).  
 
According to “basic” domestic customs “one does not speak to people one 
does not know,” while, according to its hierarchical order, the most worthy 
persons “must … not be kept in the dark about anything” (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006, pp. 174,176). The question is, which category of insiders vs 
outsiders and confidantes vs strangers do the institutional representatives 
truly belong to? Ought the representatives be invited in to witness part of 
the socio-material contexts of the claim, or ought they not? By bringing in 
the uneasy compromise of, on the one hand, the domestic principles and its 
cosmology delineated by borders and, on the other, the unbounded 
cosmologies of the market-industrial principles, the institutional 
representatives see themselves become ambivalent, transgressive beings 
falling between the systems of classifications. I witnessed the 
representatives’ open-eyed engagements with their own interventions as 
they either not fully complied with or actively denied the “soft values” of 
consideration and mutual obligation that they otherwise test both their own 
and the debtors’ actions against.  
 
Problem debt as a ‘market taboo’ 
The classification of collectees is complicated by the combination of worths 
and by an ambi-valence that conflates, on the one hand, collectees’ loyalty 
and trustworthiness and, on the other hand, their exchange of financial 
means. Employing Callon’s notion of market ‘overflows’ (Callon, 1998a), 
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Deville details how moral and affectual concerns, lying beyond “pure” 
market-based monetary relations, are wrapped tightly into rather than 
discouraged and removed from collection coordination (2015, pp. 15,48). 
The notion of ‘overflow’ speaks to Douglas’ concept of taboo that – akin to 
the boundaries plotting the domestic world – designates moral-spatial 
demarcations that can only be breached with attendant risks of harm and 
violence suffered by the transgressors, to which I soon return. 
 
In this thesis, I make the grand proposition of conceiving problem debt as a 
marginal situation in which personal finances comes into contact with a 
taboo. That is, with something it should not. This ‘market taboo,’ as I suggest 
to conceptualise it, designates the moral preoccupation, colouring the debt 
tests carried out by institutional representatives beyond those of collection 
and enforcement as well as debt self-tests carried out by the individual 
holders of problem debt, with the indeterminate matters of the loyalties, 
truthfulness, attitudes, motivations and habits personally belonging to the 
holders of debt.  
This personalised and morally charged dimension – that one must honour 
one’s promise to pay – sits in close dialogue with Mauss, Nietzsche, Graeber, 
Lazzarato, and other theorists of debt, long underscoring how matters of 
debt exceed the narrow confines of self-interested homo oeconomicus as the 
fixation on bodies, dwellings, parents, children, and partners equally shows. 
It is this something-more and something-else – the cross-fertilisation of 
value with values (Skeggs, 2014) – that I propose to collocate, classify, and 
capture with the concepts of the ‘domestic world’ and ‘worth.’ This suggests 
that problem debt is a matter of both the person’s financial state and their 
degraded character. To use another terminology for this composite, I 
propose to conceive matters of problem debt as ‘boundary objects’133 (Star 
& Griesmer in Annisette & Trivedi, 2013, p. 7) – that is, “objects that cross 
boundaries” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, 31).  
Throughout the analyses, I shed light on the different articulations through 
which this uneasy compromise manifests. This is not to say that debt tests 
are exclusively grounded in and enthused by the market and domestic 
principles. Rather I intend to contribute to the literature on personal debt 

                                                   
133 ‘Boundary objects’ are originally defined by containing “elements stemming from 
different worlds without privileging any of the worlds in contention” (Star & Griesmer in 
Annisette & Trivedi, 2013, p. 7). 
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by rendering probably the presence and criticalness of these worlds (as well 
as the industrial principle) in the government of problem debt in Denmark 
as such as well as how these worlds animate personal experiences of living 
with problem debt. I hereby substantiate the claim that people with problem 
debt broadly accept the market-domestic principles as ‘meaning-systems’ or 
‘mind-sets’ to make sense of their experiences with problem debt.  
 
This leads me to a brief comment on the dis-embedding qualities of personal 
debt, theorised by Graeber, but which also stretches to other notable 
engagements with debt, as previously covered. Social theorist Miranda 
Joseph critically engages with recent theoretical accounts. She  opposes its 
tendency to reimagine the age-old antagonism between a domestic, local, 
and natural or “autochthonous” sphere and the market operating as some 
distant sphere, injecting an alien and hostile force into the former as a 
parasite; in this iteration, taking the form of personal financial debt (2014, 
p. 2). Joseph instead construes the idea, resonating with recent research, 
that debt is part of subjective and social life – “an immanent component of 
social relations rather than an external imposition” (Ibid.).  
Joseph’s advancements seemingly are at odds with mine and others’ 
impression that the institutional actors and their interventions were indeed 
inserting themselves and their cold, calculative measures in a sacred space 
where they do not belong. But by departing from the sentiment that many 
people with problem debt readily accept the domestic-market compromise, 
I, inspired by Konings, propose that the “external critique” of debt tests here 
is not assigned to notions of problem debt as intrinsically “shorn of all 
human qualities” but instead must be conceived as an “immanent critique.” 
This critique is based on the empirics of experiences in which the domestic 
world vs worth and the market-industrial worlds vs worths are lived in a 
register of tension and disquietude (2015, pp. 4,130). The dis-embedment 
critique “looks past a practical relation to money [or personal debts] that we 
[or its legal holders] perform on a daily basis” (Ibid., p. 4).  
This relates to the aforementioned “depth perspective” inherent in the 
critical insinuation that Boltanski and Thévenot explore, configuring a 
deceptive surface and the true core. Or,it is  the sensed ‘contamination’ of 
an arrangement by beings and behaviours whose grounding principles are 
suddenly viewed as foreign and unnatural to the situation. It is then in a 
truly discomforting moment that (institutionalised) associations of problem 
debt might be discredited with dis-embedding – here, non-domestic – 
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features of an alien and illegitimate external force without this necessarily 
corresponding with everyday experiences/evaluations of engaging with 
problem debt. Tellingly here are Maria’s ambivalent remarks, denoting her 
fears of outside invasion – whether in the form of institutional 
representatives or nosy neighbours – while at the same time anxiously 
assenting to the validity of these outcomes.  
 
Institutional mechanisms feeding off debtors’ ‘state of taboo’  
Setting about this sub-section, I engage with another prevalent notion in the 
literature on debt that: debt essentially is a monolith, transforming any and 
all subjects touched by debt in a uniform and crucially, intrinsically 
oppressive, destructive or violent manner. Again, taking a cue from Mikuš, 
I perceive the debt collection and enforcement to be the “obvious 
contemporary locus” for exploring this supposed intrinsic “association of 
debt with violence” (2020, p. 245).  
 
In this analysis, we have seen how the debt collection and enforcement 
arrangement struggle with social coordination. Saturating my empirical 
material is the institutional perception that the debtor, their claims, and 
their assets are ever-elusive, avoiding the grips of debt collectors, bailiffs, 
police officers, and summoners – this in stark contrast with the above 
theoretical conception of debt. In an analysis resonating with Deville’s 
(2015) and more recently, Kirwan’s (2019a), Davey portrays people behind 
with repayments, optimistic about their possibilities of escaping debt 
enforcement and its sanctions of dispossession (2019a). Davey reports on 
the experiences of one interlocutor finding legal enforcement “piecemeal 
and even patchy, rather than monolithic” (2019a, p. 330), echoing the 
“fragility” of institutionalised reality that Boltanski continuously 
underscores in his meditation on institutions (2011c, 84). This is related to 
the general pragmatic thesis that social order is in no way pre-determined 
and effortless but by a cumbersome, uncertain process.  
Deville rehashes the long history of debt collection to provide historical 
background to its seeming lack of potency. As the “ultimate, terrible threat” 
of enslavement, public humiliation, torture, incarceration, and debt-
bondage has been abrogated, debt collection institutions abandon the focus 
on the human body as “fleshy substance” for its “inner drives” (2015, pp. 
73ff,76,97). The “surprisingly weak hold” of claims’ legal attachments, no 
longer backed by these Nietzschean techniques of bodily cruelties, are 

https://www.eth.mpg.de/person/102221/3957530
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displaced by the moulding of affectual-moral binds between collectees and 
claims (Ibid., p. 59).  
Departing from Deville’s analysis and thinking with Douglas I propose a 
paradox, namely that the weakness or ill-definition of the “formal  
authority” of the debt collection and enforcement arrangement – the 
impossibility of providing a comprehensive picture of debtors’ financial 
assets and, by extension, of enforcing payments (e.g. through wage 
garnishment) and punishing fraudulence – may paradoxically lead to 
unfound, morally charged beliefs amongst debtors in the various forms of 
violence that debt collection and enforcement institutions can wield 
(Douglas, 2002[1966], p. 136). 
      
According to Douglas, social systems have a tendency to defend themselves 
when sensing that symbolic and moral order is threatened by contravention. 
Douglas theorises that when firm practical sanctions do not meet 
transgressions – otherwise normally recognised in the “modern world” 
defined by institutions and their elaborate “paraphernalia of social control” 
– then to supplement this lack of punishment, which “danger-beliefs” are 
called in (2002[1966], pp. 3,114,164). Such a belief entails that prohibited 
or tabooed acts unleash dangerous ripple effects that spread 
uncontrollably.134 The uncurbed dissemination of harmfulness both 
amplifies the moral outrage set against such an act – aggravating the gravity 
of the act by putting it above any moral dispute – as well as amplifying the 
social pressure for more effective and forceful sanctions able to clamp down 
on the transgressive act (Ibid., pp. 49,164ff).135  
I believe that this can be reconfigured to the above institutional dynamics. 
To put it succinctly: as the collection and enforcement representatives credit 
the arrangement with having weak capacities for classifying and 
sanctioning, a creeping conviction grows amongst institutional 

                                                   
134 Douglas generally defines this phenomenon as ‘pollution beliefs’. While I include FPS-
concepts of ‘contamination’ and ‘purification’ in this analysis, I put off an engagement with 
the pervasive empirical presence of notions of ‘pollution’ and ‘cleansing’ until the final 
analytical part.  
135 Douglas explains the mechanism or “general principle” in the following way: “[W]hen 
the sense of outrage is adequately equipped with practical sanctions in the social order, 
pollution is not likely to arise. Where, humanly speaking, the outrage is likely to go 
unpunished, pollution beliefs tend to be called in to supplement the lack of other sanctions” 
(2002[1966], p. 164). 
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representatives that “calculators” are a widespread phenomenon. These 
people are marked by the dual moral resentment directed at 1) their 
uncooperative, fraudulent activities and 2) their capacities for 
circumventing and undermining collection and enforcement as such as the 
“calculators” demonstrate that non-payment – and thus, an informal form 
of debt-freedom – can easily be maintained. The aspired radical shake-up 
of the “debtor-friendly system” in the image of the public enforcement 
model is founded upon this belief of being able to withstand the dangerous 
dispersion of non-payment tendencies, ostensibly equipped with more 
effective, formal means of punishing deception and interrupting non-
payment. Instructively the public model cements the moral-social order by 
allegedly rendering the duty to repay a matter that is fully divorced from the 
personal volitions and values of individual debtors by removing the 
domestic principle from its tests.136   
 
In the analysis, I conceive the journey towards debt enforcement as one of 
deepening distrust in the collectees and their moral character.  For some 
people, the debt recovery journeys feed off and intensify the sense of 
reaching a crisis point that links their financial struggles (market deficiency) 
to totalising moral condemnations of their person as such (domestic 
deficiency). This accompanies domestically infused “myths” about the 
devastative harms, distress, and dispossessions that can be brought down 
upon them and their closest ones.  
In line with empirical expressions of people, I reconceptualise their initial 
impressions of problem debt as being immersed in a ‘state of taboo.’ Thus, 
I signify the disquiet experience of their moral devaluation, thought to be 
re-expressed by others getting wind of their taboo-breaching behaviour, as 
well as the indeterminable or uncertain dangers that might be summoned 
to punish their transgressive behaviour.  
The point is that the paper tiger that is the collection and enforcement 
arrangements may, in a roundabout, paradoxical way, provoke unreal 
conceptions of the terrible damnation and dangers that non-payment can 
provoke. This, I note in the next analytical part, can furthermore trigger 

                                                   
136 However, relaying experiences engaging with public enforcement or the Danish Debt 
Collection Agency, people with problem debt often talk about how those encounters were 
entangled with assessments of the intentions and character of the latter, as we further see 
in the coming analytical part.  



225 
 

behavioural conformity – or, as Deville puts it, reignite the affectual-
calculative attachment to claims – cementing the moral code of paying one’s 
outstandings and entering into instalment agreements, even if the debtor 
legally speaking cannot pay.     
 
The institutional representatives and the debtors mirror the fear that the 
other party might be fully or partially installed in the regime of violence – 
that the other party possibly evades their moral duty to accede to the 
principles that should be mitigating or re-establishing social order. Instead, 
the other party appears as radically uncertain – or ambivalent and 
dangerous – forces of power, absorbed by their own interests and gains. 
Taking up the term ‘schismogenesis’ from the anthropologist Gregory 
Bateson, I propose that the feebleness of the debt collection and 
enforcement arrangement goads the two parties to develop profound 
mutual distrust in one another, akin to a ‘symmetrical schismogenesis’ 
defining an escalating pathological schism (Thomassen, 2013, pp. 198ff). 
Distrust is the sign of deficient domestic bonds – bonds that dominate the 
encounters precisely when the institutional capacities for qualified market-
industrial assessments of collectees’ ability to pay are lacking.  
I believe the schism relates to the nature of taboo breaking. Douglas finds 
the dangers arising from taboo-breaking to be a “two-way” street (Douglas, 
2002[1966], p. 9). Danger emanates from the debtor as a perceived non-
paying transgressor, transmitted to that of institutional representatives 
who, in their dwellings, come into contact with the debtor, but, in a backlash 
against this threat, ire and injury are reversed back to the transgressor who 
becomes endangered themselves (Ibid., pp. 118f).  
While I trace the different articulations of this mutual sense of the other 
party being animated by violence, I repeatedly hark back to the underlying 
asymmetry between the institutional actor – or evaluator – and the person 
with problem debt – or evaluated. During the outgoing enforcement 
proceedings, this asymmetry is rearticulated differently as it becomes 
expressly clear that it is the party of people with problem debt alone – at 
least on an existential and corporeal base-level – who are truly distressed 
and vulnerable, whilst the same cannot be said of the other. This asymmetry 
speaks to the notion that it is not merely struggling to pay debt items that 
are tabooed but moreover the individual holders of problem debt that find 
themselves in a tabooed state, foreshadowing a more “omnipresent” 
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impression of danger or violence that I unfold in the following analytical 
part (Douglas, 2002[1966], p. xix). 
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5. “You have to change the way you 
live” – Everyday life with problem 
debt 
 

Introduction: debt advice as subjectification of 
responsible “citizens”137 

The first analysis ended with an exploration of the outgoing debt 
enforcement proceedings in the debtors' dwellings. The representatives 
perceived the residence as a physical container of the debtor’s true 
willingness and ability to pay, having until then relied on the potentially 
misleading debtor statements at the bailiff’s court. But getting closer to 
these financial truths came with a cost: crossing the physical threshold of 
the residence accompanied a sense that one, as an outsider, was also 
overstepping a moral one. One became confronted with the contextual 
materialities, or uncomfortable intimacies of a life lived with problem debt 
– realities otherwise sought to be kept at bay during the court proceedings. 
I conceptualised this as a confrontation with ‘the state of taboo’ that many 
people with problem debt find themselves in: a state of moral devaluation 
and unfettered dangers.  
Here, I proceed in the tracks where the former analytical part left off. The 
present analysis moves beyond the initial encounters with problem debt and 
takes a long, in-depth view of what it means to live and seek to cope with it. 
This also means affording a novel perspective where the wider social lives 
that people with problem debt share with others become visible. I mainly 
focus on people’s engagement with domestic relationships, highlighting 
their often uncertain embedment in the social unit of households.  
 

                                                   
137 While the heading is based on direct quotes from debt advisors, it is moreover inspired 
by philosopher, Peter Sloterdijk, and his exploration of techniques of perpetual individual 
and collective self-transformation and self-formation in the work,  ‘You must change your 
life’ (2013). 
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These coping efforts are sometimes requalified by the presence of debt 
advisors, 138 instructing people with problem debt or “citizens” on how to 
manage problem debt and its relations. Rather than staying immersed in 
the state of taboo, debt advisors guide people in how to requalify their 
everyday engagement with problem debt as a “balancing” act. In this, they 
are neither to ignore nor evade problem debt, as is the fear of 
representatives of debt collection and enforcement, nor become 
overwhelmed by it (Kirwan, 2017, p. 154). In the latter sense, this means 
that debt advisors are concerned with reducing citizens’ sense of danger and 
shame, which is possibly fed off by the collection and enforcement tests. 
 
Essentially debt advice is structured according to a logic of association 
between two separate parties: while debt advisors can advise on how citizens 
are to handle their finances, citizens hold the definitive responsibility and 
agency to act on that advice. In the end, it is they who are asked to change 
their understandings and behaviour as prefigured by debt advisors. Social 
scientist Samuel Kirwan precisely stresses this separation by providing the 
example of debt advisors drawing up a budget without ultimately knowing 
“if the client [sic] will stick to it” (2017, p. 149). Therefore, the practice of 
debt advice is fundamentally preoccupied with the shaping of citizens’ 
‘subjectivities’ – “reform[ing] the debtor” (Kirwan, Dawney & Walker, 2019, 
p. 126) – understood here as consistent ways that citizens test, relate to and 
engage with themselves and other beings around them in relation to 
problem debt.  
 
The substance and the dynamics of the subjectifying efforts of debt advisors 
are the backdrop for key differences in critical social scientific approaches 
to and understandings of this association and, more generally, the 

                                                   
138 Free debt advice has been provided by voluntary organisations for years. However, most 
free debt advice initiatives – whether they be embedded in the voluntary, public or public 
housing sector – have been introduced or formalised on the basis of funding provided by 
the Ministry of Social Affairs and Interior (KORA, 2016, pp. 11,23,30). Since the first 
iteration tenants with unpaid rent in public housing and vulnerable citizen on public 
assistance have been targeted by funding administered by the Ministry of Immigration, 
Integration and Housing and the Ministry of Employment respectively, while the debt 
advice scheme funded by the Ministry of Social Affairs and the Interior – the debt advice 
initiative that this analytical part engages with – remains to be the most comprehensive 
initiative (Ibid., pp. 11f,14). 
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association between finance and households. In the present analysis, I 
engage with two such overall approaches: governmentality studies and 
financial oikonomisation studies.139  
Inspired by Michel Foucault’s theoretical work on neoliberal rule, 
governmentality studies explore how the expansion of financial products is 
attended by powerful discourses urging people to view and conduct 
themselves as self-responsible financial investors (French, Leyshon, & 
Wainwright, 2011; Hall, 2011; van der Zwan, 2014). Some studies show that 
authorities frame “over-indebtedness” (Marron, 2012) as the product of the 
behaviour of a failed financial subject: an individual acting financially 
irresponsibly. “Financial education” policies, among these, debt advice, aim 
to remedy such behaviour (Marron, 2012; Pathak, 2014; Walker, 2012).  
The studies of financial oikonomisation (FO) adopt a pragmatic approach 
(Ossandón, Deville, Lazarus, & Luzzi, 2021). Some FO studies are explicitly 
framed as a challenge to the neoliberal subjectification presented in 
governmentality analyses (Gonzalez, 2015; Pellandini-Simányi & Banai, 
2021; Pellandini-Simányi, Hammer, & Vargha, 2015).140 These sentiments 
are echoed in some of the studies on debt advice, highlighting how debt 
advisors challenge rather than reinforce people’s sense paying is a moral 
responsibility, instead of providing a space for the citizens to focus on their 
domestic obligations of care (Kirwan, 2019a; James & Kirwan, 2020). 
 
It is important to recapitulate that French pragmatic sociology (FPS)141 
developed in opposition to critical sociological and Foucauldian frameworks 
presenting social order, at any rate this is true for Boltanski’s version, as 
narrowly defined by power relations and by a circular logic: one in which 
people, through processes of ‘internalisation,’ become ‘agents’ (rather than 
‘actors’) passively incorporating dominant norms (Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 
21f). FPS scholar Mathias Herup Nielsen contrasts, on the one hand, FPS 
and, on the other, post-structuralism, including governmentality studies. 
He notes that the latter is attentive to processes of ‘internalisation’ (“the 

                                                   
139 See here my outline on theoretical approaches to personal debt, chapter 2.1. 
140 The presumption of automatism and totalism of subjectification in certain works of 
Foucault has similarly been challenged by governmentality inspired scholars studying the 
relation between finance and household, for instance Langley, 2008, pp. 34ff. 
141 In the article introducing FO, Boltanski and Thévenot’s framework in ‘On Justification’ 
is noted as an analytical inspiration (Ossandón, Deville, Lazarus, & Luzzi, 2021, p. 5). 
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public shaping of the private self”) while the former centres on processes of 
‘externalisation’ (“the attempted shaping of the public by the private self”) 
(2015, p. 767).142 In a related note, Thévenot writeshow ‘On Justification’ 
has been the target of critique precisely due to its (lack of) theory of 
internalisation and subjectification: what can truly be said about forging 
solid subjectivities on the basis of an analysis of actors moving from one 
situation to the next as they rapidly – and often uneasily – search for the 
appropriate regime of coordination?143 (2016a, pp. 144ff).  
Dissociating from this critique, I show how theoretical concepts from the 
broader FPS oeuvre can be employed to investigate the means through 
which debt advice tests progressively seek to cultivate certain citizen 
subjectivities.  Or, to nurture “the consistency” or “continuity” of the 
“identity” of persons, as Thévenot would have it (2016a, p. 145). Debt 
advisors compel citizens to test and requalify their engagements with self 
and other beings in consistent, fixed or what can be denoted as ‘trans-
situational’ ways. This renders problem debt a fixed condition of themselves 
and their everyday lives – hereby diverging from the depiction of the fickle 
actors in ‘On Justification’, who are “always distracted” (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006, p. 147). This notion is encapsulated with a mantra 
reiterated by debt advisors: “you have to change the way you live”. This 
notion hints at the difficulties often experienced by citizens as they attempt 
to commit to these personal transformations and journey through the 
institutionalised test arrays towards this consistent and responsible citizen-

                                                   
142 Boltanski and Thévenot take up the concepts of ‘internalisation’ and ‘externalisation’, 
specifically in relation to Durkheim’s examination of the tension between, on the one hand, 
collective solidarity and coordination and, on the other, selfish market desires and anarchy: 
“Solidarity … presupposes a double movement: the displacement of the rules on which 
judgment depends from persons onto the collective has to be followed by an inverse 
movement through which collective moral representations return to be inscribed in the 
heart of each person” (2006, pp. 285ff,289).   
143 Boltanski and Thévenot contrast their framework with “determinist” paradigms that 
present persons as if narrowly (and abnormally) preoccupied with a single principle of 
coordination: “Whatever the origin of the [determinist] program…, its function is to 
maintain the subject’s identity while guaranteeing a more or less automatic repetition of 
behaviours that remain in harmony with one another no matter what situation is 
confronted. Our framework seeks, on the contrary, to preserve uncertainty about people’s 
actions…” (2006, pp. 216,233).  
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subject. I follow the trajectories of two citizens, Hannah and Mike, who I 
met while conducting observations at debt advice agencies. 
  
Reinterpreting the notions of ‘internalisation’ and ‘externalisation’ to the 
present study, the debt tests that citizens are to perform entail both trans-
situational ‘tests of internalisation’ and of ‘externalisation.’ ‘Tests of 
internalisation’ entails relating to and engaging with problem debt as part 
of themselves in consistent ways, while ‘tests of externalisation’ means 
relating to and engaging with problem debt as part of their relationships 
with others around it, particularly that of other members of their household, 
in consistent ways.  
I structure the analysis according to the two dimensions of subjectification 
– internalisation and externalisation – elicited in the debt advice tests.144 In 
the chapter on tests of internalisation (5.1), I draw on concepts from 
governmentality studies, whilst in the chapter on tests of externalisation 
(5.2), I think with concepts drawn upon from FO studies. 
  
In the third and final chapter (5.3), I discuss the citizen-subject that is 
sought cultivated via the debt advice tests. A key part of this reflection circles 
how the institutional debt tests frame the responsibilities that citizens are 
to uphold. I hereby hark back to one of the central features underscored in 
the theorisations of personal debt: the intimate association between 
indebtedness and moral responsibility. In doing so, I revive the controversy 
between the divergent imageries of the responsible citizen-subjects depicted 
in governmentality studies and FO studies, respectively. To not only bridge 
but move beyond these divergent images, I draw upon Boltanski’s 
meditation on the tension-ridden grey area between the ‘regime of love’, in 
which one immerses oneself wholeheartedly in loving relations, and the 
‘regime of justice’, previously unfolded, in which one withdraws from 
relations so to critically inspect them (Boltanski, 2011d).  
 
 

                                                   
144 Internalisation and externalisation often work together and typically overlap but I keep 
them separate nonetheless to capture the pivotal “phases” making up the envisioned citizen 
journeys through the debt advice agency and beyond (Rambøll, 2011, p. 14). The steps 
taken, as imagined by the debt advice agencies (Ibid., pp. 14f), resonate with the steps 
Kirwan goes over in his analysis of a debt advice initiative in the UK (2017). 
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The research sub-questions that will be addressed here are: How are 
citizens to relate to and engage with problem debt via debt advice 
mediated tests of internalisation and externalisation? In that process, how 
are citizens to become responsible subjects? 
 

5.1 Debt advice tests of internalisation 

CONFRONTATION: MOVING BEYOND A STATE OF TABOO  
In this section, I go over the first steps of the debt advice journey. Here, debt 
advisors instruct citizens to confront problem debt as concrete and hereby, 
perceptible objects. This necessitates requalifying a particular citizen-
subject able to perceive problem debt as so – that is, a person who slowly 
moves away from the initial state of taboo.  
 
Seeing “debt clearly”  
After filling out a form with basic information on the citizen, the debt 
advisor encourages the citizen to “put into words” exactly why they have 
come here. The idea is to “give concrete expression to the issues” that they 
are dealing with that need addressing during the advice sessions. The issues 
are noted in the case file on the citizen. The file also includes the application 
in which the same questions were originally posed. Next, citizens are to “put 
a figure” on the matter. Citizens are asked to disclose their debt items and 
to bring any collection letters and letters on bills they have defaulted on. 
Some arrive with a stack of unopened letters, and advisors and citizens can 
collectively spend entire sessions opening up and organising filled bags and 
devising a list of creditors and debt items.  
Most often, people are unsure of the various outstanding debt items they 
legally possess as well as the totality of debt outstanding. Some citizens have 
multiple debts with the same creditor, and debt items are differentiated via 
a casefile number on the letter referring to the specific debt item. If the letter 
has been sold to a collection agency, another way of tracking the debt item 
is to look at the principal amount. Letters are then sorted so that older ones 
matching the same item are discarded, ending up with the most recent 
letters. By adding up each figure of outstanding debt in a template 
concurrently filled out, the advisors can arrive at the citizen’s total debt.  
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During a session, Mike, whom I met just before his first debt advice session, 
is handed a sheet of paper with his total debt. Never before has he tried to 
gain insight into his aggregate debt and finds the well over one million 
“surprising” and “frustrating”. Mike elaborates on his experience of this 
revelation – statements that resonate with other citizens I have talked to. 
Mike states: “It [the debt] takes on a shape and a size, so it becomes 
concrete. Because for so long, it has been an indefinable... well, some sort of 
black cloud that I really could not see the shape of. Now I can see that it is 
big, but it does have a shape”. Mike speaks to an altered perception of 
problem debt: from the “black cloud hanging over my head in which I could 
not see the debt clearly” to a state in which he can “distance myself a little 
and look at it like from above”.  
Mike is in no way alone in summoning the figure of the “black cloud” as a 
metaphor for living with problem debt. Hannah does as well as most other 
of my interviewees. The image relates to a feeling of being weighed down by 
an ominous and unbounded mass. Moving away from infinitude – or, as 
Lazzarato, taking a page from Nietzsche’s writings on the irredeemable debt 
of gratitude to the Christian God, puts it, ‘infinite debt’ (2012, pp. 77ff) – to 
boundedness, citizens can now have an “overview” of it. No longer in a “state 
of uncertainty,” Mike and others believe that the overview makes problem 
debt “perhaps more easily relatable”. 
  
The above tests can be conceived as ways of requalifying problem debt by 
rendering it into “concrete” objects. These are easily locatable, knowable 
and precisely quantifiable. Requalifying problem debt as concrete objects 
requires a plenitude of other objects cluttering up the table around which 
the advisors and the citizen are gathered: more than documents, notepads, 
dossiers and plastic sheets, the relevant beings are particularly monitors, 
computers, programmes, homepages, log-in information and ready-made 
templates. These either provide direct access to ‘inscription devices’ able to 
create overviews of the citizen’s financial state and debts or the information 
needed for creating and recreating systematic overviews (Latour & Woolgar, 
1986, pp. 43ff).  
As Mike’s statements suggest, the objectification of problem debt is a 
precondition for requalifying corresponding citizen-subjects who perceive it 
as such. These citizens can then detach themselves and gain an overview of 
the problem debt. For many citizens, like Mike, this subject position is 
framed as a confrontation – “look into its eyes.” This confrontation is 
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fundamentally double-edged: it comes with both the shock of uncovering 
and the exasperation – “I become completely winded looking at the 
aggregate debt” – of its seemingly insurmountable size. At the same time, 
seeing its boundedness – how many items, how much, owed to whom – 
causes relief. Gaining an overview is something that citizens repeatedly 
request and a state that advisors continuously work towards. 
 
“De-mystifying” the “system” governing problem debt 
These initial tests speak to a wider project of debt advisors of transforming 
how citizens relate to problem debt. A pivotal test here is that of contacting 
one’s creditors. Advisors might devise an elaborate script that citizens can 
lean on but stress the importance of citizens carrying out the creditor 
communication themselves, of which I soon return. 
 
Early in the first session, Mike lets the debt advisors in on his long history 
of bad experiences with the Danish Customs and Tax Administration (from 
now on, the Tax Administration). During his high school days, Mike works 
on the side, unaware that this makes him ineligible to receive a student 
grant. The Tax Administration starts sending him letters and orders him to 
pay back the student grants. Mike phones the administration and feels “very 
degraded” by the employee on the other end of the phone – abused verbally 
for his late reaction to their prompts and for not being on top of the 
situation. He decides never to phone them again and be exposed to a similar 
treatment. Mike has no idea how to deal with this and feels he has no one to 
ask for help.  
It takes him years to settle this debt. In the meanwhile, reminders and 
interests accumulate and his earnings are deducted – with the help initially 
from a private debt advice company and then, an accountant. The advice 
company effectively disposes of his finances, and his advisor at the time 
agrees to accompany Mike to a meeting with a representative of the Tax 
Administration. Ten minutes before the meeting commences, Mike is 
informed that he will have to go it alone and once again, he cannot “defend” 
himself. 
These episodes with the Tax Administration become the emblematic symbol 
for his evaluation of his history of engagement with problem debt – as an 
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endless shoal of “defeat.”145 He can never forget these encounters and his 
first attempts to manage his problem debt. Now, the advisors want Mike to 
contact the Tax Administration as his advisors find uncertainties regarding 
the source of the debt items that remain enforceable or have terminated, 
respectively. Mike worries that the given Tax Administration employee will 
again order him to pay off everything without being able to defend himself 
and feeling as if he is “moving back ten steps,” reinforcing his self-image as 
a failure. He feels “a lot of resistance” and worries about what could 
otherwise be deemed an easy assignment when reductively considering the 
concrete task.  
Daily, Mike thinks about entering the Tax Administration's webpage and 
phoning but is reluctant to do so. He finds this “a little embarrassing” and 
speaks at length about his story and perception of the Tax Administration 
to the advisors. The advisors reassure Mike, insisting he should not blame 
himself for the past. This sparks newfound confidence in Mike, maintaining 
that he is not to be treated like a “criminal" this time. After mentally 
preparing for the phone call, he finally phones them and talks to an 
employee who turns out to be polite. Returning to the advice agency, Mike 
speaks about the helpfulness of performing a “concrete task” and calls the 
conversation a “victory”. 
 
The test of contacting creditors should be conceived in a broader context, 
namely as a step that debt advisors take in the direction of de-intensifying 
the state of taboo that people often find themselves in when their debt has 
been subject to problematisation. As depicted in the former analysis, this 
entails the disquietude related to a sense of being morally degraded as well 
as the sense that indeterminable dangers might strike down upon them. 
These sensations that feed off debt collection and enforcement tests as their 
suspicions of debtors and their willingness to pay deepens. While advisors 
challenge the sense of moral inferiority that citizens experience – something 
I return to in the final section of this analysis – the advisors emphasise 
ameliorating dangerousness features. These features I find to be: 1) citizens’ 
ignorance or unfamiliarity with the system governing debt, 2) citizens’ 
paralysis or inability to properly respond to problem debt and 3) citizens’ 

                                                   
145 The linguistic connection between degradation (“nedværdigelse”) and defeat 
(“nederlag”) is more obvious in Danish. 
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bodily overstimulation or negative thoughts and feelings related to living 
with and managing problem debt.  
In the present section, I show how debt advice tests address the former two, 
whilst in the next section, also attuned to advice tests of internalisation, I 
depict how tests work on bodily overstimulation.  
 
Social scientist Samuel Kirwan's work is productive for capturing the next 
step in debt advice. Kirwan zooms in on a key operation of advisors, that of 
‘mapping’ the various outstanding debts that citizens have. Advisors 
disentangle each debt item and map each debt item according to its 
enforceability and, consequently, the priority that citizens ought to give it. 
Citizens’ sense of a homogenous and overpowering debt is sought 
transformed into a heterogeneous landscape of debts and concerns in the 
plural. In this way mapping disrupts former attachments to creditors as 
morally charged misconceptions, forged in citizens’ past encounters with 
creditors, are replaced with legal understandings (Kirwan, 2019a).  
Mike’s story above is telling as we see how the advisors try to push Mike to 
phone his creditor as a vehicle for forging an alternative association with 
creditors. Mike is to slowly but surely recognise that his obstinate ways of 
testing his engagement with problem debt – an engagement animated by 
solid feelings of moral inferiority – taints the proper way of engaging with 
problem debt. Namely, an engagement based on principles of (legal) 
rationality and certainty. 
Beyond mapping or “unearthing” debts – examining if the legal debtor, 
limitation period, addition of interest, date of establishment, principal 
etcetera check out, investing in the hope of minimising or ultimately 
nullifying debt items so that they can be written off – debt advisors map the 
institutions of collection and enforcement and the linkages between them. 
This endeavour requalifies or “de-mystifies,” as advisors and project 
managers often phrase it, the “system” that governs debt. Advisors explain 
the “rules of the game,” the logics or principles governing the behaviour of 
a collection institution. They detail why representatives might be trying to 
put pressure on the citizen at this particular moment. They also break down 
their procedures and how to navigate, contact and communicate with them, 
and what letters should and should not be signed.  
Many citizens experience passing randomly from one institution to the next 
while being given conflicting messages, echoing Mike’s impression of 
“driving blindly,” not informed about procedures nor consequences. 
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Advisors define citizens’ legal rights and try to challenge the myths or “scare 
stories” regarding the consequences that non-repayment can set off, such as 
the seizure of all household effects or imprisonment, and disclose the 
sanctions that citizens potentially can be subjected to. As Kirwan notes, the 
general rule of thumb is that the creditors “shouting the loudest” are the 
least powerful (2019a, pp. 322f).  
The overall sentiment that is supposed to be imprinted in citizens is that the 
system is not “dangerous” – or at least not as dangerous as initially believed. 
The object is to “de-escalate” the potential conflict steering the citizen’s 
engagements with creditors and offset (at least, to a limited extent) the 
asymmetry defining the parties by supporting the interests of the citizen. 
 
The advice sessions provide an arena for citizens to express frustrations with 
collection institutions in which advisors sometimes join. Illustratively here, 
I noticed that a main source of debt advisors’ annoyance is forms of what 
could rightly be denoted “re-mystification.” That is when creditors’ 
statements are tough to “decode” and translate into a language of (legal) 
causes and effects that citizens can comprehend – “they ought to explain but 
they cannot … it is terrible”. This, as well as instances that indicate outright 
illegal acts (as in seizing social security) while the debt advisors seemingly 
abstain from corroborating citizens’ critique of perceived financial injustices 
when creditor actions seem legally justified.146 In this way, debt advisors 
want collection representatives to behave rationally, as the citizen-subjects 
ought to. Advisors hereby insist on interpretative schemas based on legality, 
invalidating readings of the creditor actions as (domestically laden) indices 
of a “dislike for you as a person”.  
  
Enhancing “resources” via homework 
As Mike’s assignment of engaging one of his creditors suggests, debt advice 
is not limited to requalifying the cognitive schemas that citizen-subjects are 
to use. For example, adjusting the gaze of the citizen-subject so it 
corresponds to concrete debt items governed by a rational-legal system. 
Instead, it is also concerned with defining how citizens are to actively 
engage with their financial situation as a whole, applying that gaze in 
practice. Put differently, debt advice is preoccupied with the subjectification 

                                                   
146 See Stanley, Deville, & Montgomerie, 2016, p. 71 on shared online experiences of creditor 
unfairness and their ambiguous relation to legal frameworks. 
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of citizens. It is the extension and dissemination of concrete debt tests into 
perpetual tasks or minor sub-tests such as continuously updating the debt 
total, checking expenses and earnings and revising tax statements. 
  
Debt advice is ordered as sessions in which new information is sought 
obtained, and additional, or new sources of uncertainties are to be 
addressed and elucidated. Advisors and citizens are configured as “teams,” 
as Mike puts it. Both parties work on his case during the specific sessions 
and between them as “homework.” Sometimes, information is passed back 
and forth between the sessions by e-mail or phone.147 Citizens are to jot 
down and recapitulate home assignments to be performed away from the 
advice agency at the end of the session. The advisors check if the citizen 
knows the different tasks and correctly understands them. Moreover, the 
citizen signs an authority during the initial session, which gives advisors the 
legal authority to act on their behalf and thus, to engage with other 
assignments.  
The tempo of the specific sessions and the frequency and quantity of advice 
meetings is attuned to an implicit evaluation of the “resources”148 that 
citizens have. That is, their capacity for performing the home assignments 
and, thus, managing their finances without advisors' help. The assessment 
of whether citizens are “self-propelled” or need “hand-held” advice is then 
decisive for how easy and fast the case can be concluded – or the citizen can 
be let go. The assessment of resources marks an occasion for determining 
the homework that citizens are to be assigned and, by extension, the 
formation of the “relationship of authority” (Kirwan, 2016, p. 470) between 
the citizen and their advisors. While debt advisors seek to “equalise” the 
“power relationship” between advisors and citizens, as one project manager 
puts it, the fact that advisors possess advanced knowledge and skills beyond 
those of citizens means that the former frequently look up, review, discuss 
and clarify legal and financial matters internally whilst citizens quietly wait 
for an explanation. 
 

                                                   
147 Citizens can also draw on the advice provided by phone advisors who answer delimited 
questions of more technical or legal variety. 
148 As noted in the previous analytical part, emic notions of “resources” are often not 
directed to class.  
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Having completed tasks between sessions, the citizen is met by praise from 
the advisor denoting how things are beginning to progress. In this sense, 
“resources” are moreover thought of in a compensatory sense. This means 
that citizens’ journeys through the debt advice agency steps are portrayed 
as a transferral of resources to citizens over time. Resources are qualified as 
operational knowledge regarding how to actively and rationally engage with 
one’s finances, including the institutions of collection and enforcement. 
Acquiring resources is imagined in material form as a handover of “tools” 
that offset the defined deficiencies or the “handicap”, as Mike puts it, of 
citizens as if assistive devices or ‘socio-cognitive tools’ (Çalışkan & Callon, 
2009, pp. 378ff). 
This notion of debt advisors providing practical-didactic tools149 to be 
incorporated by citizens has been explored by governmentality scholars. 
Studies demonstrate how authorities, among those governing bodies, assign 
the inflation of “over-indebtedness” (Marron, 2012) to personal 
incompetence, apathy and feebleness or simply, ‘financial incapability’. 
Financial capability is here understood as the knowledge, skills and 
motivation to relate to financial circumstances (and markets) and act upon 
them. The solution is the development of such capabilities but beyond this, 
the aim is to call forth, nurture and direct a particular kind of subject: a 
reflexive, self-optimising and entrepreneurial ‘financial subject’. By 
equipping subjects with tools, they are ultimately supposed to be capable of 
governing and taking responsibility for themselves (Marron, 2012; Pathak, 
2014; Walker, 2012).  
 
Fixing and ‘naturalising’ citizens’ engagement with problem debt 
In many accounts, citizens look at this journey or “course”, as advisors name 
it, as a process of gaining knowledge and agency. Unfortunately, the 
consequence is often that citizens, such as Mike, look back upon past 
financial choices as steeped in naivety and often embarrassment and, 
conversely, confidence in one’s ability to make rational financial choices in 
the future.  
The notion of “course” signifies that people-as-citizens engage with problem 
debt as a fixed condition, locked, as they are, into a “case”. Kirwan denotes 
how advisors fix citizens to what has been discussed during the sessions and 

                                                   
149 Debt advisors’ own professional and personal competences are initially screened and are 
then refined via initial training, courses, check-ups and more.    
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calls attention to how the meeting room itself acts as a “space of 
containment” (2016, pp. 469f; 2019, p. 321). As problem debt is qualified as 
a fixed condition, it needs constant addressing by the citizen. The 
emblematic example of this is the test of checking and updating the 
preliminary assessment of income via the homepage for the tax 
administration's homepage.  
 

 
The homepage contains the most complete overview of the various sources 
of income and outgoings as well as the different debt items without citizen 
or advisor intervention. The expectation is that citizens report figures that 
at all times corresponding to their financial situation. The two figures then 
“checking against each other,” “looking back” on such correspondence in 
past tax years – so that they capitalise on possible tax reliefs. For instance, 
by reporting tax relief on paid interests, and avoiding tax shocks by 
overvaluing the interest expenses and underestimating the income from 
employment in the report, both resulting in further accumulation of arrears. 
During the session, the advisors ask citizens to enter the homepage and 
login, and then the advisors slavishly review the figures. Keeping to the side-
lines, I often experienced this as if the energy is sucked out of the room. 
When checking Mike’s tax statements the advisors remark that the figures 
“look strange.” Mike is told that moving forward “you are to get used to” 
keeping an eye on and adjusting the tax statements himself, to taking “small 
steps” and thus, progressively qualifying the statements. Again, Mike 
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remarks how entering the homepage evokes bad memories of his past 
interactions with the Tax Administration, but he knows that he has to 
confront himself with the homepage precisely “because it is the last thing I 
want to familiarise myself with”. Mike says he has ”shot myself in the foot” 
by “not changing” the tax assessment.  
 
The desired effect might not only be to avoid tax shocks or cheating oneself 
out of legitimate financial gains, but the nourishment and fortification of 
the conviction that problem debt is something that citizens are to get used 
to dealing with practically on a continuous everyday basis. As one citizen is 
told: “every time something happens, you have to adjust the preliminary tax 
assessment of income” or, as Mike is informed, ”one’s life is to be realigned 
in the tax assessment”. 
Requalifying the tax assessments, the citizen no longer is to relate to claims 
reductively, but to financial incomes and outgoings as such – their entire 
financial situation. It is on the basis of this practical and generalised 
engagement with their financial state that Mike, after the advice section is 
over, remarks how it is as if problem debt or rather, its moral-emotional 
baggage of it all, recedes into the background, something I expand on in the 
next section. 
 
The synchronous enhancement of resources or capabilities and the fixation 
of citizens can be captured with FPS’ concept of ‘competence’ or ‘capacity’ 
used synonymously. The concept of capacity rests on the hypothesis that 
people are “inherently endowed” with certain “equipment” – or “»inner« 
resources” (Held, 2011, p. 21) – and that these capacities can be enhanced 
incrementally as a “gradual process” as a consequence of undergoing tests 
of the same variety (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 145,147f).150 The home 
assignments are thus tests to simultaneously and progressively qualify 
problem debt – as concrete, rational, tangible and fixed – and self-qualify 
as an actor defined by the same characteristics. This person progressively 
takes on the properties of a “citizen”. This is a citizen with an expanding 
toolbox of evaluative yardsticks that they expertly apply to their “case”. 

                                                   
150 The capacity examined in ‘On Justification’ is that of justification: to identify the relevant 
beings composing a situation, to test the beings according to a principle of worth and to 
adjust the beings, including oneself, accordingly so that the beings become more worthy or 
qualified (Boltanski &Thévenot, 2006, pp. 144ff). 
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The concept of ‘naturalisation’ can be invoked to capture pivotal dimensions 
in the debt advice tests employed by Boltanski and Thévenot. This notion 
has similarly been used in recent research on the acceleration of mortgage 
debt on the backdrop of devices and discourses promoting the routinisation 
and trivialisation of otherwise high-risk credit products (Pellandini-
Simányi & Vargha, 2020). As I showed in the last analytical part, many 
people with problem debt find themselves paralysed, uncertain about how 
to respond to problematisations of debt. Now, debt advisors desire to 
change this personal state by seeking to requalify citizens and their 
engagement with problem debt as founded on naturalness. Citizen-subjects 
must “adopt an attitude in keeping with the nature of the situation” as 
projected by debt advisors (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 145,145ff). 
They must close their eyes to the irrelevant and distracting beings, namely 
irrationalities, such as morally charged impressions left by previous 
encounters with creditors and the myths of enforcement sanctions that 
might be forged during those encounters that impede the subjectification of 
desired citizens. This is a citizen-subject whose engagement with problem 
debt is decreasingly defined by a sense of confrontation. The subject is able 
to “abandon his [sic] critical sense,” their sense of unhinged danger – and 
increasingly defined by “extreme self-evidence, of banality, in short, a sense 
of naturalness” (Ibid., p. 153). This entails a “full commitment” to the 
advisor defined principles of rationality, activeness and consistency (Ibid.).     
 

ACCEPTANCE: CITIZENS “INSTALLING” PROBLEM DEBT 
Having shown how debt advisors provide citizens with tools supposed to 
counter citizens’ ignorance and paralysis, in the present section I detail how 
the very same tools are to work on the bodies of citizens. Here, they are used 
to counter bodily overstimulation by curtailing and naturalising thoughts 
and feelings about problem debt.  
While the previous section analysed and reflected on explicated and 
conscious debt advice stages and tests, this section delves into tests and 
themes that are only partly explicated and conscious. The perspective is 
developed by piecing together processes and ideas that seem to run parallel 
with the tests and test stages explored in the prior section. While the two 
sections suggest a separation between, on the one hand, a thinking and 
feeling citizen-subject and, on the other, problem debt as external objects – 
collection letters, debt totals, legislation, tax statements, etcetera – the 
citizens are here tested by their acceptance of problem debt. That is, a 
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configuration of problem debt not merely figuring as an object floating out 
there but as an internalised and fixed part of their very being.  
 
Getting “debt under control” 
For many citizens, problem debt is imagined as a sweeping avalanche, a 
sliding down snowball or, in Mike’s words, “a domino effect game” of 
successive events that overpowers the person. According to Mike these 
forces consist not only of the encounters with the Tax Administration. They 
also involve buying a house in his mid-twenties on a, according to him, 
puffed-up, no-questions-asked market and next, a foreclosure with a 
significant financial loss after he loses his job in the aftermath of the 
financial crisis. Intermingled with this is a “bad cocktail.” A deteriorating 
relationship with his partner at the time and natural events in the form of 
water damage and a storm ruining the roof. Mike starts servicing random 
bills for a time, until his account runs dry and power and gas are shut off. 
While he can stave off foreclosure with a loan from his mother, he eventually 
defaults on his mortgage payments and “the mill rolled”: the foreclosure is 
set in motion, the revenue markedly lower than the outstanding debt.  
 
Similar depictions of problem debt as accelerating, uncontainable forces are 
often checked against expressions of personal states denoting the opposite, 
of being firmly “locked” or “at a standstill”. Mike, for example, denotes that 
“my life has been on standby” – as if the forces are still active by blocking 
the person's progression. Some citizens view their financial situation as the 
single material evidence, a sedimentation of the presence of a past otherwise 
buried. For these people, debt is the final, nagging hurdle still to be 
overcome – a “chapter in my life that I cannot close.” Meanwhile, others find 
that problem debt acts as a blockage to fully relating to and remedying other 
issues that they are currently struggling with.151 I observe few citizens who 
return to debt advice after years have passed since the last session. They 
often invoke the notion of feeling “stuck,”152 hoping that the advisors can 
assist them in getting back in motion.  
Informants invoke images of balls and chains, the “millstone around the 
neck” (in Danish, “en klods om benet”), echoing the boulder-dragging 

                                                   
151 Kirwan echoes this sentiment in his account on debt advisees (2019a, pp. 321,324). 
152 I return to sensations of ‘stuckness’ in the third analytical part, chapter 5.3. 
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Sisyphus figure portrayed in the media and on book covers on the subject of 
debt.  
It manifests as a sense of abandonment and discouragement, which most 
people with problem debt speak of, as they are stuck, unable to escape and 
rectify the situation on their own. It is this sense of being utterly left to one’s 
own devices and painfully discovering that one’s capacities to resolve the 
issue are inadequate that Mike conjures. Mike feels “helpless,” experiences 
“powerlessness,” and thinks about his own role as one of initially “allowing” 
the reminders and then the foreclosure.  
 
This state of personal lack is condensed in an expression of citizens needing 
to “get debt under control,” to “manage their finances,” or simply to “get it 
under control” (in Danish, “få styr på gælden,””få styr på økonomien,” or ”få 
styr på det”). The phrase keeps cropping up in all my material, institutional, 
and non-institutional actors alike – that is, people with and without 
problem debt – all designate the loss of financial control as the moment 
problem debt inserts itself in people’s lives, and all are consumed by the 
imperative and desire of financial control.  
Mike’s statements above speak to how the loss of control is raised to a higher 
plane, so easily morphing into the sentiment “that one is not in control of 
one’s own life anymore,” echoing not only other citizens I have talked to but 
advisors as well.153 As I detailed in the previous analytical part, it is one facet 
of life that, for some people, overwrites and judges their life and being in 
totality – a judgment that is steeped in feelings of shame, embarrassment 
and humiliation.  
 
“Containing” the psychological “burden” that is problem debt 
Bodily overstimulation connects the sense of being overwhelmed by forces 
with the mental and corporeal signification of this. The experiential and 
particularly, the affectual side of problem debt has recently gained much 
scholarly attention (e.g. Kirwan (Ed.), 2019b). This duality is captured with 
the often mentioned “weight” or “burden”, intimating how the amassing 
numerical debt – the “black cloud” – mirrors the emotional heaviness of 
being forced to deal with it. It is also signified in the “unmanageable” (in 
Danish, “uoverskuelig”) debt and being afflicted by “lack of mental surplus” 
(in Danish, “mangle overskud”). Problem debt weighs down on people, 

                                                   
153 James similarly explores how debt advisors help citizens “gain control” (2019, p. 85). 
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bends their necks, pressing down on their shoulders as I am often reminded 
by my interlocutors. 
 
Mike states how the advice-mediated confrontation with problem debt is 
like opening the “Pandora’s box” into which he deposited his memories of 
the foreclosure or lancing a “boil,” echoing others using similar phrases 
denoting how the sense of blockage is a psychological blockage as well. To 
underscore this, we can return to Mike’s hesitance to phone the Tax 
Administration, which he ascribes to “the gamut of emotions,” “something 
psychological that clings” to him from those prior encounters. It caused 
bodily deflation – took the air out of the “balloon,” as he puts it. Mike and 
others underscore how they might actually be quite good with numbers, 
calculating and mathematics in general. Notably, Mike instructs people on 
how to manage their finances, including phoning creditors, as part of his job 

– but the personal, emotional burden disturbs such everyday tests of 
financial management. 
Kirwan highlights the emotional labour that advisors perform, 
demonstrating how the various stages of debt advice tests can be conceived 
as modes of requalifying “emotional attachments”, “shap[ing] the ways in 
which the client [sic] emotionally engages with certain areas of their life”, 
including that of problem debt (2016, pp. 464,466). This sentiment 
resonates with the work of governmentality theorist Nikolas Rose. He 
argues how a seemingly endless multitude of life occurrences – such as 
problem indebtedness – are viewed today as a condition in which 
psychological forces, felt consequences and skills are regarded as just as 
vital as their practical (here, on the face of it, financial) effects. The 
management or control of problem debt becomes not only a financial but a 
therapeutic endeavour as well, as Rose infers (1999, pp. 91f).  
 
The aforementioned tools are supposed to work upon and alter the internal 
life of engaging and living with problem debt. To develop this perspective, I 
pivot to the prevalent feelings of intrusion amongst people with problem 
debt that I have previously explored. Kirwan highlights how creditors, in the 
guise of letters, calls and visits,154 invade the space of citizens’ dwellings in 

                                                   
154 I have learned that some citizens also view having their deposit distressed as being 
invaded upon.   
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the hope of fostering or reinforcing the moral duty and urgency to pay, while 
debt advisors, seek to defuse this impression of imminent danger by 
applying and teaching legal classifications (2019, pp. 322f).  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
One of the main tools citizens learn is to open the collection letters and 
conduct the test of creating an overview themselves: checking what debt 
item it refers to, reading off the specific figure and updating the inscriptions 
of the specific debt and the debt totality. The tools then not only suggest a 
rational user – abstracting from morally loaded ideas of failing to pay – but 
a sort of self-therapist as well. Advisors and many, although not all, citizens 
talk about how much problem debt “fills” (in Danish, “fylder”) and whether 
or not people can “contain” (in Danish, “rumme”) problem debt for the 
moment being. These expressions are instructive in that they conjure a 
space that problem debt might take up in a corporeal sense – whether the 
aforementioned unhinged forces of problem debt succeed in filling out their 
bodies, eliminating the room for other thoughts and feelings (Rose, 1998, 
pp. 3f).  
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Debt advice tools then double as techniques used against ignorance and 
paralysis and controlling bodily overstimulation: not only working upon 
financial-legal objects but the citizen-body as objects of thoughts and 
feelings as well. Citizens refer to the effects of utilising tools as causing 
“relief,” “calmness,” or “peace of mind”. Ideally, the tools are to de-intensify 
problem debt into what Dawney, Kirwan, and Walker describe as a 
“background hum” (2020). Letters are to be engaged as concrete, neutral 
and neutralised information so that one is able to consistently open new 
letters and read them off. This connection of engaging with problem debt in 
a naturalised, unmoved and composed manner resonates with Thévenot’s 
conceptual evolvement, juxtaposing the notion of engaging with ‘eyes open’ 
or ’closed’ with the concepts of ‘disquietude’ and ‘quietude,’ the latter 
denoting the psychological connotations of closed-eyed engagements 
(2019b, p. 8).  
 
“Accepting” problem debt as “part of” themselves 
The perspective on tools can be pluralised to encompass the different 
techniques used by citizens to reduce the psychological pressure of 
perceived-to-be invasive creditors. Some techniques are learned from 
advisors – such as phoning creditors and explaining that they are 
undergoing a debt advice course in the hope of discontinuing the calls and 
letters, variably successful – while citizens develop many techniques 
themselves or learn them elsewhere. For example, this could be only 
responding to texts or voice messages when the phone number is familiar. 
Adding to this are techniques used to deal with the emotional life of problem 
debt more generally, such as writing poetry about one’s experiences, 
running, smoking and consuming energy drinks.  
 
Techniques are evaluated based on their perceived constructiveness or 
eventual destructiveness. For instance, while consuming energy drinks and 
running both make it possible to keep pace with racing thoughts, the former 
can result in sleepless nights, thus diminishing one’s mental surplus to 
“control” problem debt. Everyday responses to problem debt – especially 
the management of reminders – is often generalised, defining the overall 
behaviour of citizens, imagined by debt advisors as strategies of coping 
(Stanley, Deville, & Montgomerie, 2016, p. 69). Sometimes debt advisors 
allude to these strategies and evaluate them. This evaluation is again based 
on the ideas of citizens having to actively and consistently confront problem 
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debt – to “deal with it” – rather than engage in ways perceived as 
expressions of passivity and withdrawal. In relation to the management of 
collection letters, such behaviour could be failing to open them, keeping 
them sealed, hiding them or throwing them out. 
Advisors’ evaluations of coping strategies should once again be seen in the 
light of sensations of invasiveness. Many people with problem debt speak to 
the feeling of being intruded upon and how this drives them towards 
withdrawal. Here Mike’s engagement with the procedure leading up to the 
foreclosure is instructive – a procedure mediated by “heaps of letters”. Mike 
reacts by “quietly closing down” instead of “actively taking care of the 
finances I became indifferent or withdrew from it,” he says. Here, Mike 
echoes his attitude towards the Tax Administration which he still “ignores” 
to this day. This sentiment, expressed to the advisors during a session, 
relates to how he, and other citizens I have observed, still fear the reminders 
and fail to consistently open them.  
 
Emblematic in this regard are Maria’s experiences. Recall how I depicted 
and analysed her encounters with debt collection and enforcement 
institutions in the former analytical part.155 Maria talks about how she has 
a tendency to throw letters out – something that also occurred the day 
before our interview. Here she acts as she often does: the shame, guilt and 
worry deriving from getting a fresh collection letter pile on top of the stress 
of helping a friend move, and she protects herself by staying inside. Maria 
articulates how the advisors (and her therapist) are helping her “process” 
that she cannot pay the outstanding debt and that she has become better at 
doing just this, helping her settle something “inside myself”. While this 
seems to suggest a separation between objects of problem debt and the 
citizen-subject, in which the former needs to be quieted by the latter, the 
notion of “processing” moves beyond such a view.  
Maria articulates a desire to let the tools needed for evaluating and 
requalifying her feelings and thoughts about problem debt become 
“embedded in” her. Other citizens indicate how the desired transformation 
goes further than this, accounting for a wish to embed, install and, quite 
figuratively, ‘internalise’ the outstanding debt within them. To expand on 
this perspective, I turn to Hannah’s story and her techniques of “controlling” 
problem debt. 

                                                   
155 See the sub-section, ‘Shrouding problem debt in “privacy”’ (chapter 4.3).  
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About four years before conducting our first interview, Hannah’s “debt 
arrived,” as she words this. Hannah suffers from a bipolar disorder. 
According to her, the disorder was caused by an unhealthy and abusive 
relationship with her ex-partner. Around the time of the divorce, Hannah 
develops a severe depression, and she becomes unable to “control” the 
household finances as she lies paralysed in bed. She asks for help, but he 
neither notices her changed mental state nor wants to discuss their finances. 
After the divorce, he empties and closes their accounts, takes over the cars 
and their house, locks her out and ignores the instalments. Hannah “lost 
everything”: not only the house and cars, which are sold at a considerable 
deficit, but she also loses her ideas about how life will pan out as well as 
herself in the process, using the example of being unable to find the right 
coloured socks to wear.  
Adding to the debt and stress, Hannah continues to apply for supplementary 
benefits without realising that she is not entitled to the benefits – “I could 
not at all forgive myself”. Hannah breaks down mentally. She feels as if she 
is about to die and locks herself in her car for hours contemplating suicide 
by driving over the dock. Just as with her abusive and insulating 
relationship, her friends come to her rescue, banging on the car window 
until Hannah finally steps out of the car. She phones a suicide line, and a 
counsellor asks her, “what is the most, most hardest – most, most difficult 
thing in my life right now?” Hannah realises that it is the outstanding debt. 
She also realises the “a spark inside” her that still “wanted to survive.” 
 

Hannah is now in an appreciably better place mentally – no longer in 

“crisis,” she has gained “peace”. This transition results from slow, taxing and 
sustained “work on myself”. Hannah stresses the importance of tools 
learned by debt advisors. Among others, the discontinuation of collection 
letters, which she calls “the biggest relief in the world,” and knowing that 
she and her daughters have the right to live on a minimum amount, 
something I return to.  
Moreover, Hannah accentuates the heart-wrenching talks with her friends, 
particularly one very persistent friend. This friend helped conjure the notion 
that problem debt “is just money,” arbitrary and inconsequential “numbers” 
floating around “the ether”– a mantra she daily restates to herself in front 
of the mirror. Some debt advisors echo this sentiment during advice 
sessions – that the problem debt is just “paper,” not something they are to 
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become (even more) troubled about. Hannah finds herself a positive person, 
and humour plays a pivotal part for her.156 This is distilled in another saying 
coined by her friend that she is “a millionaire with a negative sign,” 
rendering it possible for her to “stay in it.”  
While Hannah is still sad and “thinks about my debt every single day,” – 
when repeating her friend’s mantra there is still “something that squirms 
inside me.” She thinks, “well, sure, after all, it is not you [the friend] who 
has the debt” – such “psychological mechanisms” or “strategies of 
mentalising” are part of the ingredients of “fundamentally refurbishing my 
brain”. The optimistic lies – like the fact that since she now has a million in 
debt, things will balance out so that she eventually turns a millionaire – are 
transformed into conviction. 
 
Hannah details this processual, still uncompleted, refurbishing of her brain 
as one in which her sense of problem debt is something that initially 
happens “outside” her. It is a judgement or damnation – having seen herself 
as someone “always doing everything the right way and paying my bills on 
time,” this is an “assault” on her. She signifies this assault by making a sort 
of monstrous growling noise fitting with the “creature” that is problem debt. 
For this reason, she had to ”install it inside me and say that it belongs to 
me,” is “part of me,” or “gets to live there,” and that this is not so terrifying. 
The debt, she says, has transitioned from the black cloud to something 
“grey”. Hannah repeatedly employs the expressions of “allowing” and 
“acceptance” – the sentiment being that one has to “accept the rotten debt 
if you are to go on living”.  
 
‘Integrating’ problem debt with the help of ‘operators’ and ‘operations’ 
Looking at these institutionalised and non-institutionalised debt tests, 
which could fittingly be denoted as ‘debt tests of installation’ or ‘integration’, 
I find it productive to turn to Thévenot’s theoretical model, attuned as it is 
to the dynamics between experiences deriving from life-altering tests and 
the person experiencing those tests.  
 
Thévenot delves into an interview with a particular person and the 
accentuation placed on the people and means that throughout the person’s 

                                                   
156 For the employment of “amoral humour about being a bad debtor” so to subvert the 
dominant morality of payment, see Davey, 2019b.   
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life helped facilitate and maintain the former’s “identity” – understood here 
as the “problematic solidity” of the person despite those dire tests (2016a, 
pp. 145,146). Thévenot conceptualises these people and means as ‘operators’ 
and ‘operations of integration,’ respectively: they help integrate the pivotal 
tests within the person (Ibid.).  
The theoretical model is illustrative of the above experiences of installing 
problem debt. These notions speak to the importance given to the tools and 
techniques – the ‘operations’ – and the people, among them, advisors – the 
‘operators’ – pivotal for helping citizens in their efforts of “containing” the 
emotional “burden” of problem debt. The metaphor of ‘integration’ 
furthermore speaks to the emic concept of perpetually “installing” problem 
debt within them and “accepting” it as “part of” them. On the basis of the 
empirical example, in which professional advisors act as integration 
operators, Thévenot unfolds a prevalent mode of integration inspired by 
modern psychology (2016a, p. 166). Here, the person is not to free 
themselves from an initial traumatic event by repudiating it but contrarily, 
to put it into words and to “integrate” it (Ibid.) – a notion that Hannah uses 
to describe her actions.  
 
Acceptance here means that citizens are not merely to passively “withdraw” 
from the invasive forces of reminders and collection calls. Instead, they are 
to work towards integrating these forces as a part and parcel of their 
embodied selves, and quieting those corporeal forces constantly churning 
inside. In the prior analytical part, I reflected on debtors’ experiences 
requalified by the tests of collection and enforcement institutions through 
the lens of ‘violence,’ conceived as a situation where beings shirk their 
human properties to behave as if “forces of nature” (Boltanski, 2012, p. 72). 
Applying this image to the figure of problem debt as these uncontrollable 
external forces, it is easy to see why some citizens conceive the cultivation 
of resources as gaining “internal force[s]” rendering them able to withstand 
the violence of external forces: “To stop a force, one must apply oneself to it 
in the mode of force and resist it”, Boltanski writes (Ibid., p. 73). By gaining 
financial “control,” citizens are supposed to steer their narrative, to finally 
move on from the history of hardship still impeding them. 
 
Thus, the citizen is to perceive problem debt as a fixed practical condition, 
as explored in the former section, as well as a fixed condition of their bodies, 
explored here. This foreshadows a more sweeping effort to shift the citizen’s 
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perception away from that of “mystified”, as one project manager puts it, 
beings charged with unknown dangers towards the ‘regime of fairness’ or 
‘routine’. Here, people coordinate their actions with eyes closed, letting 
themselves be naturally and peacefully steered by things as in the 
“equivalences tacitly inscribed in the things that surround them” without 
becoming their spokespersons for their misjudgement (as in justice) 
(Boltanski, 2012, pp. 69,70,70f).  
The advisors attempt to promote a trans-situational state where “[t]hings 
tell people what to do” in a matter-of-fact manner157 (Boltanski, 2012, p. 72). 
The advisors tell citizens when to update their debt items and total debt, 
when to update the tax assessments, and, in a parallel effort, when to adjust 
and quiet the thoughts and feelings around such tasks. Boltanski finds that 
in a routine state, people “develop the inner being that can harmonize with 
things because it has the nature of things”, conveying human actions as an 
“object- or thing-character” of “stability” and “steadfastness” (Arendt in 
Boltanski, 2012, 290n1; Boltanski, 2012, p. 70). Citizens are worthy in their 
engagements with problem debt when they have (partially) turned problem 
debt, when “the equipment … is internalized” – when they are citizens-with-
problem debt, gaining a technique- or tool-like character (Boltanski, 2012, 
p. 70).   
Here one can speak of ‘wearing’ debt, pertaining to the emotional labour of 
living with problem debt, signifying how tools are to be incorporated 
(Harker, Sayyad, & Shebeitah, 2019). This relates to a saying by advisors 
that their overall job is to “help dress” (in Danish, “klæde på”) the citizens, 
resonating with Seigworth’s conceptualisation of ‘debt garments’, as in 
mundane, bodily wearable technologies via which personal debt circulates 
(2016). 
 
The protagonist in Thévenot’s exploration is instructed to get  “back on their 
feet” – an expression that is also commonly used by debt advisors, including 
one debt advice agency adopting the phrase as its tagline (Rambøll, 2011, p. 
9) – by devising a “project” that the person is to convert into reality (2016, 
p. 165). As we will see in the next section, this vision and the wording are 

                                                   
157 This is what I have referred to as ‘pragmatic tests’, meaning situations that do not present 
themselves as if tests but can, as we will empirically observe, fail or be interrupted. In such 
instances, their test-like qualities are revealed. See also the sub-section, ‘Engaging debt 
tests with ‘open’ or ‘closed eyes’’ (chapter 2.2). 
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similarly applied in the new ‘test stage of redefinition’ that citizens are to 
commit to.  
 

5.2 Debt advice tests of externalisation 

REDEFINITION: COMPELLING CITIZENS TO “MONITOR” 
THEIR LIVES  
Hannah’s narrative of integrating problem debt talks about the pivotal role 
that her friends play. Such experiences demonstrate that any given problem 
debt enters into contact with a plurality of citizens – not only close friends 
but partners, parents, children and more. The former sections detailed debt 
advice tests connecting citizens to problem debt – tests that are to be viewed 
as responses to the institutionalised tests conducted by debt collection and 
enforcement institutions. The advice tests explored in the present section 
connect the citizen more explicitly with their wider “social contexts” 
(Gonzalez, 2015). These debt tests carve out a domain that distinguishes the 
tests performed by debt advisors from those conducted by collection and 
enforcement institutions.158  
This signals a shift from test stages in which problem debt is to be 
internalised, and problem debt is to become a fixed part of the citizen in a 
practical and embodied sense. In the later stages, debt is externalised, 
during which citizens, ideally having internalised problem debt, are tested 
according to their engagement with others around problem debt. Moreover, 
it signals a departure from a constrictive economistic view, viewing debt as 
a binary relation and obligation connecting debtor and creditor (Guérin, 
2014, p. s48; Dawney, Kirwan, & Walker, 2020, p. 191). In the section, I 
particularly report on how the advice tests intersect with domestic relations, 
much discussed by people with problem debt. The section moreover traces 
a displacement from engagements largely defined by legal-financial 
conceptions of responsibility towards a wider set of obligations, among 
these obligations predicated on care.  
 

                                                   
158 As we saw, collection institutions do articulate a plurality of debtors’ obligations to, for 
example friends and family – positioning themselves against those agencies allegedly 
myopically preoccupied with recovering money – but seem to stop at acknowledging rather 
than outright working upon the bonds between collectees and close others. 
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Problem debt as a socially visible “blemish” 
The first analytical part concluded with an unfurling of the ambivalence 
shrouding outgoing enforcement proceedings taking place at the dwellings 
of debtors: institutional representatives view the residence as a privileged 
container of the debtor’s otherwise hidden ability and willingness to pay. 
They overstep the physical, moral and symbolic threshold of the residence, 
which means possibly being confronted with the state of taboo that many 
people with problem debt initially find themselves in.  
Douglas’ analysis resonates with many citizens’ depiction of a world split 
into two, of “exits and entrances”: the dangerous – or invasive – outside 
situated all around the boundaries of the home where one seeks refuge 
(2002[1966], p. 153). Fear of outside harm reignites common dichotomies 
of the informal vs formal, intimate vs anonymous, secret vs open and more, 
shaping our ideas about home and outside, respectively (Ehn & Löfgren, 
2017, p. 143). The tendency to withdraw – as depicted in the last section –  
amongst citizens can, in this light, be conceived as attempts at fleeing a more 
diffuse and dispersed sense of harmfulness – not exclusively relating to the 
institutions of debt recovery. This impression of an all-encompassing 
danger relates to the prevailing ambiguity about who the original source of 
the “head thumbing” or condemnations impressed upon the main 
characters in the previous analytical might be, whether these judgements 
stem from others or from their own minds – ponderings that Hannah and 
Mike, too, are preoccupied with.  
Dangers unleashed, according to Douglas, do not confine themselves to 
perpetrators and the authorities, such as creditors, whose formal rules of 
social-moral order are imperilled. Dangers may be believed to extend to the 
whole community who theoretically, as a result, might collude in their 
shared commitment to strike down upon the transgressor. Thus, they would 
invert the sense that the taboo-breaking act is a socially contagious danger, 
rendering the malefactor both a menace and someone vulnerable (Douglas, 
2002[1966], pp. xiii,xiiif,118f). In the former analysis, I defined the tabooed 
state that persons with problem debt initially often are caught in. Here I 
propose that people more radically see themselves as “marginal people” 
(Ibid., p. 121). These “outcasts,” “somehow left out in the patterning of 
society,” are believed to have been in contact with dangerous powers sitting 
at its margins, which are inaccessible to those who stay “in control of 
themselves and society” (Ibid., pp. 118,118ff,120, my emphasis). I stress “in 



255 
 

control” as it highlights the previously mentioned link between debt 
struggles and the sense of having lost control of one’s life as such. 
 
Douglas’ thesis of ubiquitous danger provides some explanation for the 
tendency amongst people to withdraw. The tendency of seclusion is, 
perhaps paradoxically, often linked to feelings of being socially isolated and 
left completely alone without any assistance and support, which many 
people with problem debt share.159 Hannah says that she initially feels “all 
alone in the world and that there is no one else that feels the same because 
you are truly scum.” Here, Hannah portrays an experience of being 
fundamentally external to and different from others (“truly scum”). People 
feel excluded and actively exclude themselves. An example of the latter is 
one informant who tells me they never have visitors over and that their 
friends eventually become “shut out” of their life. This person fears that 
right in the middle of a visit, yet another institutional representative will 
start buzzing their entry phone – not only announcing their financial 
troubles to their neighbours but also to their friends.   
As I now elaborate, this has to do with sensations of shame that many people 
with problem debt experience. Paralysing shame is a crucial dimension of 
Hannah’s above experiences of debt problematisation and her subsequent 
mental breakdown. During the interview, Hannah says that she phoned the 
suicide line “because I was so far gone – I was really far, I was really, really 
– I had no idea what to do about myself. I was incredibly ashamed, you see”.  
Shame is a feeling often engendered by an experience of our being or global 
selves figuring as inadequate or unworthy. It is an implicitly social feeling – 
always relational – where the person acutely reflects on the self in relation 
to others and might be expressed in milder forms such as embarrassment 
and foolishness and more extreme forms such as self-loathing and 
dishonour. We have seen instances of both such articulations. Shame is 
linked to the sense that the separation between our public and private selves 

                                                   
159 Some citizens discuss whether they have received help from friends and family regarding 
how to live and deal with problem debt. Hannah emphasises the help that her friends 
provide and also speaks to the help received from members of her family. Nevertheless she 
maintains that she had to “fend for oneself.” The point being that isolation is a pivotal facet 
of life lived with problem debt. This point is analogous to the point I made in the first 
analytical part, where I interpret Nadja’s experience of debt rapidly turning bad despite 
what appears to be a slow and certain build towards an unsustainable financial situation 
(see the sub-section, ‘Finding oneself in a ‘crisis moment’’ (chapter 4.1)). 
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has been undermined. For instance, this manifests when we imagine that 
our bodies are exposed. To avoid exposure, the person ashamed might be 
compelled to hide, escape, avert the gaze of others in whose eyes one feels 
inadequate and, more generally, resort to social isolation (Herman, 2018, 
pp. 160f,162f; Laustsen, 2011).   
 
Few of my interviewees speak about how the fear of financial exposure is 
entwined with fears of social exposure, and how this interconnection might 
lead to various degrees of social exclusion or concerns thereof (Hohnen, 
2007). The emblematic example here is that of the birthday party, in which 
scarcity and shame constrain people’s ability to attend. It is the obstacle to 
perpetuating the domestic chain of personal obligations via giving gifts. 
Mike questions whether he shuts down socially during and after the 
foreclosure. He talks about generally displaying “avoidance behaviour” – 
how he does not “expose myself to much.” He tells me that he often does not 
have the energy to be sociable, categorically refusing his sister’s invitation 
to go to a café or on a shopping trip. If the sister or, in other cases I have 
heard, a friend offers a cup of coffee, some interviewees feel guilty that they 
cannot reciprocate. Some people force themselves to attend the various 
gatherings and accede to their socially sanctioned manner but simply 
abstain from disclosing how they truly feel. 
All of the above speaks to a pronounced impression amongst many people 
with problem debt that they are being watched – being in public means 
being “exposed,” as is frequently remarked. This impression hinges on the 
problem debt, to which people are legally attached, is noticeable and notable 
in the eyes of others as if a physical trait. A ”stigma,” “stamp,” “blemish,” 
and “shameful stain” are some of the notions that Mike invokes. The “taboo” 
– as he also words this – of problem debt is somehow inscribed on the 
bodies of those inflicted by it, seemingly rendering the attempt to keep the 
taboo private troublesome.  
Hannah captures the corporeality of problem debt as something 
pathological or detestable, employing expressions such as “wound” and 
“disease”, the latter notion I have heard other citizens invoke. Illustratively, 
she narrates her initial impressions of problem debt as being “convinced 
that everyone could see it on me”. She starts becoming engrossed with her 
children’s appearance – “we were so poor that I simply had to prove it was 
okay” – making sure that they wore “nice clothes and nice shoes” to shield 
their secret of problem debt from bystanders’ eyes. Other persons echo this 
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sense of incorporation, talking about how strangers would be able to “see 
through me” – that is, see through the façade, as if the distinction 
introduced in the previous analysis between false appearance and core truth 
is inscribed on their bodies. What Hannah and her children “radiate” is 
something she is still absorbed by, wanting to “signal” that her two 
daughters are enjoying good childhoods.  
  
The impression that the outside world is one omniscient test extends and 
amplifies the threat of creditors and bailiffs into a sort of structural violence 
in which anyone – that is, the entirety of one’s social world – might be 
partaking. Many people evoke the image of a domestic world in shambles, 
presented as a tight-knit, maliciously gossipy village.160 It is a world where 
any community member – neighbours, pedestrians, fellow shoppers– keep 
their eyes wide open, always ready to cast their shaming gaze on the 
uninhibited person who soon becomes the talk of the town (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006, pp. 96f,176ff). 
 
Being “exposed” on the Luxury Trap 
People with problem debt often talk about the TV show the Luxury Trap.161 
The show depicts experts attempting to remedy the financial situation of 
participants with debt problems. It takes a peek into the habits of and 
choices made by the participants and displays these financial behaviours in 
front of all of Denmark. Thus, it is mentioned by some of my interviewees 
as the ultimate, most heavily loaded debt test of exposure. Effectively the 
show pushes into broad view and helps form a popular conception of the 
basic characteristics of the population of Danes whose debt has turned bad.  
Many people I talk to watch the show regularly. By following the 
participants as they live through conflicts and struggles mirroring their own, 

                                                   
160 This image of living with problem debt is an interesting contrast to my empirical 
material, seeing that I have conducted most of my field studies in and around the biggest 
cities in Denmark. This suggests that the relation between debt and sensations of shame, 
bodily inscription and isolation could be even more pronounced elsewhere in Denmark.  
161 The specific Luxury Trap-concept originated in Denmark and has since spread to the rest 
of Scandinavia (Hirdman, 2016, p. 284). The spread of this iteration speaks to a wider 
proliferation of kindred reality TV shows all voicing their fear of problem debt – a panic 
that previously had sexual unattractiveness as its primary target (Atwood in Graeber, 2014, 
p. 378).  
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the show can become a source of inspiration on how to manage one’s 
finances as well as a source of identification. For some, this makes them feel 
less alone. Unfortunately, though, as some of my interviewees point out, the 
Luxury Trap is a sinister source of identification. As media researcher Anja 
Hirdman argues, the show operates through various means of mediated 
shame,162 depicting the participants as “moral failures”, excessively 
consuming cigarettes, junk food and clothes at the expense of children, 
relatives and friends (2016, p. 285) Moreover, by reductively presenting 
financial hardship as stemming from personal failure, the show performs an 
‘othering’ gesture, meaning that problem debt only inflects an abnormal, 
morally flawed group of people fundamentally different from the viewer 
(Ibid., pp. 292ff).  
 
As noted in the introduction to this thesis, the show has been a persistent 
reference throughout my research. When introducing this project to friends, 
family, strangers and even fellow academics, the knee-jerk reaction, more 
often than not, was if the project was something along the lines of the 
Luxury Trap. Whether I was studying “those people,” meaning people that 
would be type cast for the TV show. Often, the question comes with a sharp 
distinction. On the one hand, there are people whose financial struggles 
derive from (petty) consumer loan(s) – the prototypical one being the small, 
unsecured, high-interest, short-term loan popularly called “quick loans.” 
And, on the other hand, you have people with mortgage loans whose 
financial struggles are set off by unforeseen events such as disease, family 
separation and unemployment.163;164 The distinction rests on a morally 

                                                   
162 Firstly, shame is ‘induced’ by showing the blatant disconnect between the hard financial 
facts and participants’ wanton and irresponsible attitude; secondly, shame is to be 
'internalised’ in a tearful confrontation with experts who disgustedly point out this 
dissonance; thirdly, shame is to be ‘accepted’ and ‘managed’ as the rest of the show turns 
into a self-restorative narrative for the participants (Hirdman, 2016, pp. 288ff). 
163 Interesting here, Pellandini-Simányi and Banai note that “while most [Hungarian] people 
reject the morally permissive attitude to debt…, the majority agrees with the statement that 
‘There is nothing wrong with taking out a loan, if one can pay it back’. The ability to pay back 
may thus mitigate the moral aversion to debt and may allow people to justify indebtedness 
even if they are generally against it” (2021, p. 801). 
164 Another TV show, “I hus til halsen” (“Up to one’s neck in a house”), represents this 
second figure. Beyond the drastic difference in the profiles of the TV channels presenting 
the two shows and the notable differences in tone and underscore, Up to one’s neck in a 
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charged division between “good” and “bad” debts – those that liberate and 
enrich and those that enslave and impoverish – and debtors – those who 
gain status and feel honour and those who are degraded and feel shame, 
respectively (Guérin, 2014, pp. 40f,48f). It suggests a demarcation that 
groups the landscape of people with problem debt into those whose debt 
problems are rooted in their financial behaviour, rendering their loans a 
symbol of their innate unscrupulous nature as if the “debt comes from the 
inside,” as one advisor puts it, and those stricken by a “social event,” 
toppling an otherwise sensible and sustainable financial equation. It hereby 
connects moral notions of “deservedness” contra “undeservedness” to ideas 
of internality and externality (Marron, 2012, p. 417). 
I propose that one can conceive the Luxury Trap as a ready-made schema 
that actors can employ to test and categorise people with problem debt, their 
actions and debt items in what I propose to call ‘a test of exposure’ or 
‘shame’. While the Luxury Trap is the most popularised and distilled version 
of such a shaming test, my material is saturated with assessments skipping 
the TV show reference. These include self-evaluation in which people seem 
to switch back and forth, often within a short time span, between self-
justification – typically in a similar othering fashion, proposing that the 
archetypical person with problem debt indeed is like the participants on the 
show and that they bear no semblance to these people whatsoever – and 
self-reproach, justifying in some instances social self-isolation.  
Mike, for example, says that he did not enter into debt in the “ordinary” or 
“typical” fashion, meaning that “I am not Mr Big Spender, who simply shops 
around and gambles or has a substance abuse or no work or spends more 
money than they make”. Instead, he tried to be “rational” but turned out 
“overambitious,” hoping to be able to study alongside working and running 
the house. Hannah, in relation to this, also conducts the test of exposure, 
maintaining that her debts are “honest” – that her debt issues are not “self-

                                                   
house largely focusses on the dwelling to be sold and the complete makeover of the house 
to raise its market value (and avoid amassing (further) debt) rather than on the individual 
in or potentially in debt. For this reason, the experts here do not delve into the consumption 
habits of the latter – and largely shove other possible non-performing loans than the 
mortgage to the side – nor do they impose any habitual “makeover” on the person. As the 
show centres on the processual repairs and redecoration of the dwelling, the show details 
the unremitting and deeply moving help obligingly offered by friends and relatives, 
saddened by the protagonist’s misfortunes. Compare this to the Luxury Trap, which focuses 
on relatives hurt and offended by the self-absorbed actions of the protagonist. 
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inflicted” by entering into “foolish debt,” meaning to her as others, 
consumer loans.  
 
With the incessant activations of tests of exposure in mind, I move on to the 
next stage of debt advice. Whilst the above self-tests present a person who 
is the passive object of degrading public stares, debt advisors, in contrast, 
test citizens as active agents of exposure in a therapeutic sense. Exposure 
therapy denotes the technique where a client is to progressively confront 
themselves with a source (objects, situations, activities) of anxiety within a 
controlled and safe environment for the client to overcome or reduce the 
reaction to rather than avoid (and worsen) the phobia (American 
Psychological Association, 2017).  
This seems to be the basic idea behind a plenitude of tests in which citizens 
are to dare transgress isolation by engaging with and involving others. Said 
differently they are to externalise problem debt, break the taboo and tell 
others openly that they are struggling with problem debt. They must then 
be open and candid about the severity of those struggles, consistently share 
how they truly feel and think about this or regularly ask for help or support 
in seeking qualified assistance. Relatives and friends are here requalified as 
a “safety net” that is to be activated. Unfortunately, many citizens speak to 
the lack or total absence of such a safety net. The criticalness of self-
exposure is exemplified on the homepage of one debt advice agency. Here 
one finds short videos of desolate young protagonists entering into 
heartrending, cathartic conversations about their true financial state and 
guides to relatives on how to uncork the uncomfortable conversation.  
 
Turning up at a debt advice agency is sometimes conceived as a test of 
exposure. In the main evaluation of the advice project, contacting an advice 
agency is described as a “transgressive” act due to the “tabooed” nature of 
the subject of debt (Rambøll, 2011, pp. 15,22). Hannah can certainly bear 
witness to this sentiment of going to debt advice as a taboo-breaking 
experience. She vividly remembers her first time at the advice agency and 
the frightened state she was in. Passing through the door, she looks both 
ways, thinking that she has now become “one of those people” – that it is a 
“condemnation” coming here. She feels “exposed” and is sensitive to her 
surroundings, finding the place “cool” and “unpleasant”. Mike, too, reflects 
on his first encounter with the debt advice agency, talking about how 
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different emotions are “boiling and bubbling within” and again speaking 
about the “heaviness” of opening up about problem debt to the advisors. 
Advisors quickly comment upon and commend citizens during the first 
meeting for their courage to seek debt advice. Advisors, as well as project 
managers, perceive the potential “embarrassment” and “loss of honour” of 
seeking advice as among the primary reasons for the low turn-up rate. I 
would guess that little over half of the appointments end in actual meetings, 
and many times over, I observe advisors waiting in vain for one of their 
citizens to arrive and eventually calling it an early day. Following this is 
advisors’ conviction that the population of people experiencing debt issues 
is much larger than the population of people seeking help from debt 
advisors. The fear of exposure allegedly pushes people to refrain from using 
the service, using it only sporadically or conjuring the conviction that there 
is no such a thing as free debt advice for people like themselves.  
 
Everyday financial “monitoring”  
Debt advisors move on from unearthing debt items to inquiries regarding 
sources of incomes and outgoings. On the basis of questions regarding living 
arrangements and incomes, advisors start with financial approximations, 
usually via calculators on their phones, and then draw up a more official and 
comprehensive budget on an Excel spreadsheet. The budget is intended to 
create an overview of citizens’ financial situation by adding earnings and 
subtracting expenses. Furthermore, the budget rests on calculations 
defining “fixed costs” (rent or mortgage, electricity, medication, union 
membership, transportation, contributions to children not living at home, 
etcetera) and a “reasonable” allowance. The budget then functions as a 
descriptive representation of the citizen’s financial situation and a 
normative prescription in that it defines the costs of how a modern life 
looks. This points to how institutions – here, debt advice agencies – both 
define reality and enforce those definitions (Boltanski, 2011c).  
Thinking with economic sociologist Viviana Zelizer, as much FO research 
does, one can conceptualise the budget as an official qualitative and 
quantitative sanctioning of how to ‘earmark’ monies, denoting how people 
assign distinct social and moral meanings to then in the domestic sphere. 
Such demarcations of funds are to make them subject to controls and 
constraints on how each money classification is to be allocated and used 
(Zelizer, 1997, p. 29). 
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Budgeting paves the way for, on the one hand, upholding a sort of poverty 
threshold by designating the minimal costs of living.165 A threshold that is 
consistently overstepped, seeing that many citizens, as debt advisors 
document, live well below the threshold due to low incomes or benefits, or 
to servicing debt items without legally having the ability to do so.166 But, on 
the other hand, the budget cements financial scarcity.  
Citizens might be advised how to comply with the budgetary restraints by 
cutting costs and living more frugally. Other citizens are told how to raise or 
“maximise” their living expenses, for instance, by learning to apply for 
public benefits or tax-free allowances (James & Kirwan, 2019, p. 4). In 
contrast, others, jobless or working part-time, might be encouraged to 
increase their workload.167  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                   
165 This legal right is reminiscent of the right to have a modest home and livelihood, 

unfolded in the sub-section ‘Distressing debtors’ assets’ (chapter 4.2), delineating the limit 
of assets that can be distressed. 
166 This relates to the notion that debt collection institutions seek to recover claims under 
the impression that the collectees’ ability to pay is highly strained, compelling the 
representatives to appeal to collectees’ willingness to pay in the hope of fostering instalment 
agreements and payments nevertheless.  
Another common example here is when financial and debt collection institutions recover 
money or threaten to do so without checking whether this complies with the legal 
constrains of the fixed costs and reasonable allowance, hereby overstepping the legal 
constraints of legitimised financial gains. At the bailiff’s court I also observe that some 
debtors enter into voluntary instalment agreements which plainly compromise their 
rightful living expenses.   
167 The object of increasing the workload initially motivates the public funding of debt 
advice projects as prior research conducted in Denmark points to how debt struggles 
negatively incentivises employment (Rambøll, 2011, p. 10). A debt advice initiative, 
targeting people on public income support, has since been established to specifically 
address this issue (KORA, 2016, p. 11). See the sub-section, ‘”Living hand to mouth’” 
(chapter 6.1), where I address how the bankruptcy court conceives the relation between 
labour and debt payment.   
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More than “displaying a coherent vision” of the financial situation (Halawa 
& Olcoń-Kubicka, 2018, p. 515), the advisors introduce a plurality of 
techniques employed to render money visibly scarce and thus, removing the 
abovementioned uncertainty regarding the experienced evaporation of their 
balance. A good example is that citizens are urged to create a separate bank 
account for grocery items. They are told to set up a budget account 
transferring the monthly amount that one is to live for, devise automatic 
transfers on recurrent bills and expenses, cut credit cards, switch to a debit 
card without an overdraft facility and, of course, check the daily fluctuations 
on their bank accounts. Adding to this are actions rendering money 
materially scarce, such as withdrawing cash and placing them in envelopes 
for distinct uses or designating the amount to be spent weekly.168 Mike thus 
refrains from hire purchases, leases and other types of credits, making sure 
before any potential purchase that he can acquire the good for cash. 

                                                   
168 Such tests counter the progressive digitalisation of money. Recent research shows how 
the digital advancements have led to a blurring of the distinction between “having money” 
and “owing money” with particularly devastative effects on disadvantaged young Danes 
(Hohnen, 2020; Hohnen, Gram & Böcker Jakobsen, 2020).  
The effects of increasing digitalisation of money must be viewed in light of the Covid19 
pandemic, in which people, unable or unwilling to shop in person and risk contagion, 
increasingly resorted to online shopping. The relation between the unprecedented growth 
in online shopping and the rate of personal experiences of debt struggles is unknown.  
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The above supports previous research in a Danish and Swedish context that 
links limited access to cash and credit to citizens being compelled to use 
fixed and predetermined earmarking practices (Hohnen, 2007). 
Earmarking is not only amplified but moreover rendered delicate by the fact 
that the content on which reasonable allowance is to be allocated is left 
undefined. The allowance is supposed to cover food, clothing, telephone and 
internet subscriptions, insurance, and recreational activities, among others. 
It hereby opens a normative “space for calculation” for the citizens and a 
space for disquietude (Boltanski, 2011d, p. 109). People with problem debt 
seem here to apply the language of “necessity” and “unnecessity” as a way 
to navigate between qualified and disqualified goods to spend money on – 
are they truly basics, needs or, as one advisor says, purely “fun and games”? 
Such questions are often invoked during or after the shopping trip, charged 
with a sense of clear or guilty conscious, respectively (Hohnen, 2007, pp. 
762f).  
The difficulty of identifying a necessity or unnecessity rests on being 
confronted with the haziness of what truly adheres to the classifications of 
pure “consumption” or “luxury” – categories of goods discredited by citizens 
and debt advisors alike. “Luxury” is here instructive because it explicitly 
signals the shift from the sense of being the object of a Luxury Trap-like 
exposure to being the subject of exposing one’s everyday financial “habits.” 
It means abstaining from consuming goods that, subjected to a test of 
exposure, could classify the citizen as one deservedly struggling with debt. 
It presupposes a modification in perception related to the age-old conflict 
between a market world of free-flowing acquisitive temptations and an 
industrial world. The latter critically inspects “degraded expression[s] of 
consumer desires that are not directed toward useful goods” – articles that 
“do not satisfy real needs” – as Veblen made clear in his work on 
‘conspicuous consumption’ (Veblen in Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 
59f,60,271).  
 
Adding to the tools rendering money visibly scarce are techniques of 
shopping lists, price tags, and dumpster diving supposed to curtail or 
circumvent calculations regarding which goods to buy and which to steer 
clear off. Some people prepare food based on the price-reduced items rather 
than spontaneous desires or bring packed lunches for trips rather than buy 
food in the area. The freezer is also used as a literal space of calculation that 
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renders it possible to store multiple cheap food items, ration and render 
perceptible missing ingredients for satisfying meals. All these tools and 
techniques form part of the everyday financial “monitoring.” This notion is 
employed by a few of my interlocutors and resonates with the active citizen-
subject carefully poring over or “exposing” their purchases.   
 
Hannah, like many other citizens I have conversed with, opens up about an 
existence in which she is “constantly careful,” “very attentive” to her 
finances or has to “really tread a fine balance” (“holde tungen lige i munden” 
in Danish, meaning “holding one’s tongue straight in the mouth”). This 
amounts to a sometimes “dull” existence leaving little room for 
“impulsivity”. The slow and elaborate advisor efforts of drawing up and 
reviewing budgets, sometimes taking two sessions or more, mirror and are 
amplified in the tireless efforts of financial management. Another person 
tells me that “I have to monitor every situation,” necessitating an ever-alert 
or, as Dawney, Kirwan and Walker word it, “hypervigilant” citizens (2020, 
pp. 194f). 
 
Brief interlude: problem debt and care interweaved 
The introduction of budgetary tools has two critical implications: first of all, 
in the present stage of debt advice, problem debt is no more to be ‘translated’ 
to fit life (Kirwan, 2016), as in the updates of the outstanding debt items 
detailed above. This sentiment was clearly conveyed to Mike, who is told by 
his advisors that his life should be represented in the tax assessment. Now, 
the direction of translation is reversed: the citizens are now to make their 
lives fall into line with their financial situation as defined by the budgetary 
tools and its categories. But citizens are not just to “monitor” and make 
small dents in their “habits,” as advisors state, but to undergo more “radical 
changes” – “change the way you live.” 
The second critical implication is that those translations or the 
requalification of life potentially connect citizens to a wider social context: 
the household. This is indicated by how the fixed costs and reasonable 
allowance depend upon the configuration of the (financial) household the 
citizen is part of. Whether the citizen cohabits with children or a partner 
impacts their financial means and, by extension, fashions the potential 
financial surplus that can be utilized to service debt items. 
The budgetary calculations subjectify citizens as persons with a plurality of 
obligations external to those adhering to the debtor-subject. Advisors, for 
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example, acknowledge when other issues in life intervene and eclipse that 
of problem debt and when debt advice, as a result, is momentarily put on 
hold. This is also underscored by how citizens, in some instances, are 
encouraged to bring partners to future sessions. They are also generally 
encouraged to “involve” them in what they discuss during the sessions and 
the proposed life changes.  
 
Research on budgetary tools – including research on budgetary tools 
specifically introduced by debt advisors – echoes the above sentiments in 
showing how the introduction of budgets prefigures a life of self-monitored 
discipline. In such a life citizens’ expenditures must be faithfully curtailed 
by their incomes (James & Kirwan, 2020; Kirwan, Dawney & Walker, 2019). 
But drawing up budgets displays that the citizen is not only defined by their 
liabilities but also illuminates the mutual obligations of the citizen and those 
people dependent upon the multi-faceted support and care of citizens 
(James & Kirwan, 2020). Advisors devising budgets and reworking saving 
and spending habits may then exemplify “thrifty husbandry” and, beyond 
this, come to play a key as well as a complex role in the actual “formalising 
[of] the household” of citizens (Halawa & Olcoń-Kubicka, 2018; James & 
Kirwan, 2020, p. 674; Kirwan, Dawney & Walker, 2019, p. 126).  
Taking the cue from such research resonating with my empirical studies, I 
now demonstrate how debt advisors test and, in some cases, “actively 
intervene in the representation, constitution, shaping, and performing of … 
households” or in the requalifications of the ‘oikonomia’ understood as “the 
wise and legitimate government of the house [(‘oikos’)] for the common 
good of the whole family” of citizens (Halawa & Olcoń-Kubicka, 2018, p. 515; 
Rousseau in Ossandón, Deville, Lazarus, & Luzzi, 2021, p. 3).  This sub-
section creates space for a more expansive description of Mike and 
Hannah’s respective attempts at reorganising their lives around budgetary 
constraints. Doing so, the sub-section also finds inspiration in close 
ethnographic portrayals of interweaving personal indebtedness and 
relationships imbued with obligation, love, intimacy and care (Dawney, 
Kirwan & Walker, 2020; Han, 2012).  
 
“Change the way you live”    
Frequently, citizens refer to their children and partners as the main 
“motivation” behind seeking debt advice. They would not necessarily have 
sought advice if no other person was dependent upon them. Mike echoes 
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this, noting how his partner and the prospect of them establishing a life and 
family together drove him to debt advice. He is afraid that the problem debt 
will “affect her”, Mike says.  
Mike recounts a recent episode in which he and his partner go to the bank 
hoping to obtain a loan for a shared house. His partner dreams of owning a 
house and has previously tried to get a loan on her own, but the bank rejects 
her application. She hopes that her luck will change if they apply jointly, but 
their request is declined on the grounds of Mike’s financial state, including 
the fact that the bank advisor finds him recorded in a debtor registry. As she 
becomes aware of Mike’s problem debt, she frequently raises the, for him, 
“taboo subject.” This compels him to open up about his financial situation 
and the progress he is making, if any, in this regard. Mike embroiders the 
truth, downplaying the actual figures. The conversations spiral into 
recurrent arguments, and Mike starts to sense that she easily becomes 
annoyed with him whenever they discuss their future. 
  
During the debt advice sessions, Mike and his partner’s living arrangement 
and relationship are discussed more broadly. At first, Mike proposes that 
they rent his mother’s house, but the advisors find the rent exorbitant and 
therefore not financially tenable. They encourage or rather pressure him to 
move in with her more officially and pay rent and share expenses to 
demonstrate that he is leading a more “simple” and planned financial life. 
Mike says that his partner expresses “resistance” to this as long as he has 
not gotten control of his finances, feeding into her reservations to further 
“establish” their relationship. The advisors seem to tap into her doubts, 
connecting his financial management to his devotion to his partner. They 
seem to think that he needs to show that he “prioritises” this, meaning both 
his finances and his relationship.  
One advisor says that he ought to “do yourself a favour and compose a 
budget”– underscoring the severity of this with a stern look, shifting their 
gaze between Mike and me – activating the other advisor to start filling in a 
digital budget template with Mike’s figures. This way, Mike and his partner 
“share the responsibility in getting the finances under control”, one advisor 
says.  Mike is questioned whether he “pampers” or “spoils” her. He admits 
to this and they suggest that he find “other ways” of spoiling her besides 
financially. Mike often pays despite her sound financial situation and says 
that lately, he has had trouble holding onto money. One advisor says that 
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Mike has some “habits” that he needs to “reshape” – something that will 
eventually become an “upheaval” for him and his life. 
 
As briefly noted, this is not the first time Mike’s financial troubles intersect 
with his intimate relationships. He recounts how serious relationships have 
been tested and torn apart after his financial situation has become known. 
He believes that each of his former partners must have thought about this 
as a backstop for the relationship, inspiring a lack of trust in him and 
forewarning other character defects. From a Douglas perspective, one can 
perceive this as the transmittance of harm to persons that come into contact 
with the debt taboo (2002[1966]).  Mike now fears for his current 
relationship, echoing accounts of other citizens, including Hannah. Hannah 
finds herself “inhibited” when it comes to finding a partner. She views 
herself as “less attractive” because of her financial state, the limitations it 
places on fashioning a mutual life, and the mental weight often carried 
around by persons with problem debt.  
Research on budgetary tools delineate how budgetary constraints can 
imprint on and sometimes strain intimate relationships (Kirwan, Dawney & 
Walker, 2019, pp. 128ff). In light of their observations of heterosexual 
couples engaging with budgetary tools, Halawa & Olcoń-Kubicka propose 
that households ought to be treated as a verb. According to them, this 
signals a “dynamically unfolding and contingent process of material and 
discursive interactive practises and moral struggles, rather than a stable and 
pre-existing ‘container’ for people and things” (2019, p. 515). In a similar 
vein, Han stresses that ‘care’ – a “diffuse” notion lacking clear 
determinations – is a “problem within intimate life” rather than something 
“given” and, crucially here, that “limits” to care experienced might be 
“layered with institutions”  (2012, p. 26).  
Mike’s attempt to maintain his status as breadwinner despite his partner’s 
financial means speaks to research showing how budgetary practices, 
similar to other ‘operations’ through which households govern finances 
(Ossandón, Deville, Lazarus, & Luzzi, 2021, p. 18), are marked by deeply 
gendered household roles. For example, male surveillance of their partner’s 
spending and saving patterns (Halawa & Olcoń-Kubicka, 2018, pp. 
516,518f,525; Zelizer in Kirwan, Dawney & Walker, 2019, pp. 129f).169  

                                                   
169 Gendered divisions and inequalities in relation to personal indebtedness have been 
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In experiences and practices of debt management, gendered patterns 
become impossible to ignore, such as the access to and importance given to 
social networks, whether problem debt is tied to notions of family 
responsibility and repair work or ideas of independence. While such and 
other gendered notions and asymmetries doubtlessly pervade my empirical 
data, my focus in this analysis – just as it is in the other analytical parts – is 
on unearthing the tests that the population of people with problem debt as 
such are subjected to and the qualities of their test experiences. Thus, I do 
not delve into how gendered, ethnicised, racialised notions or other 
categorisations intersect and help shape debt advice tests,170 nor how such 
dimensions unquestionably mediate experiences of the advice tests.  
 
From Hannah’s attempts at refurbishing her life, beyond that of her psyche, 
the refractions of gendered divisions and inequalities can also be read. 
Whereas Mike is instructed to “start a new life,” to “change the way you live” 
– one that requires “self-policing,” impressing upon him, as the advisors do, 
telling him that there “are no easy ways” – Hannah has totally rebuilt her 
finances. She has switched banks, established new accounts, created a 
budget, etcetera. She has recaulked her life based on sustained “effort” and 
strict “control” principles. To Hannah, it is as if she is living a second or “new 
life” right now.  
 
There is a certain ambiguity to this and the requalifications of life mediated 
by budgetary tools in general. Hannah remarks how she is confronted non-
stop with the notion of “accept[ing] that you are pretty poor,” while 
emphasising that she is protected by rights to uphold the minimal costs of 
living as informed by the debt advisors. The budget facilitates a situation in 
                                                   
explored in recent scholarly work (Saiag, 2020, pp. 16f). For instance, Montgomerie and 
Tepe-Belfrage show, in a United Kingdom context, how thrift is connected to good 
mothering, and how unpaid care labour unequally is placed on the shoulders of women in 
families struggling with debt (2017, p. 662). Harker, Sayyad and Shebeitah write in a 
Palestinian context and point to gendered divisions in who becomes indebted (usually 
males so as to afford a home), who manages debt (usually women, who do so by limiting 
their spending) and who commits the silenced emotional labour of living with debt (usually 
women, who are also tasked with managing their husbands’ stress and frustrations) (2019).  
170 See Callegari, Liedgren & Kullberg (2020) on how gendered ideas – despite debt 
advisors’ claims – shape the counselling or “help-giving technologies” they offer men and 
women clients respectively in a Swedish context.  
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which she can sustain or is “permitted” a “life next to” problem debt shared 
with her children, meaning a “life” beyond sheer survival. By browsing after 
price reductions at discount stores and looking up various grants, she is still 
“allowed” to have their friends over for dinner, to pay for their 
extracurricular activities and the necessary gear, throw their birthday 
parties and confirmations and generally to provide a good and socially 
minded childhood for them – just as she was before the divorce. Hannah 
does not believe that her children feel as if they are poverty-stricken.  
Being watchful feeds into the notion that problem debt is a fixed condition 
that requires ceaseless everyday tests conducted with one’s eyes faintly open 
to the costs that those calculations carry. Hannah, like other citizens, is able 
to go through a list of things that she sacrifices in her everyday life. This 
includes things that immediately seem like “necessities,” such as getting the 
car serviced, going to the dentist or hairdresser, getting new clothes and 
shoes and occasionally eating sufficiently. All the time, she has sensations 
of “lacking,” but these self-sacrifices are weighed against the expenditure on 
or the “responsibility for” her children. Hannah says that she inculcates her 
money with “love.” This “love money” is spent on gifts to and experiences of 
her children, supporting the “value” of their happiness and her joy as a 
witness to their happiness.  
This resonates with other citizens, who state that they would “live on 
nothing” if not for how this could affect the well-being of their children. 
Here one may speak of gendered ‘artificial poverty’ primarily afflicting 
mothers and ‘artificial affluence’ experienced by children within financially 
strapped heteronormative families (Kochuyt in Hohnen, 2007, p. 761). For 
some citizens, children figure as the main persons to protect against 
suffering related to problem debt and often critically evaluate and compare 
their efforts, informing their own idea of their relative standing as parents. 
Invoked here is bland and uniform food – like spaghetti, porridge and rye 
bread sandwiches – and the inability to do something extra for their 
children, such as taking them to an amusement park or travelling abroad 
during school holidays.  
 
For Hannah, the budgetary limitations coupled with her mentalising 
techniques spark a newfound awareness and “appreciation” of the “small 
things in life” – a phrase similarly used by other interviewees. Particularly, 
she enjoys the activities that she shares with her children, like playing a 
game of Ludo, going for a swim or going on camping trips. This is a shift in 
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perspective where Hannah persuades herself that she truly is a “lucky” 
person, “rich in other ways” beyond that of financial wealth, referring to her 
close personal relationships. The translations of her life are furthermore 
inscribed in an imperative to modify herself – of “seriously” having to 
“redefine myself in many ways” – which for Hannah entails “convincing” 
herself and her friends that although she might be a “poor bugger I can still 
be a good person.”  
Hannah compares herself to friends with houses, even one who is a 
multimillionaire, but stresses that as long as she has something to “give,” to 
“contribute with,” then she can be part of the group despite not having any 

money. Hannah says she gives by being a person who cares, comforts, is 

honest and broad-minded. This is a Hannah, who draws on her life 
experiences to listen attentively to support and comfort her friends in times 
of crisis. It is someone intimately engrossed with managing her comments 
and body language, trying to avert her financial state from turning her sulky 
and aggressive.  
  
“Balancing” life and debt 
To round off this section, I reflect on how Hannah and Mike’s respective 
impressions of reorganising tie up to “redefinitions” of their social and 
moral subjectivities. That is, how the budgetary devices, among others, 
become a technology adopted to work upon selves (Foucault in Halawa & 
Olcoń-Kubicka, 2018, p. 519). The reflection draws on the concept of 
‘juggling’ introduced by anthropologist Isabelle Guérin. Guérin 
demonstrates how the use of credit and debt is incorporated into already 
existing social ties and obligations (in the article, focusing on poor rural 
Indian women, this includes caste, kinship and gender) that can both be 
lived as support and oppression (2014). For this reason, the engagement is 
not strictly defined on financial value, that is, price and material gain, but 
engaged based on logics and calculations in plural or ‘qualculations’ 
(Cochoy in Deville, 2012, p. 16). These are founded upon financial, social 
and moral values, attuned, as Hannah and Mike are, to preserving and 
improving their social and personal status. “Good” debts then might not 
only allow for financial enrichments but are also “marker[s] of identity” 
(Guérin, 2014, p. 49). This plurality of values accounts for constant tension-
filled negotiations, highlighted by the notion of ‘juggling,’ which animates 
the toil of seeking to align and amplify these forms of worth via credit and 
debt (Ibid.). 
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For Hannah, what stands out is her value as a “good mother” and “close 
friend.” Hannah largely conveys an identity of integrity: one whose actions 
comply with her values of caring and contributing. Although, there is still a 
slight ambiguity to this. With romantic partnership, Hannah somewhat 
struggles to dissociate from a conception of the problem debt figuring as a 
statement on her relative “worth” rather than buying into the saying – 
alternating between mantra and “delusion”, she notes – that the debt is 
purely floating “numbers,” severed from her true identity.  
Mike shares this sentiment – allegedly expressed by his partner – that his 
problem debt is his “huge minus” (though he reasons that he must have “all 
other sorts of plusses,” seeing how she stays together with him). Rather than 
integrity, Mike presents his life more as a schism and details the 
exasperation deriving from this gulf between, on the one hand, his attempts 
at controlling his finances and his attempts at gift-giving and, on the other, 
how others respond to these attempts. His financial ineptitude overshadows 
the positive aspects of his life, mentioning how he fails to appreciate his 
family and the care they provide for him. He feels like the “black sheep” 
amongst the bunch.171 Mike’s failure to live up to the tests of the debt 
advisors, his partner as well as his mother – often prying into his financial 
state, which likewise triggers outbursts and arguments with her – hereby 
provide an entry point into a life saturated and defined, as he does, by an 
absence of “victories.” His impression of having “poor social status,” as 
expressed in their alleged sentiments towards him, feeds into his lack of 
confidence in himself and his tendency to “look down on” himself.  
This can be viewed as the trying appeasement of incommensurable 
principles of worth: the domestic world composed of personalised relations 
of duty, care and trust and the industrial world inhabited by tools that are 
                                                   
171 Because of his tax arrears Mike cannot obtain Danish citizenship and, by extension, a 
proper passport, rendering it financially risky to travel outside Europe. For this reason he 
has been unable to travel with his family, among others, to visit the Middle Eastern country 
that his family hail from and that he spend his childhood in.  
Mike’s actual name is Middle Eastern. As noted in the method chapter, particularly the 
section, ‘Anonymity’ (chapter 3.4), I have let my interviewees choose their own 
pseudonyms. This particular name may rightfully be accused of whitening, potentially 
blurring Mike’s ethnicised problems of debt. I have decided to keep the pseudonym, 
referring to a comedian who is prone to take things lightly. The comedian’s catchphrase 
being “it’s good enough” speaks to Mike and his endeavour to try to stay positive despite it 
all. 
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to be put to work and resources that are to be allocated and controlled, 
always interweaved by the market world of goods and money. Mike remarks 
here how he wants to come up with “constellations” allowing for “satisfying” 
his partner and keeping a strict budget, with this seeking to overcome the 
schism above.  
 
The juggling metaphor resonates with the constant balancing act that 
citizens are to perform as active monitors. It speaks to the mental and bodily 
“balance,” as Hannah phrases it and as explored previously, and that of 
citizens’ budgetary balance so they do not go further into arrears or veer into 
taking on more debt via lending. Furthermore, it speaks to the balance that 
must be kept between debt responsibilities and obligations of care – a sort 
of “debt-life balance”172 – also affecting the moral balance of the “give and 
take” between parties in close relationships (Halawa & Olcoń-Kubicka, 
2018, p. 519; James & Kirwan, 2020, p. 674).  
Thinking about these varied tests of balancing with FPS, I find the concept 
of ‘investment’ illuminating. Boltanski and Thévenot hypothesise an 
‘investment formula’ in which the attainment of common ‘goods’ or 
‘happiness’ deriving from reaching a greater or more worthy state is 
“balanced” (or justified) by the ‘costs’ or ‘sacrifices’ necessary for reaching 
that status (2006, p. 142). Boltanski & Thévenot frame this as an ‘economy 
of worth.’ The “oikonomia” or the good administration of the household 
then entails an “economy” of a multitude of costs and goods, sacrifices and 
happiness or, as conceptualised prior to this, constraints and worthiness 
(2006, pp. 74ff).173  
Hannah relatively successfully engages the debt advice mediated economy 
of worth. She, on the one hand, succeeds in, living a financially monitored 
and frugal life and, on the other, receives the gifts of being able to sustain, 
notice and enjoy the “small” and inexpensive things in life shared with those 
she deeply cares about and want to help and protect. Put differently, 

                                                   
172 I take inspiration from Han’s ‘Life in Debt’ (2012) as well as James’ article, ‘Life and 
debt’ (2021) – herself inspired by and paraphrasing the efforts of Han. My own version is 
moreover inspired by the term “work-life balance”, popularly designating the difficult 
balance between resources allocated to one’s career at the workplace and to one’s personal 
life at home. 
173 In this way the notion of ‘goods,’ ‘costs,’ ‘constraints,’ and ‘economy’ all work in a strictly 
financial sense – as consumer desire curbed by scarce financial resources – and in a 
broader, moral sense of legitimacy (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, p. 368). 
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Hannah successfully requalifies or reorganises her life around debt-induced 
poverty. Mike, in contrast, discerns his partner’s and his own relative 
financial “control” and state and believes that this causes an “imbalance in 
the relationship,” as he puts it – a hierarchical ordering of their respective 
states of worth as partners. Until he can render the relationship “equal” (like 
for others, a key motivation for seeking debt advice) – or until he commits 
to the sacrifices of monitoring and redefining his financial life – she is 
presumably hesitant in forming a household with him. It makes him ponder 
what her life would bring if she was with someone else.  
Hannah similarly speaks about an “imbalance” in relation to her partner. It 
often feels one-sided when her partner shops for the both of them and “gives 
and gives and gives,” and she cannot do the same. From time to time, this, 
coupled with her mental fatigue, still waning on her, makes her prefer 
staying “independent.” 
    
We also see the language of sacrifices and happiness employed to denote 
citizens attempting to obtain goods without paying the full costs. These are 
people who consume “unnecessary” and “luxurious” goods, people who 
“pamper” and “spoil,” get hooked on “fun and games,” or people who “live 
beyond their means,” as one advisor says. It may also be citizens whose “life 
styles” are identified by not being planned but instead lived in a random or 
fluctuating manner so that resources and efforts are misallocated, whether 
in relation to bills or kin. These are all individuals enjoying a type of “self-
centered pleasure”, as Boltanski and Thévenot conceive this – distracted by 
a “particular” rather than common happiness, the former enjoyed by the 
deficient citizen-subjects (2006, pp. 76,76ff).  
 

FIXING CITIZENS IN/TO THE BUDGETARY FORM  
“Negotiating voluntary agreements” 
From the get-go, debt advisors stress that budgeting forms the precondition 
for devising “plans” for payment and, ultimately, for getting out of debt. This 
association is implicit in the very definition of the budget as a calculation of 
an ability to pay. It is in the backdrop of this plan that we are to understand 
the imperative that citizens must “redefine” their ways of life: if they cannot 
keep to the budgetary template, then they are unable to free up financial 
resources needed for plans to be hatched out. This also means they cannot 
stick to a payment plan if such was drawn up.  
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Advisors sometimes commence this process by testing citizens on their 
ability to save money over time.174 The externalisation of problem debt – 
refashioning and fixing one’s everyday engagements with problem debt in 
association with household members – is in this regard already linked up to 
the association with creditors. This is because the budgetary form allows for 
the “organisation of the household’s financial situation” and, as shown now, 
the “communication with and representation to creditors” (Kirwan, 2017, p. 
152). 
 
There are multiple principles on which payment plans rest. These are legal: 
citizens are first and foremost to privilege housing debts175 (“the most 
important thing is the rent … you need some sort of a base”), and secondly, 
public debts as the potential consequences of defaulting are harsher 
compared to defaulting on consumer debts (Kirwan, 2019a). Then there are 
financial: citizens are to eradicate smaller debts that are usually “more 
expensive.” Added to this are the presumed mental effects of having fewer 
debt items, which is an argument for getting a relatively low-interest loan 
from a bank to wipe out the others.  
Debt advisors act the part of mediators, “negotiating” agreements between 
citizens and creditors, as James notes, acting as a “’honest broker’” (2022, 
p. 64). These “voluntary agreements” offer various ways of reducing the 
value of debt, and are as such more favourable to citizens. These ways 
include decreasing the outstanding amount, lessening or fully eliminating 
interests, merging various debts and redeeming them via a lump sum 
payment covering a percentage of them. These deals are less financially 
advantageous for creditors, and the task is to identify the “pain tolerance” 
of creditors and persuade them, invoking letters and budgets authorised and 
often written by advisors.  
 

                                                   
174 If there is no payment ability, citizens are instructed to immediately discontinue 
payments if they have not done so already and to maintain a basic standard of life on or 
below the calculated minimum. I return to this group of people with problem debt in the 
next analytical part (chapter 6.3). 
175 In the initial comments on the formation and evaluation of the semi-public debt advice 
project, references are made to a report (Christensen & Nielsen, 2008) linking eviction to 
a combination of low income and high debt-levels (Rambøll, 2011, p. 10).  
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The notions of “negotiation” and voluntariness infer an idea of symmetricity 
between citizen and creditor underscored by the latter's portrayal as, at least 
in theory, cooperative. The like-minded citizen is encouraged by advisors – 
one who enters into a “dialogue” with the sober, sincere and agreeable 
creditor. That is, a citizen displaying “willingness” and who refrains from 
“deceiving” by misrepresenting their financial state.176 In reality, though, as 
we saw in the first analytical part, the association between citizen and 
creditor is asymmetric since creditors ultimately define and can draw on 
legal resources to enforce and sanction the value of claims. This is why many 
citizens witness creditors declining proposals or showing unwillingness to 
partake in negotiations and why advisors sometimes preside over the 
negotiations, seeing that they have “negotiation strength” that citizens 
might not.  
The flawed articulation of symmetry fuels tension in debt advice encounters 
which connect to the basic principle that debt advisors are merely here to 
advise. Ultimately it is the citizen who decides whether to attend advice at 
all, what information to disclose, the objective(s) and the actions taken 
(Kirwan, 2016, pp. 469f). Meanwhile, the advisors nevertheless have certain 
in-built and, I later argue, non-reflexive notions of what citizens ought to 
do. This tension can be read off from how advisors are to advise citizens in 
accordance to what the latter state as “important.” For example, there is 
tension when one citizen prefers to keep investing in children’s savings 
accounts and to spend money on a hobby rather than paying an 
unemployment insurance fund. Preferences like this can limit the ability to 
pay.  
Such a situation prompts advisors to simultaneously respect and challenge 
the financial choices and propose cheaper alternatives without overly 
“pressing” them. The transition from citizen-advisor towards citizen(-
advisor-)creditor thus accompanies an alteration in the language used: 
“importance” and “wishes” morph into “ought” and “showing willingness,” 
as reflected in one of the advisor manuals: “the will is the creditworthiness 
that is to carry the case” (my translation). 
 
Generally, I observed how advisors tend to render problem debt an 
emotionally heavier issue compared to what citizens usually experience it to 

                                                   
176 See the first analytical part on the tensions regarding debtors’ true ability to pay 
bolstering the importance of debtors’ performance of willingness to pay. 
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be. Mike and others talk about how advice – as well as our interviews – drain 
them of energy. Furthermore, going to debt advice seems to render problem 
debt a more encompassing issue, presenting problem debt as a limen 
connecting the dots between dispersed issues. During one of our interviews, 
Mike relates problem debt to his childlessness and his physical condition, 
having put on weight due to withdrawing socially and staying indoors. In 
line with this, other citizens talk about how problem debt – or the financial 
freedom it limits – might have diminished their charisma and sexual 
magnetism. While associations are often substantiated, it seems that the 
dots are not necessarily qualified by the person before the intervention.  
 
Imminent sanctions and the “squeezing” of citizens’ lives 
B&T’s above notion of ‘investment’ refers to how people give themselves up 
to certain ‘forms’ of engagement – such as budgetary templates – and how 
this necessarily entails a trade-off as in renouncing other forms of 
engagement, such as keeping one’s intimate relationship at status quo. 
‘Investing in forms’ entails that one qualifies and generalises – or “fix[es]” 
(Kirwan, 2016, pp. 469f) – one’s engagements in a recognisable and 
predictable fashion so that actions in one situation are aligned with actions 
in the next and so forth. This being an attempt to ease the uncertainties 
always haunting social coordination, illustrated by the example of citizens 
instructed to employ the material supports and formats that are the 
financial-legal-therapeutic tools (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp.7f,389n3; 
Hansen, 2016, pp. 16f). Via the processual naturalisation and 
internalisation of these tools, citizens’ actions are sought to remain 
endurably consistent and acceptable. As Kirwan et al. state: “Fixing a budget 
is … about fixing the client to a stable plan” (Kirwan, Dawney & Walker, 
2019, p. 128).  
 
Debt advisors implicitly and explicitly reinforce the importance and urgency 
of confronting, accepting and ultimately paying off problem debts. Advisors 
do this, among others, by utilising the budgetary calculations as an 
investment form that is imperative for citizens to redefine and fixate their 
actions. Advisors cement the criticalness and pressing matter of not only 
requalifying one’s life per budgetary constraints but furthermore engaging 
in debt payments by the fact that other institutions governing problem debt 
can make similar calculations as the advisors and – in contrast with the debt 
advisors – actually enforce the budgetary form.  
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A similar point is advanced in a piece by Davey. Davey brings to light how 
debt advisors compel citizen’s to relate and respond to outstanding debt 
items by routinely, and not necessarily consciously, impressing upon 
citizens the legal implications of refusing to comply with bureaucratic 
forms, particularly the official budgetary template, similarly utilised in the 
UK to device instalment agreements (2020, pp. 223,225ff).    
 
The threat of sanctions is often theoretical since bailiffs nor private creditors 
have the information ready to make such calculations, while public 
authorities (via the Danish Debt Collection Agency), able to garnish 
earnings,177 might not be aware of this in the particular case or go through 
with initial warnings. Nevertheless, I have witnessed how these uncertain 
threats are summoned as genuine risks and looming at that: as soon as the 
IT system for enforcing public debts is up and running again, the threat will 
materialise.178 Debt adjustment entails a similar calculation, and citizens 
whose cases seem applicable to getting an adjustment, are informed about 
the procedure in which the eventual redemption of debt is offset by fixing 
one’s life for a period to the budgetary restraints.  
These means or forms of keeping one’s debt-life “balance” going is not only 
rendered an inevitability, but citizen’s balances are moreover put under 
further pressure. This happens as the weight of the debt obligations, 
theoretically sustained by the sanctioning powers of other institutions, 
grows heavier. This constrains the citizens’ room for manoeuvring. This can 
be read from how debt advisors tend to present instalment agreements as 
an ultimatum: either comply with the budgetary form that will be enforced 
or enter into a less austere, voluntary arrangement.  
 
As we see in this section, as in the one above, the benefits potentially gained 
from investing in budgetary forms are experienced by citizens as 
counterweighed – and sometimes outweighed – by their heavy expenses. In 
some cases, pushback or counter-tests are triggered, deriving from the fear 

                                                   
177 See here the sub-section, ‘The ideal vs actual enforcement system’ (chapter 4.2). 
178 Recovery of public debt was temporarily put on hold due to, among others, a faulty IT 
system. Public debt recovery has since been re-established and intensified with the 
introduction of a new system. 
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of a sense of balance tipping.179 Here both Hannah and Mike’s cases are 
illustrative. 
 
Hannah and the advisors spend sessions taking steps toward debt 
adjustment. They find that Hannah should satisfy the criteria and start 
filling in the basic financial information in the application form. They work 
out her payment ability, finding about 9.000 kroner disposable. One advisor 
notes that the bailiffs would arrive at a similar figure if she was taken to 
court. The amount will increase substantially when her children turn 18 and 
no longer figure in the calculations as cohabiting children. Hannah is 
puzzled, and underscores the impossibility of excavating the financial 
resources needed seeing that “at the end of the month, I do not have any 
money left.”  “I cannot at all imagine sparing” all that money, noting to me 
that her bank advisor says so as well. She does have the money to spare on 
paper – going over the figures on the printout after one of our interviews – 
but not “in reality,” it does not “add up.” The advisors suggest 
“investigating” her spending patterns, to “look over your finances” so as to 
“squeeze” them into the budgetary form.  
While being debt-free would be “the greatest thing in the world,” Hannah 
says, she fears that the life she has built for her children and herself would 
be in peril. She fears that the advisors would earmark, among others, 
intermittent trips to the harbour where they buy ice cream as expenses to 
cut. She is at a loss about when it might be the most opportune time in their 
lives to take the plunge or, if at all, her “mother gene” suspending the 
“rationality” or “common sense” of going through the arduous procedure. 
In her mind, her past foolishness ought not to affect their childhood 
negatively. Instead, she feels “crooked,” truly saddened and embarrassed, 
calling herself a “coward” and “chicken” in front of the advisors.  
Like other citizens, Hannah is frightened by letters threatening to distress 
her earnings and repeatedly feels compelled to reopen her case at the debt 
advice agency. The advisory sentiment is that since she will be “ripped” 
anyway, she might as well go through with the debt adjustment procedure 
where identical budgetary constraints, theorised by the advisors, are tied to 

                                                   
179 This is not at all to paint over the many instances I observe were citizens readily 
naturalise these theoretical chains of events and conformingly submit to redefinitions. My 
aim here is to highlight the tensions of moral ideas coming into view when engagements 
are experienced in registers of doubt and critique. 
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the prospect of moving beyond debt. Once more, Hannah finds that the 
problem debt “forces” or “pressures” her into in-depth reflections on how to 
“reorganize” her everyday life.  
She consults her closest friend about what sacrifices debt adjustment would 
entail. They talk about how she can sustain their (or rather, her children’s) 
“priorities” during the procedure, and how she is to “install” and “process” 
these changes mentally now and then, still very much dealing with mental 
health issues. Every time she returns to the advice agency, the advisors 
revert to the budgetary calculations, but the route taken is solely for Hannah 
to decide. Mentally bogged down by endlessly weighing pros against cons by 
herself, she reaches out to present and past advisors and me for any advice 
that can decisively tip the scale in favour of either direction. For now, 
Hannah settles with a deal with the Tax Administration to fend off wage 
garnishment. 
 
During one of Mike’s sessions, the reasonableness of a proposed payment 
plan rests similarly on the threat of becoming “seriously squeezed” by the 
creditors. The sentiment is that Mike has a “generous ability to pay,” making 
him liable to “risk paying 13.000 back to the creditors” were they to go 
through with a garnishment of his earnings. Paying, say, 5.000 kroner or 
6.000 kroner a month, as one of the advisors suggests, would be a way for 
Mike to “show that you are committed” while still benefitting relative to the 
worst-case scenario. Again, like Hannah, Mike is to “determine this 
yourself.”  
Mike shows various signs of disquietude: he repeatedly inquires about what 
debt items are “real”, the “real figures.” When being interviewed, he stresses 
the wish to “know exactly how much I owe. How much is it really I have to 
pay.” Like many other citizens I have observed, Mike pins his faith on 
various claims having been terminated. He is certain that some of the tax 
arrears have terminated – something that reflects the ineptitude of the Tax 
Administration more than his own past blunders. The advisors point to a 
letter that confirms a debt liability estimated at nearly 50.000 kroner and 
remark that there is “no doubt” about this – that he can (and ought) “relate 
to” this figure which he for sure owes.   
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Mike moreover inquires about a “realistic” plan which feels surmountable 
to him. Before the session, Mike tells me that he hopes to settle the 
outstanding debt in one year – at max two – and avoid paying until he 
retires. He thinks that he might be able to settle the public debt right away 
and then focus his attention on the private debt items, perhaps upping his 
work shifts or wage so as to settle it faster. The advisors’ plan, however, lasts 
at least five to seven years.  
During the session, the advisors stress that it is a “good idea” for him to 
move in with his partner. His living arrangement – at his sister’s place – 
does not signify the stability necessary for convincing a creditor of the 
feasibility of an instalment agreement nor for a possible debt adjustment 
procedure or a remission of some of his tax debts. Mike again comments on 
the foot-dragging he experiences from his partner and asks if she would be 
liable to pay his debts if they were to share a flat – she would not.  
Later in the session, one advisor suggests, with a smile on their face, that 
Mike could even pay 10.000 kroner monthly, noting that if he were to be 
sent to the bailiff’s court, they would draw up a similar calculation 
unearthing those 13.000 kroner. Mike knows that his contestations can be 
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perceived as illegitimate, professing how he might come across as “selfish” 
but that he finds it not “realistic” to lower his “lifestyle” that substantially 
and in such a protracted period. Mike suggests taking on a loan from the 
bank so to service the tax debts, believing this to be a cheaper and more 
manageable option, but he is met by a chorus of “no!” from the advisors. He 
is not to incur any more debt. Instead, he must understand that he is to “live 
differently for many years” – to draw up a budget, set up a corresponding 
budget account and “live accordingly.”  
After the session, down on the street, a bewildered and despairing Mike tells 
me how the suggested plan makes him want to “flee to another country”, as 
he would “rather start from zero than from minus.”  
 

5.3 Citizens “facing” or “fleeing” reality 

THE DEBT ADVICE NOTION OF CITIZENS’ (MORAL) 
RESPONSIBILITIES  
“Real” debt and “active” citizen-subjects 
In this reflection, I discuss the citizen-subject sought cultivated via the debt 
advice tests. A key part of this reflection revolves around how the 
institutional debt tests frame the responsibilities that citizens are to uphold 
and how they can go about this, discussing the key feature of moral 
responsibility underscored in theorisations of debt in relation to my 
empirical material.  
 
A productive way to uncork the responsibilities invoked is by returning to 
Mike’s and Hannah’s quotes around “realistic” payment plans, as well as 
Mike’s sentiments regarding “real” debt items and their respective impulse 
to either abandon everything or put things on hold.  
Particularly the notion of “realistic” payment arrangements is restated over 
and again in my empirical material. It is an absolute key notion in the work 
of Ryan Davey. Davey’s work centres on the relation between, on one hand, 
people investing in the hope of evading legal enforcement despite being 
behind on payments, and institutional representatives, including that of 
debt advisors, on the other hand, presenting it and its ancillary sanctions as 
inevitabilities (2019a). Davey shows that debt advisors try to install what he 
conceptualises as a ‘debt realism’ in which debtor efforts of evasion are 
deemed “illusory” while the act of turning to debt advice is perceived as the 



283 
 

debtor displaying readiness to face reality as it really is (Ibid., pp. 
328,329ff).  
Problem debt framed as a reality – an object of (legal) force moving 
independently of our personal inclinations (Davey, unpublished paper) – is 
the backdrop for matter-of-fact articulations of the moral responsibilities 
adhering to citizens in the context I explore. One project manager puts this 
succinctly: ”well, it is their debt problem no matter how much they hate it 
[the outstanding debt] or do not hate it. It is, after all, them who own the 
debt problem.” Citizens are the legal owners of their debt and ultimately 
“responsible” for managing the issue. Responsibility is framed as a 
necessary evil, as reflected in a statement given by a debtor at the bailiff’s 
court: “I can blame God, the devil, the system – but it is me!… I have to 
figure it out.”    
 
The sentiment that legal sanctions are imminent places (inordinate) stock 
in the efficiency and automatism – or monolithic force as I have conceived 
it earlier180 – of the institutions enforcing the reality of problem debt: if you 
do not pay off debt collection institutions, then you are sent to the bailiff’s 
court. If you do not appear in court, then the police will show up at your 
doorstep. Citizens are told to appear in court and legally acknowledge the 
claim in question. Advisors do suggest ways for citizens to navigate and 
detach themselves from these institutions, such as discontinuing collection 
calls and letters. However, despite proving their inability to pay, some 
citizens do not necessarily discourage collection institutions from frequent 
prompts or even visits without prior notice.  
Beyond cementing the sanctioning power of the institutions governing 
problem debt and, by extension, the rationality and awe of the institutions 
themselves, advice tests cement the notion that the legal regulations are the 
only form of hope worth investing in via its corresponding “reorganisations” 
of life. One is to invest in terminating debt items if – and only if – it is 
deemed a legal reasonability – something that Mike, too, is to understand. 
Similarly, one can invest in forms of state-induced debt relief if one, like 
Hannah and possibly Mike, seems to fit the legal criteria.  
Advisors' efforts are never meant to revert back to the sentiment of power 
plays between citizens and institutions resting on illegitimate forms of 
violence. Instead, unreal myths are dissuaded by debt advisors, just as 

                                                   
180 See the section, ‘Debt as a dis-embedding monolithic force’ (chapter 2.1). 
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haphazard evasion and financial deceptiveness. This is signified by advisors’ 
insistence on the principle of “dialogue,” designating here that the legal 
rights of both parties, as stipulated by the official budgetary template, are 
always the point of reference. This supports the same “basic principle,” as 
both Hannah and Mike experience: that if citizens are legally (and hence, 
realistically) able to pay off and eliminate debt items, then they ought to. 
Davey defines this as the ‘purgative approach’ to problem debt (2019b, pp. 
536,540).    
 
Hannah interchangeably calls her debt a “concrete block” and “ice,” 
something that simply “is.” Such reification of problem debt moreover 
entails the reification of a particular worthy citizen-subject. This subject is, 
supposed to relate to and engage the pertinent relations in fixed ways via 
debt advice tests (Thévenot, 2019a, pp. 53ff). This is a citizen who 
“participates,” who demonstrates that they have a “stake in” and “take 
ownership” over their case. I shortly return to the possible reasons behind 
this. Responsibility is translated into ideas of being “active”:true citizens 
demonstrate activeness by showing up to appointments, rendering their 
issues concrete, opening reminders and calming themselves. They 
continuously update their tax assessments and their debt items, and they 
monitor and refashion their spending habits. They maximise their income 
and remake their budgets, and they involve others in their thoughts and 
feelings around problem debt. They enter into dialogue with creditors to 
inquire into debt items and find cost-effective, stable and simple living 
arrangements, making it possible to enter into payment plans that they can 
stick to and get out of debt. Reification then entails a person with problem 
debt turned citizen-subject whose dynamics of actions are always qualified, 
tool-driven and focused or reduced (Thévenot, 2019a, p. 56). It takes a 
subject who is ‘consistent’ (Thévenot, 2016a) and a subject who is 
‘enterprising’ (Rose, 1988, p. 154). 
 
Debt advice as therapy? 
All manifestations of being “passive” and in various ways withdrawing and 
shielding oneself from the outside world – and thus, shirking one’s 
responsibilities – are conceived as tendencies to “flee” or “hide” rather than 
“face” the issue head-on, ultimately only making matters worse. If the 
citizen continues to hide – to “closing their eyes” or “ignore,” as often 
phrased by advisors – the notion is that they are only ultimately making 
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matters worse. Citizens are often reminded that they ought to intervene 
today rather than wait until tomorrow. Problem debt is an issue that 
aggravates them financially and emotionally, which is why they are not to 
incur new debts as this would only further exacerbate the problem. The only 
exception here is when the citizen is able to obtain and service a lower-
interest loan so as to redeem other, more expensive ones.  
This opposition to “facing” and “fleeing” pervades the empirical material I 
produced via the debt advice agencies. It also animates assessments 
conducted by other institutional actors, especially debt collection 
institutions. Such statements are also found in self-evaluations by people 
with problem debt. For example, one citizen talks about their beer and 
hashish intake following a dispiriting advice session as “fleeing.” Also of 
note is Mike’s impulse to flee the country to start from scratch. My argument 
is that “facing” and “fleeing” are the notions through which moral 
responsibility is conceived and discussed by debt advisors. 
  
Davey remarks how the notion of ‘debt realism’ is often enveloped in 
psychologising assessments. He finds that citizen behaviour is framed as 
psychological coping strategies: either one assumes adaptive ways of coping 
or maladaptively lives in denial (2019a, p. 329) – “stick your head in the 
ground like an ostrich,” as one advisor says. Davey notes how similar 
conceptions are found in psychological research on people’s “financial 
aversion” (Ibid.). Rendering citizens’ management of problem debt into a 
matter of cognitive propriety – a matter of proper perceptions of and 
relation to problem debt, creditors, household members – speaks to a 
general argument that I now pursue: that debt advice should be perceived 
as a ‘quasi-therapeutic’ endeavour (Deville, 2015, p. 130).  
 
Both advisors and citizens discuss whether debt advice is therapy. The 
conclusion often seems to be that certain elements of debt advice are 
therapeutic, such as how advisors inquire into the experiential side of living 
with problem debt, such as whether the citizen experiences sleepless nights 
or feels lonely, as well as other issues in life. I did, for instance, witness 
Hannah using the advice session as an arena to detail the fraught 
relationship between, on the one side, her and her children and, on the other 
side, her ex-husband. I also observed sessions where advisors tried to 
console concerned citizens. My findings resonate with Hohnen who, in a 
similar context, suggests that the “debt advisors acted as psychotherapists 
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in some instances” (2021, p. 38, my translation). This sentiment is 
animated by citizens who draw on psychological vocabulary during the 
sessions to describe debt-related phenomena such as the “sub- and 
unconscious,” “self-worth and –confidence,” “catastrophic thinking,” 
“anxiety-triggers,” “stress,” and “looking within” to name a few examples.  
Ultimately though, advisors stress the difference between therapy and debt 
advice. The latter sometimes invokes a division here between an initial 
openness towards the “soft things” – debt advisors present this as the 
attentive and open-minded listening to citizens “unloading” – and the 
subsequent attention to and management of financial “figures” or simply 
“debt.” The latter is, as this intimates, recognised as the “real” substance of 
debt advice where the advisors put their “professional capabilities” to the 
test.181 The initial attempt to establish a relationship of trust then becomes 
a means – stressed in conversations by advisors as a crucial component – to 
the end of making a real financial difference in the lives of citizens. 
Some citizens mirror this sentiment, wishing for an additional forum 
beyond the “square box” of debt advice. A forum where one can receive 
concrete help to manage financial issues and talk about what led to the 
problem debt and how one experiences one’s life with problem debt. Some 
debt advice agencies maintain the criticalness of maintaining a narrow 
“focus” on (the financial and legal aspects of) problem debt. Thus, they echo 
the “keen focus” required on the part of citizens – rather than providing a 
“holistic,” supposedly more therapeutically attuned service geared to solve 
the often several interconnected, complex issues afflicting the more 
vulnerable groups of citizens (Rambøll, 2011, pp. 16f). Here, the solution 
might be referring such citizens to other services.  
 
My argument is not so much that the knowledge of the debt advisors per se 
is psychological, and their tests are therapeutic – although psychological 

                                                   
181 Going back to the gendered asymmetries in experiences of debt advice tests, Callegari et 
al. show that the help provided by advisors rests upon traditional gendered constructions. 
The authors find that women clients, according to the advisors, seek emotional support and 
someone to talk to about their situation as they are prone to “internalize their financial 
hardship” whereas male clients – less inclined to “blame themselves” – arrive with a ready 
plan and are more narrowly in search of a solution (Callegari, Liedgren, & Kullber, 2020, 
pp. 12,12f). The authors paint a bigger picture of how women clients are associated with 
passivity and uncertainty, while male clients are constructed as active and determined 
(ibid, p. 12). 
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(emotional-bodily) dimensions of engagements with problem debt are 
tested concurrently with financial-legal tests. My point is that the debt 
advice test array progresses according to a basic therapeutic structure or a 
“broadly therapeutic form” (Rose, 1999, p. 90): confrontation → acceptance 

→ redefinition. I t is a moral project in which one confronts the traumatic 
event by rendering it concrete, initially by expressing it in words. Then, one 
accepts the trauma by integrating and processing it rather than denying its 
existence. Finally, one fashions a plan to be realised by the individual, 
shouldering the responsibility of carrying themselves out of the crisis and 
remodelling themselves in the process (Thévenot, 2016a, p. 166). 
Furthermore, I propose that the tests construct a (pop-)”psychological 
coloration” of citizen-responsibilities so that the relative success/failure of 
behaving like a worthy or responsible citizen-subject evince a tendency 
amongst advisors to “borrow” psychological ways of thinking and norms of 
problematisation (Rose, 1998, pp. 86f,87,95). 
 
Debt advice agencies and the Luxury Trap  
I deem the implications of a psychological notion of citizen-responsibilities 
to be twofold: 1) it affects blindness or inconsistent attention amongst debt 
advisors to conflicting notions of responsibility, creating inherent tensions 
in how citizens relate to debt advice tests and, by extension, to the debt 
advisors; 2) it affects  blindness amongst debt advisors to the morality 
underpinning their institutionalised debt tests presented as neutral, 
effectively limiting the critical room for citizens to express unease with the 
transformations that debt advice tests impose. While the two implications 
empirically overlap as different perspectives on the citizen-responsibilities 
constructed and must be seen in their connectivity, for the sake of 
simplicity, I address the former implication in the present sub-section, 
whilst I address the latter in the next sub-section. My overall argument is 
again inspired by the work of Davey (2020).  
 
At the beginning of this analysis, I wrote that debt advisors work upon the 
state of taboo that some citizens are caught in, defined as a pervasive sense 
of moral degradation and unencumbered danger. However, debt advisors 
emphasize de-intensifying the sense of danger – among others, by “de-
mystifying” the sanctions adhering to collection and enforcement and 
calming reactions to receiving collection letters – in favour of a thorough 
investigation into and requalification of citizens’ sense of moral inferiority. 
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I believe that the debt advisors, largely steering around feelings of inferiority 
in their practices, often overlook divergent, sometimes colliding 
interpretations of their debt tests and their conception of the 
responsibilities to be shouldered by the citizen-subject.  
Telling here are Mike’s quotes. When he hears notions like “responsibility,” 
“control,” “management,” creating “structure,” among others, there is 
“something inside me” that interprets such notions as “condescending,” he 
says. He replays the advisors' words – just as he does with those of his 
partner and mother – through the censorious filter of his own “inner voice 
… telling me this is bloody irresponsible.” He links the above notions to the 
“embarrassment” and “shamefulness” of losing financial control. Mike does 
acknowledge that the advisors’ expressions are supposed to connote and 
promote “action-orientation” and “purposefulness.” However, he fails to 
adopt either truly. 
 
Based on these conflicting conceptions of responsibility, I must stress the 
key difference between debt advice, in the iteration that I have witnessed, 
and reality TV show programmes such as the Luxury Trap. While both could 
be said to move through the therapeutic stages of confrontation → 

acceptance → redefinition, the TV show variety of debt advice operates 
through an initial induction of shame in the viewer by juxtaposing the 
financial state of the participant and the participant’s consuming attitude 
presented as a blatant disconnect between the two (Hirdman, 2016, pp. 
288f). The backdrop for the experts’ intervention and the participant's 
subsequent tests is a condemnation of the history of the latter’s personal 
vice. For the participants to become good payers, they must become morally 
upright, entailing that they rid themselves of their shamed former selves. 
As the TV show stands as the quintessential stage for exposure and shame, 
many citizens mistakenly transmit these notions to that of debt advice. Mike 
repeatedly conducts such debt tests of exposure, recapturing the individual 
backstories of his debt items and assessing and reassessing how 
responsibilities and blames are to be placed and distributed. He recurrently 
touches on how the bank would more or less phone him and ask him to drop 
by to take out a mortgage. This, regardless of him not being “stable” at the 
time, and working as a temporary employee, and how the bank advisors 
later refused to engage in constructive dialogue with him to find a solution. 
Instead, the bank advisors piled on reminders while knowing his financial 
situation intimately.  
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His bank advisors “did shirk some of their responsibility,” Mike says. For 
this reason, Mike, echoing other informants, is more motivated to pay the 
debt to the Tax Administration. While it is a “combo thing,” ultimately, he, 
as so many other people with problem debt, turns himself into the fall guy: 
“It might be that the ship hits an iceberg… and it’s the combination of the 
iceberg is too powerful and the ship too weak but it is after all yourself 
standing behind the rudder.” It was him that made the alleged naïve choice 
of agreeing to take on the debts necessary for acquiring the house – nobody 
forced him into this – rendering all this “self-inflicted”, as he says.  
 
Citizens often feel compelled to “explain” or “unburden themselves.” An 
advisor tells me during an interview that while “advising people’s 
conscience” is part of the job, the advisors must convey that this is but an 
option. This is not to signal “indifference” to the person or a lack of 
“empathy.” Contrarily, it is because the imperative to narrate can be 
misinterpreted by the citizen as a “moralising” or worse, “condemnatory” 
gesture towards them, forcing the citizen to “defend” themselves.182 The 
advisor tells me that their task is not to “judge backwards” but instead to 
“let bygones be bygones.” This is something that sits closer to Hannah’s legal 
conception of responsibility. She states that “I know I have to take 
responsibility for it [the problem debt] because it is there, but I think it is 
unfair that I ended up here.”  
The point is that the TV experts and the debt advisors represent two 
different ways of relating causality and problem debt: the former render 
what is perceived to be past irresponsible behaviour a measuring stick that 
can and should trigger shame in the present. On the contrary, the latter 
abstain from inspecting and expounding the internal and external forces 
resulting in problem debt. The past is irrelevant, as it cannot be changed 
and thus, should essentially not be the target of a test.  
What is valid, by contrast, is the situation at hand – a judgment “pointing 
forward” inspecting what the citizen is “doing right now.” Citizens are to 
“learn” – as both advisors and people with problem debt frequently state – 
to make “sensible” or “rational choices” and foster prudent “routines.”  

                                                   
182 This resonates with Kirwan’s and my own observations that debt advisors try to create a 
space where citizens are to “feel safe and unjudged” (Kirwan, 2019a, p. 321). Moreover, 
some debt advice projects work to break the taboo of problem debt on a grander, national 
political stage. 
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A way to inspect the clashing notions and tests of the responsibility adhering 
to those of people with problem debt is to return to the principles of worth. 
Boltanski and Thévenot find that compromises between opposed principles 
of worth can be worked out by referring to “ambiguous” beings that belong 
to multiple worlds, highlighting the notion of ‘responsibility’ as a possible 
bridge between the domestic and industrial world (2006, pp. 279,279f). 
‘Responsibility’ is an ambiguous term as it may qualify the “power over a 
less worthy person who owes him [sic] respect” – that is, a domestic 
conception (Ibid., p. 209). However, it may also qualify the “control” one 
exercises by “predicting less complex actions by integrating them into a 
larger overall plan”, as in an industrial conception (Ibid.).  
 “Responsibility”, in the context of debt advice, is supposed to be at the core 
of a world inhabited by tasks and work, predictability and stability, budgets 
and realism, projects and progress (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 203ff). 
But it may easily be (mis)construed as stirring up concerns over testimonies, 
duties and personal honour. This entails that actions such as offloading 
anecdotes to place blame, privileging creditors at the expense of others and 
“hiding” inside one’s dwelling may not be “rational choices,” inspected 
narrowly from the point of view of an industrial, instrumentally defined 
world. Such actions, however, may be proper responses within a domestic 
configuration. This is certainly the case when problem debt is lived as an 
affliction visibly inscribed on bodies as a “radiating” “blemish.” As long as 
problem debt is tied to shame and thus, to a domestic lens, the proper 
response might be hiding from the invasive gaze of the outside world just as 
culpability might be worthwhile debating and reacting to. Here, one must 
also keep in mind that debt advisors do place citizens in a domestic tension 
field by discussing citizens’ attachments to partners, children and friends 
and their recalibrations, to which I soon return. 
  
The empirical material I produced via debt advice agencies is saturated with 
this tension. For instance, citizens are told to alter their consumption 
“habits” and “routines.” While the words are employed synonymously by 
advisors, the former, according to B&T, denotes behaviour naturally 
adopted from past generations (2006, p. 167) – and thus speaks to personal 
manners, particularly when imbued with the suggestive notion of “luxury.” 
In contrast, the latter necessitates “obedience to instruction, hereby relating 
to potentialities and adjustments (Ibid.). Another pertinent example is the 
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linkage of redefinitions of life to growing up. An advisor tells Mike that he is 
to ”change the way you live,” which is equated to “being grown up.” Like 
other citizens I have talked to, Mike relates “learning” financial 
management skills to transitioning towards adulthood – financial “control” 
apparently demanding accountability that one cannot expect out of a child 
or teenager.183 For Mike, this sentiment is interlaced with his initial 
discouraging encounter with the Tax Administration in which he felt “made 
a child” or infantilised.  
Such remarks could be chalked up to unfortunate turns of phrase. But my 
point is that the state of taboo that many people with problem debt find 
themselves in might easily introduce domestically infused noise that loads 
advisor statements and tests with palpable moral or “moralising” tension. 
 
The presumed “neutrality” of debt advice tests 
I now move on to the second and correlated aspect of this – namely, how 
the psychological conception of citizen-responsibilities, more than ignoring 
tensions, tends to effect blindness amongst debt advisors to the moral ideas 
underpinning their debt tests. I seek ways to unearth this moral footing. 
Beyond this, I render possible how the moral underpinnings may constrain 
citizens’ room for counter-tests as to the transformations that the debt 
advice tests imposed. 
 
The authority of advice work is founded on the presumption of the 
rationality of advisors’ decisions, the truth of their claims and, by extension, 
the neutrality of the tests they subject citizens to. This sentiment can be read 
from how debt advisors painstakingly document and legally examine the 
cases of citizens and translate their findings into stable forms and discrete, 
efficacious options (Rose, 1998, pp. 87,99f,155). Hannah notes how one can 
neither “bend nor twist” what the advisors relay, getting “a feeling that, oh 
well, this is the way things are.” She echoes the sentiment that advisors are 
strictly in the business of the “common sense,” the “practical,” the 
“concrete,” the “matter-of-fact.”  

                                                   
183 This speaks to a popular imagination of the group of people with problem debt found in 
my empirical material and propelled by the Luxury Trap: young people (with an abundance 
of consumer loans). Social research on personal debt in Denmark (Hohnen, 2020; Hohnen, 
Gram, & Jakobsen, 2020; Poppe & Jakobsen, 2009) as well as political solutions 
(Økonomi- og Erhvervsministeriet, 2010) have also singled out this particular group of 
people.  
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This language suggests a situation defined by an absence of dispute or 
counter-test triggers as well as the absurdity of the situation were a dispute 
to arise, denoted by the antonyms of the above expressions. During an 
interview, one project manager elaborates on this specifically in relation to 
payment plans. The manager states that when debt advisors use the “fixed 
and inflexible budgets” to draw up proposals to “realistic agreements,” 
financial solutions come to rest on “neutrality” and “objective criteria.” 
Thus, they purportedly mirrorthe mindset of creditors who are equally 
absorbed by “facts and not feelings.” This conveys a situation that does not 
lend itself to “variation or distortion by point of view” (Rose, 1998, p. 108) 
– a conception that, of course, diverges from my observations, as 
reproduced in the first analytical part.  
Davey remarks that the “technical, non-judgemental” notion of debt 
advisors as someone “solving problems of legal liability” is in different ways 
founded upon implicit or “obscured” ideas of the benevolence of debt advice. 
These are moral ideas inscribed in the very deed of debt advice as a remedial 
practice (2020, p. 229). This is noticeable in how advisors present their 
endeavour as a vocation in which they put their expertise and professional 
skills to humane aims in serving socially vulnerable people (Rose, 1998, pp. 
91ff). It is also clear in the distinction that representatives of debt advice 
projects, restated in evaluations, compare the impartial help that the 
projects provide in contrast to that of the service provided by banks and 
municipalities animated by their twin role as creditors (Rambøll, 2011, pp. 
22f). 
 
Following a core tenet of FPS, B&T find that situations where social order 
breaks down are particularly illuminating, as actors may feel pressed to 
explicate otherwise unspoken moral exigencies to which individual actions 
ought to have conformed but failed to do so. Following this core principle, I 
now present such a critical situation where the social order of debt advice 
breaks down, and the supposed neutral foundation is shown to be morally 
charged. The particular situation I have chosen is the exceptional case where 
an applicant is deemed unfit for a debt advice course.  
 
After mutual introductions, the advisors start fixating on the citizen 
continuing to pay their rent, which they have neglected for a couple of 
months. The citizen describes themselves as a “full throttle gambler” and 
that they want to “get control of it,” to which one advisor responds that this 
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is “the first step.” The citizen notes that before going to debt advice, theyare 
denied a loan from the bank to finance the outstanding debt. The advisor 
responds that from the perspective of a bank advisor, the citizen is a “loose 
cannon.” As the citizen is shown unable to pay the interest on multiple 
payday loans, the advisor suggests that the citizen phones the loangivers and 
explains that they “messed up.” Then, the citizen is to manage “your odds,” 
the advisor adds, and shows what happens if they fail to do so, letting their 
hand slide off the edge of the table to symbolise that the citizen finds 
themselves at the edge of a steep precipice.  
Later in the conversation, the advisor points at the citizen, asking: “are we 
sure that it is the rent that is the most important thing to you?” Turning their 
hands into a figurative scale, they uneasily balance the citizen’s rent and 
gambling expenses, respectively, the latter also referenced by the advisor as 
being the citizen’s “sweetheart.” After a failed attempt at drawing up a 
budget based on the citizen’s spending, the second advisor asks the citizen 
if their family helps them out with the gambling issue. The reply is no, they 
are “sick and tired” of the citizen’s behaviour. The first advisor interjects 
with something along the lines of: there are those people who run the world 
and those who let themselves be run by it, insisting that the citizen must 
reach out to their family, as well as to a centre specialised in helping people 
addicted to gambling.  
The first advisor is noticeably upset after ending the session, and lets me 
know that the citizen should have been rejected in the initial screening and 
directed to addiction counselling rather than debt counselling. According to 
the second advisor, these frustrations are later countered by the citizen who 
verbally abuses them on the phone for not helping them here and now, and 
the advisor tells the citizen not to return.  
 
Reflecting on this during an interview, the second advisor says that they 
cannot help the citizen – or other applicants for that matter – who are not 
“in a place where they are capable of receiving our help right now.” These 
are people who are “unreceptive” to “understand the situation” that they 
find themselves in and, by extension, not susceptible to “receive advice.” 
“They are not willing to listen to the truth.” Since debt advisors are not 
representatives of citizens like an attorney or a paid debt advice service 
would be, they will not “take over” the case or “project” for them. It is “the 
citizen’s responsibility” to make the necessary changes.  



294 
 

It is against this background that one is to understand why debt advice tests 
depend on cultivating citizen-subjects who are “motivated,” “participate,” 
and “take ownership.” Responsibility is not a static container but a 
dynamism conceived by project managers as a process of “empowerment.” 
As one advisor tells Mike: “we are going to help you get there but moving 
forward it is your responsibility.” As noted, this relationship is moreover 
inherently ethical, functioning as “help to self-help.”  
Such quotes call to mind core advanced liberal sentiments: how the self-
mastering and -realising subject is systematically encouraged, rationally 
steered and subject to assessments and self-consultation – a historical 
moment in which the psycho-sciences play a paramount part (Rose, 1998). 
Following Rose, the invention and shaping of our selfhoods as psychological 
beings is founded upon certain ethical conceptions and goals, freed from the 
moral judgements and constraints of authorities. Above all, they are related 
to individual autonomy and choice – its “reality and destiny [being] … a 
matter of individual responsibility” (Ibid., p. 151).   
 
B&T note in passing that people whose capacities – that is, their ability to 
identify the situation and the moral principles supposed to govern it and let 
their own actions similarly be guided by it – are impaired or lacking are 
“deemed psychologically abnormal” or “delusional” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
2006, pp. 7,145; Held, 2011, pp. 13f). They reference a study of people who 
have schizophrenia whose “every day was experienced as a series of 
incomparable and unpredictable instants” (Boltanski &Thévenot, 2006, p. 
146). Here, the ‘abnormal’ or unstable being finds themselves in a ‘make-
believe’ world (Davey, 2019a), “unreceptive” to the “situation” at hand or 
the “truth” of the matter, unable to see the precipice right in front of them. 
They act as a “loose cannon,” but, as the advisors above worded it, still feel 
confident that a creditor would gladly hand out a loan to them. They are, as 
Rose states, unable to free themselves from “disreputable” associations, 
unable to “learn the lessons of the institution” so as to engage themselves in 
a “regime of rational management of existence” (1998, pp. 97,103,106).   
According to my reading, the perceived inability to adopt an institutionally 
predefined lens and the behaviour necessary for a trans-situational and 
eventually, self-guided engagement with problem debt is pathologised. 
Here, I invoke the ‘psychologising’ determination of persons assessed to be 
deviating from norms of behaviour, capacities and adjustments (Rose, 1998, 
pp. 19,104ff).  
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A way to render this reading probably is to reference a notion often stressed 
by advisors, namely that they, unlike their Luxury Trap, cannot provide a 
“quick fix.” It is almost unheard of that citizens would be able to make a 
rather minuscule dent in their consumption habits – like sacrificing sodas 
or cigarettes – and would suddenly gain a significant payment ability. 
Neither are debt advisors in possession of “money trees” or “bags of money.” 
Such remarks often refer to the financial resources that the experts on the 
TV show frequently add to the balance of participants who demonstrate a 
willingness to change their habits to strike more advantageous payment 
deals. Such expressions double down on the irrationality of citizens shirking 
their responsibilities in the hope of a painless and swift “finger snap” by the 
debt advisor and the “spiriting away” of the outstanding debt.  
 
Similarly, I propose a tendency where indecisive citizens, unwilling- or able 
to commit the transformations and sacrifices needed for firmly investing in 
budgets, payment plans, debt adjustment procedures and more, are 
perceived as if regressing. These are the notional “blasé” citizens that both 
Davey and Kirwan discuss deemed to be in denial about the hard-worn 
redefinitions that taking control of one’s finances calls for (Davey, 2019a, p. 
329; Kirwan, 2017, p. 154).  
A key to unlocking this can be found in the above applicant’s alleged 
inability to sever their relationship with their “sweetheart,” gambling. In 
Hannah’s case, her reservations about the debt adjustment procedure are 
animated by her “mother gene,” while Mike fears for his “lifestyle.” When 
the advisors press upon them that enforcement institutions are on the move, 
both resort to questioning the soundness of the presented reality. Hannah 
contests the pure formalism of the calculations, Mike challenges the legality 
of the debt items, and both question the payment plans fashioned. It seems 
that their reservations to the reality that the advisors try to enforce – 
Hannah’s self-expressed bracketing of “rationality” and Mike’s reiterated 
demand for “real figures” – is not so much founded on the illusion or 
artificiality of legal liabilities, payment estimations or their lack of resources 
or capacities but rather on the steep costs that they and other people in their 
life might bear if they were to “adjust” to this reality.  
B&T liken people seeking to escape a test to “regressions toward childish 
behaviour” – towards the “trivial” or the “small” (2006, pp. 339f,340). 
These banal or private forms of happiness that I touched on above – the 
“luxury” and “fun and games” – are traces of opposed ideas of and 
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attachments to principles of worth that are to end if one is to follow through 
with the given debt test or to “grow up” as both the citizens and B&T would 
say (Ibid., pp. 78,340). In the above examples, these alternative moral ideas 
or worlds – or put differently, realities – are those of care, intimacies and 
desires (domestic and market), often in some intermixture. Some 
interviewees distance themselves from the rigid reasons and routines 
characterising the dull, detached and number-obsessed “accountant” figure, 
profoundly invested in an industrial reality. Instead, they underscore the 
inspirational worth of passion, spontaneity and the weird and oblique that 
they fear is in danger of being ejected from their lives (Ibid., pp. 240f).  
I find the notion of ‘regression’ illustrative because it, on the one hand, 
speaks empirically to how the debt advice defined progression is put on hold 
– Mike is suspended in aimless inquiries, and his actions feel reduced to 
“selfish” desires (market deficiency), while Hannah strikes up an agreement 
with the Tax Administration but is otherwise stuck sneering at her “chicken” 
self (domestic deficiency). It also speaks to my argument that suspension is 
perceived in psychologising terms as “fleeing” from a reality that will 
imminently manifest itself.  
 
In this analytical part, I have offered a mere sample of the difficulties that 
many citizens experience with debt advice and debt advice mediated tests. 
Whether that is adopting the right way of relating to and engaging with 
collection letters and commodities, thoughts and feelings, collection 
institutions and payment plans or friends, partners and children. In ‘On 
critique,’ Boltanski revives the concept of ‘domination’ perceived through 
the prism of institutional critique. Here domination is conceived as the 
uncoupling of the expressed concerns of ordinary people and an 
institutional reality turning increasingly ironbound (2011c). While I would 
be hesitant to describe experiences of debt advice tests in a terminology of 
domination, I believe that debt advisors and the reality that they cement 
tend to forget, ignore and override expressions of disquietude – hesitance, 
ambiguity, doubt, discomfort, questioning, shame, frustration, drop-outs – 
relating to the often toilsome demands they place on citizens in taking up 
and undergoing advice tests. As I have proposed, I find that this effectively 
limits the room for citizen critique. 
 
Shifting between interviews and observations, I noticed how citizens would 
abstain from challenging the plans that debt advisors would devise, from 
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posing questions occupying them or challenging advice procedures that 
could impede or distract from the course of action. This can be drawn from 
an example: I detect that Hannah recurrently snuffles during advice 
sessions. On one occasion, Hannah is instructed by the advisors to phone 
one bank, and I hear her snuffles intensifying. After the session, I inquire 
into her snuffles, asking her if she has a cold. She explains to me that she 
was crying internally. Hannah says that speaking to the bank by phone takes 
her back to her darkest hours. She tells me that she regularly cries inside 
during sessions but that she knows that “I have to be logical, to collect 
myself” – “it is of no use to be sad” and give in to the “wish of bursting into 
tears.”  
 

BEYOND GOVERNMENTALITY AND FINANCIAL 
OIKONOMISATION: FIXATING ‘CALCULATING’ CITIZEN-
SUBJECTS 
In this final section, I return to the controversy between governmentality 
studies and financial oikonomisation (FO) studies as to how debt advice 
operates and the effects and implications of debt advice work, taking 
inspiration from Kirwan (2019a) and Davey’s (2020) respective reflections 
on the critical literature on debt advice. I juxtapose the two approaches by 
comparing their divergent images of the citizens subjectified and the 
responsibilities that pertain to and define these subjectivities. Next, to not 
only harmonise the images but move beyond them and what I perceive to be 
their blind spots, I think with Boltanski’s meditation on the tension-ridden 
relationships between regimes of actions in which one ‘calculates’ and 
regimes of action where one dismisses calculations. 
 
Debt advice as reduction or opening? 
There is significant merit to the analyses of debt advice produced in the 
governmentality studies. The studies demonstrate how debt advice 
programmes, under the banner of “financial education”, problematises 
“over-indebtedness” according to an inherently psychological framework. 
This provides the problematic “an individual aetiology in the cognitive 
capabilities” or rather, the “cognitive delinquency”, “dispositional flaws,” or 
“irrationality” of individual debtors (Marron, 2012; Marron, 2014, p. 508; 
Walker, 2012, pp. 536,537). Walker likens financial educational 
interventions to “practices of psychiatric ‘responsibilization’” in which 
people are taught how to self-repair or how to become “responsible for their 
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problems” (Walker, 2012, p. 536). Through the proliferation of educational 
schemes, subjects are taught to internalise, “inculcate,” “enfold,“ or 
“engender within,” “inscribed … into the psyches” the norms of responsible 
autonomy to take up the subject position of the “ideal of the dynamic 
entrepreneur of the self” that most “real consumers”, in the absence of 
intervention, deviate from (Marron, 2012, p. 417; Marron, 2014, pp. 
495,507; Pathak, 2014, p. 111; Walker, Hanna, Cunningham & Ambrose, 
2015, p. 253). This means that personal debt struggles are discoursively 
framed as a matter of individual culpability (Marron, 2012, p. 417). This 
entails that the schemes are both “cognitive and moral technologies of 
reformation” (Pathak, 2014, p. 107).  
The interventions hinge, Pathak argues, on a “skewed understanding of 
structure and agency”, individualising the (structural, often state-mediated) 
causes behind the boom of problem debt to a question of “self-relations” as 
well as “stigmatize” and “demonize” the financially deprived person 
(Pathak, 2014, pp. 91,97,99,107ff,112). These studies then echo the treatise 
of Lazzarato in perceiving neoliberalism as an inherently individualising 
and moralising project, equating the emphasis on self-responsibility to the 
engenderment of guilt (2012).184 This lines up with the argument that 
financial educational schemes ideologically mimic that of TV shows like the 
Luxury Trap in their unisonal “blaming [of] the victims” of financial distress 
(Lazarus, 2020, p. 390).   
 
Furthermore, and also in line with neoliberal sentiments, the self-
responsibilities are identified in reductive economistic terms. The ideal 
“financial citizen” is characterised by their prudent financial choices and 
consumer competitiveness, their embrace and reflexive management of the 
risks of financial products on the free financial market (Marron, 2014, pp. 
494f,508; Pathak, 2014, p. 93).  
Such a view is further advanced by Walker et al. who consider the debt 
advice sector to be an integral part of the UK “mainstream credit industry” 
understood here as a “complex of institutions” that together comprise a 
“form of industrial parasitism” producing classed financial exploitation 
(Walker, Hanna, Cunningham, & Ambrose, 2015, pp. 239,243). They argue 
that debt advice agencies facilitate the relationship between clients (or 

                                                   
184 For a further review of Lazzarato’s argument see the sub-sections, ‘Debt and violence’ 
and ‘Debt and moral responsibility’ (chapter 2.1). 
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“hosts”) and creditors: by instructing clients to budget in conformity with 
the common financial statement, advisors provide a “resolution to the 
breakdown of the repayment of debts”, their service “keeping potential hosts 
in the game” (Ibid., pp. 251,252). Seen through the lens of this complex, the 
incidental role of advice agencies becomes formatting subjects that are 
inherently personified by their attachments to lenders/creditors, by their 
debt responsibilities as moral obligations and by “their status as debtors” 
(Kirwan, 2019a, p. 324).  
 
Some, though crucially not all, studies within the financial oikonomisation 
(FO) oeuvre oppose this individualising and stigmatising as well as 
facilitative and financialising view of debt advice agencies. Kirwan 
explicates that “debt advice [goes] beyond governmentality”, presenting 
debt advisors in a more “disruptive guise” affording “minor victories” 
regarding the relative hold that creditors have over the citizens by 
challenging “the framing of debt as an issue of personal morality and the 
necessary re-structuring of the self” (2019, pp. 323,324). Kirwan explores 
debt advice through the lens of legal mappings of debt items. He draws 
“connections between debtors and different creditors, as well as with 
significant others [friends and family] who become entangled in previous 
and ongoing money problems,” and stresses that advice is “to be understood 
in these terms – as an attempt to disrupt and recompose these topologies” 
(Ibid., p. 318). Advice as a result of this “both allows debtors to re-frame 
their relationships with consumer debt collectors, and to provide space to 
concentrate on the related issues – relationship breakdown, the loss of a job 
– that have caused (or were caused by) the debt issue” (Ibid., p. 325).  
The “balance” between debt or, rather, creditor responsibilities and care 
obligations sought stricken is stressed in Kirwan’s work with James. They 
conceive debt advice programmes and their “householding” practices as 
providing “a parallel system of care and support,” hereby challenging the 
totalising representation of a neoliberal (British) state in which citizens are 
rendered self-responsible “loan-takers.” In this state, austerity cuts leave 
their “obligations to family members and others fragile and insecure” 
(2020, pp. 671,672). As James states elsewhere: “[the] advice sector is, in 
effect, performing the work of care for which the government was formerly 
held responsible”, their “ethical work” helping citizens to carry out 
payments among others “reckoned via solidarity and obligation” (James, 
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2022, pp. 61,73,74). The debt advisors help citizens keep up their 
obligations beyond or external to creditors.   
 
It seems that governmentality studies – with their theoretical inspiration 
from Foucault’s meditations on the rise of neoliberalism and the concurrent 
formatting of economistic “selves in the mirror of neoliberal ideology” – and 
FO studies – with their Zelizerian impulse and eye for the relational and 
moral differentiation of domestic monies – colour the perceived workings 
of debt advice with dis-embedding or re-embedding features, respectively 
(Konings, 2015, pp. 16f,28ff,29).185 As featured in the FO approach, the 
“benign” view of debt advice (Davey, 2020, p. 235) is substantiated by 
references to evaluations of the effects of debt advice initiatives. A report on 
the particular Danish debt advice project I explore here reiterates the 
benefits listed: citizens, among others, obtain an overview of their debt 
items and clarity regarding their financial situation, get a chance to open up 
about the fraught subject, receive tools instructing how to deal with 
creditors, and experience a lessened mental load, giving them the surplus 
energy necessary for taking care of other issues that might be affecting them 
(Rambøll, 2011, pp. 39ff). The almost universal endorsement of the kind, 
competent and unprejudiced advisors (Ibid., p. 45) found here and captured 
in most FO studies resonate with the impression I gathered from 
interviewees, including Hannah and Mike.  
However, the doubts and disquietude observed during the advice sessions, 
unfurled in the prior sections, speak to the more ambivalent and charged 
picture created when juxtaposing the two bodies of work – a picture 
conceded by scholars advocating each side of the argument (Davey, 2020, 
pp. 222f,235; Kirwan, 2019a, p. 324). A pivotal source behind tension-
ridden experiences was advisors’ financially mediated interventions into the 
lives that citizens lead with partners and children – an intervention 
rendered urgent by the imposition of the budgetary form, backed by the 
looming sanctions of enforcement. Here, while overall taking a favourable 
view on the portrayal of debt advice in FO studies, I find certain statements 
and interpretations somewhat misleading.  
In multiple pieces, Kirwan conceives the ameliorative powers of debt advice 
as something which sets up an “emotional space” for the citizen to deal with 

                                                   
185 See chapter 2.1 on notions of embedment/dis-embedment running through 
theorisations of debt. 
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other issues – issues, as he suggests, that affect the life and “relationships 
with significant others” (2017, p. 154; 2020, p. 325). Kirwan, similar to the 
evaluations, proposes that removing moralised sentiments from the 
attachment to creditors – or debt obligations – unlocks a breathing room 
for repairing and sustaining loving relationships – or care obligations – that 
is, a part of existence that supposedly fall outside the scope of debt advice. 
While there is some haziness to this when going over the articles, the notion 
is unequivocally stressed in another co-authored article. It states that “[t]he 
formal advice process encourages people in debt to see their debt as separate 
from life” – that is, a vision that takes away from the fuller picture offered 
in the article: “focusing upon levels of debt and hopes for repayment …[,] 
the relational and affective spaces in which these hopes, timescales and 
practices were embedded, through a focus on relationships, attachments 
and practices of love, care and abandonment” (Dawney, Kirwan, & Walker, 
2020, pp. 192,193). This relates to the above advisor notion of what the 
“square box” of “real” debt advice is and what falls outside this box. 
 
In the sections on tests of externalisation, I show how debt advisors assess 
and compel citizens to transform how they relate to and engage with 
relations around their problem debt, including how they engage with 
household members and how they are to constitute and perform their 
households. Here, it is clear that debt advisors – in line with how advanced 
liberalism governs and seeks to shape personal freedom (Rose, 1998, pp. 
154f) – do not merely free up a space, as in a space absent of advisor 
problematisation and intervention. Rather, they actively test and exhort 
changes to these relations. By concentrating on financial-legal tests – 
household budgeting, payment planning, applying for debt adjustment – 
the FO studies and governmentality studies present two sides of the same 
coin: “ethical work” and opening of spaces for care might be construed as 
“parasitism” and economistic reduction dependent on theoretical-
normative positioning, level of analysis etcetera.  
I believe that these portrayals cannot fully account for the palette of advice 
tests that I observed, which were only tenuously connected to budgets, 
financial priorities and payment plans. This wider palette of practices can 
boil down to the mantra that problem debt, if responsibly “faced,” forces one 
to “start a new life,” if you have not done so already on your own. This, I 
find, suggests a much more radical imperative than one found in the 
literature – while in no way implying that the palette of tests cannot be 
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properly analysed within the theoretical traditions drawn upon by 
governmentality and FO studies. 
 
Some of the empirical examples of tests of externalisation, do not figure in 
manuals on the debt advice process just as they might not be consciously 
perceived as actual tests amongst or responsibilities of advisors. For 
example, the appeal that Mike moves in with his partner or that he is to find 
non-financial ways of showing his devotion to her. Nevertheless, I find that 
formal renditions offer a limited view of the, perhaps less persistent but 
recurrent, tests I observed of citizens.  
In the next sub-section, I offer a bolder concluding statement: namely, that 
citizens are to cultivate the capacities needed for engaging in as varied 
situations as opening debt collection letters, buying foodstuff, attending 
bailiff’s court visits, speaking candidly with friends and showing 
commitment to household members according to the same overriding or 
transversal “logic” that these diverse situations must be constrained to 
(Boltanski, 2011d, p. 103).  
 
‘Calculating’ one’s ‘debts’ against others’ 
Throughout this analysis, I have shown how debt advisors try to transform 
debt advisees from persons inconsistently engaging with debt and relations 
around debt – what might be termed ‘variegated subjectivities’ (Pellandini-
Simányi & Banai, 2021) – into citizen-subjects who engage with these 
relations in a consistent and qualified manner. The backdrop for this is the 
notion that problem debt is a legally fixed condition – as frustrating as this 
might seem to the citizen – that consequently is to be “integrated” and 
“monitored” across all manner of everyday life situations. This is what I 
conceive as the ideal trans-situationally responsible citizen. This idea is 
backed by the belief that if one resorts to “fleeing” from rather than “facing” 
debt by excessive displays of “luxuries,” or abnormal attachments to 
“sweethearts,” then debt accumulation will punish one’s missteps – just as 
the “burden” of problem debt can come to “fill” so much so that one resorts 
to undue payments as a form of self-punishment. 
 
To conceptualise the uneasy “balance” or the ‘economy of worths’ and 
‘sacrifices’ that citizens are instructed to strike between their ‘investments’ 
in their debt responsibilities and their care obligations respectively, I turn 
to Boltanski. Boltanski theorises the charged “scenes” where a person is 
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brought out from the ‘regime of love’ and into the ‘regime of justice’ in the 
confrontation with a person installed in the latter regime (Boltanski, 2011d, 
pp. 99,103,115). In my prior explanation of the ‘regime of violence’186 (or 
simply, ‘violence’), I stressed how the charge of violence rests on non-
equivalence: one enriches oneself with symbolic-material goods without 
first proving worthy of them. Switching to the ‘regime of justice’ (or simply, 
‘justice’) so to put critical voices to rest, one must submit one’s state of worth 
to a (meta-pragmatic) re-demonstration confirming to a “shared 
calculation” where possible intruding sources of enrichment or worth are 
eliminated (Ibid., pp. 100f,101). Justice then requires an actor “endowed 
with the ability [or capacity] to calculate” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, p. 
361).  
Similar to violence, in the ‘regime of love’ (or simply, ‘love’) people 
“marginalise” or “ignore … the calculation” (Boltanski, 2011d, pp. 100,106). 
But in contrast to violence, love designates an affective situation where 
‘peace’ reigns rather than one marked by ‘dispute’ (Ibid.). In this way, justice 
– defined by dispute and coordinated by equivalences – is love’s “structural 
counterpart” (Ibid., p. 119). Boltanski delves into the oppositions between 
justice and love, particularly in its purest form of ‘agape’ – a notion that, in 
theology, particularly in Kierkegaard’s meditations, denotes a sharp 
contrast between love and justice (Ibid., pp. 108ff).  
While justice is constitutive of “generic” or token entities (people and 
objects) who’s worth thus can be measured and weighed by a transcendent 
yardstick, love is only effective amongst concrete, singular persons 
(Boltanski, 2011d, p. 121). In justice one situates oneself in a “space of 
calculation”: one disengages from the situation so to retrospectively inspect 
one’s actions, either justifying or critiquing and adjusting one’s actions 
moving forward (Ibid., p. 117). An empirical example of this is the ideal 
response to a collection letter instructed by debt advisors where the citizen 
is to disengage from possible sensations of shame, assess whether a 
response, for instance a court visit, is wanted and adjust the figure of the 
debt item in a digital template. Oppositely, in a state of love one is 
spontaneously, unconcernedly and practically “absorbed in” the now (Ibid., 
pp. 103,105ff,111,116).   
 

                                                   
186 See the sub-section, ‘Theorising experiences charged by forms of ‘violence’’ (chapter 
4.2). 
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Boltanski argues that agape is entirely founded upon the notion of the “gift” 
and expands on the distinctions between love and justice in a language of 
“gifts”, “claims,” and “debt” (rather than ‘sacrifices’ and ‘benefits’) – love, he 
writes, “nullifies the debt as such” (2011d, pp. 104,107). Boltanski is 
particularly occupied with situations where persons shift from a mode of 
non-calculation of gifts and counter-gifts to the introduction of critical 
calculations. This can be conceived as a continuum of unstable states that 
one finds oneself in (Boltanski, 2011d, p. 114), softening the chasm between 
the two logics of action. I conceive this as a movement from agape- or 
“charity”-driven coordination – selfless actions where boundless gifts are 
given “free of charge” and “without recounting”, with no expectations nor 
anticipation of counter-gifts, such as requited love; to ‘philia’ – defined by 
“natural and instinctive love” between intimate persons such as kin and 
friends that, unlike agape, is grounded in notions of reciprocity; Finally, to 
critical calculations resting on an “invariable demand” for proportionality 
between gifts given and deserved “earnings” (Ibid., pp. 
103,103ff,104,105,106,113).187  
Examples of these states can be drawn from the examples presented: the 
free advice work provided by debt advisors or the “love money” spent on 
presents to and experiences of Hannah’s children both indicate selfless – 
and in the latter case, self-denying – actions with a vague eye for symbolic 
repayments. Philia can be drawn from Hannah’s awareness of her special 
“contributions” in her circle of close friends – her comfort, support and her 
ear. A situation of critical calculation could relate to the “imbalance” Mike 
attributes to his intimate relationship, expressed by his partner’s 
“resistance” to share a dwelling with him and moreover, to her reservations 
to further “establish” their relationship – an example of what Boltanski 
might term “an imbalance of exchange” or a relation of “unequal worth” 
(2011d, pp. 116,118).   
 
I believe that this incessant slippage from agape to critical calculation 
through the bridge of philia can be employed as a lens to inspect pivotal 
dimensions and dynamics of Hannah and Mike’s dissimilar movement 
through the debt advice test array. While Hannah has readily “accepted” her 
“self-policing” and “lacking” way of life, and consequently has “redefined” 

                                                   
187 In this reading and analysis I exclude the notion of ‘eros’ pertaining to a kind of covetous 
love directed at the desired object it wants to possess (Boltanski, 2011d, p. 104).  
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her focus on the “small things in life” and the awareness of the fact that she 
is “rich in other ways,” Mike is still to shift his “habits,” still to invent and 
invest in financial “constellations” that balance “satisfying” his partner with 
keeping a strict budget. He is still to locate alternative ways of 
demonstrating his dedication to her beyond “spoiling” her. 
My argument is that the debt advice journey can be conceived as a process 
through which citizens learn the capacities, mediated by tools, necessary for 
fixing their engagements in a regime of calculation. They are to detach from, 
critically review and find ways to adjust how they relate to objects of 
problem debt as well as how they coordinate their actions with subjects 
around problem debt. I propose that these “adjustments,” or “upheavals,” 
as compelled by debt advisors, cannot be conceived as a liberation, as 
implied in some of the FO studies. Nor do I find a process of financial dis-
embedment, as implied by governmentality studies, to speak to the desired 
subjectification of citizens. Citizens are not reduced to their liabilities as 
debtors since the rearrangements instructed are founded upon a 
compromise of principles of worth. As the official budgetary form makes 
clear in quantitative terms, domestic obligations are not to be 
overshadowed. 
  
This compromise is expressed in “global comparative” – or what I have 
previously conceptualised as ‘totalising’ – judgements where persons with 
problem debt look back upon and censoriously weigh “good deeds and 
mistakes” to clarify their worth as hybrid identities of debtors, financial 
managers, parents, partners and friends in comparison with generic or 
familiar others (Boltanski, 2011d, pp. 111,117,118). Hannah finds herself to 
be a “poor bugger,” but a “good person” (a “good mother” and “close 
friend”), whereas Mike’s life is defined by all kinds of “defeats,” and his 
worth is framed as cruel arithmetic of “plusses” and “minuses.” This speaks 
to the common thread running through the analysis of the enmeshment of 
institutional debt tests and non-institutionally debt tests: this is a Hannah 
who is ever-engrossed with her utterances and her body language not being 
(dis)coloured by her financial constraints or a Mike absorbed by his 
mother’s, partner’s and debt advisors’ comments, tinted by his sense of 
being the eternal “black sheep.”    
The governmentality studies are then correct in proposing that debt advice 
tests urge a type of reduction but only in the sense of a compelled or 
reconfigured engagement in all sorts of mundane situations according to a 



306 
 

single logic of action. Here Rose’ analysis of the psy-inspired summoning of 
‘enterprising’ subjectivities are once more illuminating. Rose writes that 
calculation lies at the core of this project: “The enterprising self will make 
an enterprise of its life, seek to maximize its own human capital, project 
itself a future, and seek to shape itself in order to become that which it 
wishes to be. The enterprising self is thus both an active self and a 
calculating self, a self that calculates about itself and that acts upon itself in 
order to better itself” (1998, p. 154, my emphasis). Rose’ dismissal of the 
charge that this “regime” is inherently “antisocial” or directed towards 
solipsism is critical in this regard (Ibid., p. 159). Rather “[i]t construes the 
‘relationships’ of the self with lovers, family, children, friends, and 
colleagues as central both to personal happiness and social efficacy” (Ibid.). 
All of these “interactions” may be interrelated, problematised and 
coherently requalified as we see here (Ibid.).  
 
In this analysis I have shown how citizens are to consistently ‘sacrifice’ or 
repress engagements (Hansen, 2016a, pp. 16f,32ff) founded upon unhinged 
(or what could be denoted ‘non-calculable’) violence. This is particularly in 
relation to advice tests of internalisation such as myths about enforcement 
sanctions and moralised notions of “responsibility”. Citizens are thus to 
move beyond an initial transgressive or crisis state of moral inferiority and 
unconstrained danger – to move away from violence. My hypothesis is 
furthermore that citizens – and this is absolutely crucial – are to scale back 
or restrict full immersion in a state of love in advice tests of externalisation 
involving or supposed to involve partners, friends and children.  
Boltanski finds that the “traces” of “hurts” in a state of love can still be 
detected in the uneasy translation from love and its performative language 
(“I love you”) into “a calculation” driven towards fairness, founded upon an 
“argumentative use of the language” (Ibid., pp. 107,110,112,112f,117,120). He 
attributes these traces of love to a latent “desire” to give and to the self-
satisfaction of giving, possible rearing its face when the presenter is 
disappointed by the “rejection” of or “resistance” to the gift given (Ibid., pp. 
115,115ff,116). This can be seen in all sorts of everyday sacrifices that are 
qualified in a domestic vocabulary of deficient gift-exchange: the refusal of 
social invitations, the inability to do one’s part in materialising a dream of 
shared homeownership and, perhaps in their most emblematic form, as 
agonising statements of people questioning their abilities to provide their 
children the same security, material comforts and delights as their 
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classmates. All such sentiments are coloured by the disquietude relating to 
the modesty of the domestic gifts they can yield and therefore, the (moral) 
debts that remain outstanding.  
 
Debt advisors try to compel or reinforce the activation, the industrial 
rationalisation and “spreading” of this regime of calculation (Boltanski, 
2011d, p. 114). Their efforts are backed by the belief in problem debt as a 
legal “reality” that ties the constraints of (as well as rights inscribed in) the 
calculation of payment ability to the automatism of enforcement sanctions. 
This “pressures” citizens to “reorganise” their everyday lives more 
insistently and consistently around the payment calculation while 
marginalising or trimming back gifts, meaning gifts that defy calculation by 
being spontaneous or boundless. The budgetary form “forces” Mike to end 
his “pampering” of his partner – his misguided excess of gifts – and to move 
in with her so to prove financial stability in the eyes of the creditors and 
financial “control” in the eyes of his partner. It also “squeezes” Hannah, 
who, tellingly, weighs the pros and cons of a debt adjustment procedure as 
her “mother gene” versus her “rationality,.” Hannah fears that the advisors’ 
“investigation” into her spending patterns would lead to proposed cuts in 
the (little constrained) flow of “love money.”  
These episodes moreover signal that while debt advisors aspire to firmly 
install citizens in the peaceful ‘regime of fairness’ or ‘routine’ – as subjects 
‘naturally’ leaning on tools in their various engagements with problem debt 
– debt advice tests are often interpreted and lived in a register of critical 
calculation or a ‘regime of justice in dispute.’ These are citizen-subjects who 
are “constantly careful”, who have to “face” or “monitor every situation” – 
subjects engaging their financial and care relations with faintly open eyes so 
that they, in any situation, may be able to a step back and problematise or 
“expose” whether a “fine balance” is truly upheld, or if something ought “to 
change”. 
 
I propose that these hypervigilant citizen-subjects are to be installed in a 
liminal state. The notion of liminality, introduced by Arnold Van Gennep 
and later discussed and elaborated by Victor Turner, designates the 
sentencing of people to continuous trials from without with the hope of 
these trials affording transformations from within – or in their characters 
and identities. This necessitates, as we have seen, selves who are ready to go 
through thorough self-inspections to questioning the very certainties 
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governing their lives and, in doing so, seek to undo and overcome their past 
selves (Thomassen, 2013, pp. 197f).  
Debt advisors tell some citizens, like Mike, that these constant tests are not 
just a fleeting blip in their lives – rather, they may have to “live in a different 
way for many years” to come before the outstanding debt might be 
redeemed. It is this promise of debt-freedom that motivates some citizens’ 
prolonged and strict investment in budgetary forms – and it is with this 
extended self-monitoring condition in mind that I move on to the third and 
final analytical part where I analyse how liminality can be ended, if at all.  
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6. Life after debt or debt’s end? – 
Attempts at moving beyond problem 
debt 
Introduction: debt adjustment and the lived 
temporalities of problem debt188  

The former analytical part left off at the formation of and disquietude 
around devising payment plans. Whilst I focused on the fixation of 
responsible citizen-subjects – how the actions of citizens are to be subject to 
constant critical inspection so that action conducted in one situation is 
consistent with actions performed in the next and so forth – I did not dive 
into how the fixation of subjectivities implies a certain temporal frame. This 
temporal frame relates to how the investment in, for instance, an instalment 
agreement ties present instalments to the prospect of freedom from 
problem debt. By steadily paying off the right amount on the right time, the 
idea is that all debts are purged at a future, locatable point in time. 
Decreasing the financial value of a debt item in a voluntary agreement, as 
sought through debt advisor-mediated negotiations with creditors, hinges 
on the hope that outstanding debt is redeemed sooner rather than later 
(Storms & Verschraegen, 2019).  
The relation between the present and future then rests on the person whose 
debt is problematised’s oft-mentioned ability to pay: if the payment ability 
is negligible or null, then the debt items turn unpayable if not for external 

                                                   
188 The main threads of this argument advanced in the analysis were initially developed in 
cooperation with PhD student Ida Simonsson, and presented at the 10th Critical Finance 
Studies Conference at University of Gothenburg. I later developed the argument in relation 
to a presentation at the 14th European Sociological Association conference at the University 
of Manchester. The latter presentation has been slightly modified and published on the blog 
for the Centre for Mobilities Research at Lancaster University: 
https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/cemore/the-politics-of-debt-and-mobilities-research/ 
(Schwarz, 2020).  

The title is inspired by multiple sources, including an article, ‘Life after debt: The 
governmentalities of debt relief’ (2022), on the Irish consumer bankruptcy system by Zach 
Roche, whose fascinating work I became aware of during a stimulating sojourn at the 
Economy & Society Summer School at the Blackwater Castle in Cork, Ireland.  

https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/cemore/the-politics-of-debt-and-mobilities-research/
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institutional inaction (e.g. debt limitations) or actions (e.g. debt 
reconstructions or cancellations).  
 
The present analytical part revolves around the question of temporality. 
Temporality is so intimately tied to experiences and theorisations of debt. 
This analysis explores the third sequence of the ideal-typical 
institutionalised journey that people with problem debt travel in Denmark 
as movements towards and aspirations of debt-freedom. These 
temporalities of problem debt and aspirations of debt-freedom are 
mediated by the state-provided safety valve of consumer bankruptcy, 
termed debt adjustment in Denmark. Representatives of the bankruptcy 
court carry out tests of debt adjustment and thus, ultimately decide if and 
how problem debt can be wiped out or whether debt-freedom is deferred. 
Beyond regulating the end-point of problem debt, I detail how debt 
adjustment tests themselves problematise and govern through specific and 
normatively charged temporalities of living with problem debt.  
 
Firstly, I centre on “applicants,” as they are denoted, and their engagements 
with the debt adjustment arrangement. I include here the voice of Liv, 
applying for debt adjustment, whose experiences I give primacy. I explore 
how applicants' past financial and moral behaviour is tested by 
representatives who project the applicants’ into the future mediated by the 
present. The applicant is to live and have lived “orderly,” meaning both 
punctually and virtuously. The section focuses on the pervasive notion of 
“orderliness” and how it is reconfigured to and requalified in institutional 
and non-institutional debt tests. The futural projection is reconfigured as a 
“debt adjustment order” by the granting and observance of which the 
applicant cancels their problem debt.  
Next, I extrapolate from the debt adjustment procedure to reflect on the 
social function of the bankruptcy arrangement, beyond the immediate 
intuition that the adjustment procedure narrowly settles the dispute 
between applicant/debtor and creditor(s). By ‘social function’, I commence 
the reflective work of pondering what the implications are if one conceives 
the debt adjustment arrangement not in isolation but as part of a wider state 
institutional whole that governs problem debt. Related to this interrogation 
of what the “elementary rules of behaviour” (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005, 
p. 35) or the undergirding social-moral ‘order’ may this institutional whole 
seeks to defend and reinforce. By doing so, I demonstrate the fruitfulness of 
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conceiving the debt adjustment test array as a rite of passage, the pending 
completion of which, I propose, is acclaimed with a ritual cleansing or 
“sanitation,” reincorporating the now cleansed body in the social-moral 
order.  
 
Following this, I delve into the experiences of the sizeable group of people 
with problem debt, who figure as a sort of waste product of the debt 
adjustment arrangement, as they are deemed “[un]worthy” of the procedure 
(Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, p. 475). As a consequence of this, are protractedly 
or permanently stuck with problem debt. Through the eyes of these people 
– and specifically, the sentiment that life with problem debt is suspenseful 
–  I moreover critically rethink the social function of debt advice agencies 
and my adoption of the notion of “journey” to capture experiences with 
problem debt. This leads to a reflection, where I outline the notion that the 
institutionally mediated temporalities of life with problem debt in Denmark 
are classed.  
 
The present analysis builds on the few anthropological and sociological 
studies on consumer bankruptcy – the vast majority of studies on consumer 
bankruptcy are based on either legal or economic traditions – and 
particularly highlights studies that advance a ritual reading of such 
arrangements. Once again, I theoretically contribute to the research by 
seeking new dialogues between sociological and anthropological theory, 
particularly how French pragmatic sociology (FPS) and Douglas’ analysis in 
‘Purity and Danger’ can be cross-fertilised. I accentuate Boltanski and 
Chiapello’s reinvigoration of Weber’s analysis of the cosmological – or 
‘spiritual’ – foundation of tests of worthiness under capitalism. I also touch 
on Douglas’ attention to how rituals connect bodies to the cosmologies 
animating the body politic. The conversation between the two theoretical 
frameworks is traversed by studies within the emerging scholarly field of 
economic theology – all frameworks speaking to the religiously saturated 
practices related to the redemption of problem debt. 
 
The research sub-questions that will be addressed here are: 
 
How do the debt adjustment procedures test people’s access to becoming 
free of problem debt, and how does this relate to people’s experiences of the 
promise of debt-freedom in Denmark?  
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6.1 Living without debt  

TESTS OF “ORDERLINESS” – ALIGNING APPLICANTS’ PAST, 
PRESENT AND FUTURE 
Three meetings punctuate debt adjustment: an initial meeting between a 
judge and an applicant applying for debt adjustment taking place at the local 
bankruptcy court, a meeting between an assistant appointed by the court 
and the applicant and a final meeting at the bankruptcy court in which all 
parties are present, and creditors are invited. In the present section, I focus 
on the first two meetings as distinct but connected institutionalised debt 
tests. 
 
Being a victim of social force majeure 
 

 
The task of the initial meeting is to assess whether a debt adjustment case is 
to be initiated. Before the meeting, a judge surveys application forms filled 
in by the applicant and rules that nothing speaks against the applicant 
meeting the criteria for debt adjustment. The applicant is informed of this 
and invited to the hearing at the bankruptcy court. Before the meeting, the 
judge recaps the information in the forms and subsequently walks through 
the statements in conversation with the applicant, who elaborates on some 
details. The judge does not merely inquire into the past and present living 
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and household arrangements and the employment status and benefits of the 
applicant – also detailed in the application alongside an overview of 
incomes and expenses, assets and liabilities and more. The judge also looks 
into the applicant’s narrative of the how and why the applicant found it 
difficult to pay. The latter details are conveyed in a questionnaire forming 
the other part of the application.  
The above shows that the criteria for admission relate both to “financial 
matters” – whether the debt truly is “hopeless,”189 whether debt adjustment 
would entail permanent financial betterment for the household of the 
applicant, whether the financial affairs of the applicant are clarified – and a 
more “holistic evaluation” of “moral judgement on the debtor’s behaviour” 
(Kilborn, 2009, p. 168; Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, p. 497). “Reckless” or 
“irresponsible” financial behaviour that typically precludes debt adjustment 
includes: cases where a considerable portion of the debt is accrued for 
consumption purposes, has been systematically amassed to public 
authorities or derives from criminal offences or from taking on considerable 
financial risks. Other than “criminal acts, speculative businesses, or 
extravagant consumption” (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, p. 489), cases may be 
denied where a substantial portion of the debt has been incurred when the 
applicant was unable to pay other credit and debt items, that the applicant 
has omitted payments despite having a reasonable payment ability or 
privileged one creditor on the expense of others, made arrangements in 
preparation of a debt adjustment (such as transferred assets to a spouse so 
to shelter them from creditors) or incurred new debt items after the case has 
been opened.190  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                   
189 A rule of thumb is that the applicant is hopelessly indebted if they are unable to pay off 
the total outstanding debt within ten years or half of the total within five years, thus making 
the actual figure dependent upon a combination of case law and particular financial 
circumstances.  
190 Similar stipulations apply to applications for remission of debts strictly to public 
authorities. I have not conducted observations of practices of public debt cancellation nor 
have I studied debt adjustment in relation to bankruptcy. The latter is debt stemming from 
business activities and thus lies beyond the scope of personal debt.    
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In the records of the court, the judge writes a recap of the accrual of each 
debt item, its origins and “reasons,” and the history of potential instalments. 
The judge provides the applicant instructions on what happens next if the 
case is opened.  
The opening of a debt adjustment case then rests firstly on positive 
“financial” or “objective criteria” of permanent, qualified insolvency and if 
these conditions are met, then follow the negative, “subjective criteria” that 
are “primarily morally substantiated” (Hansen M. B., 2015, pp. 19,24). 
Literature often contrasts the strict or moralising European consumer 
bankruptcy laws with the historically “generous” and “forgiving” laws of 
North America (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, p. 475; Ziegel, 2006, p. 299). In 
fact, the ideological and material differences – despite the recent tendency 
towards convergence (Ziegel, 2006) – are still considered so drastic that 
Niemi-Kiesiläinen proposes distinct terminologies to capture the different 
“paradigms” and their distinct ways of “constructing” debtor- and creditor-
subjectivities (Niemi-Kiesiliäinen, 1999, p. 476; 2003, pp. 41f).  
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The century-old North American model has a distinct market function, 
encouraging borrowing and risk embracement (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 2003, 
pp. 46f; Ziegel, 2006, p. 300). It conceives problem debt as a “market 
failure” – where the creditor is in a better possession than the debtor to bear 
the consequences. The North American model grants (relatively) open 
access to the consumer, who is given a “fresh start” so to re-enter the credit 
market, which is viewed as fundamentally benign (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, 
pp. 474,475,476,476f). The liberal model constructs the applicant as a 
“business debtor” defined by their active participation in the marketplace 
(Niemi-Kiesiliäinen, 2003, pp. 45; Ziegel, 2006, p. 304).  
Several West European countries pass debt adjustment laws in the 1980s 
and 1990s191 so to respond to the rise of debt problems in light of the rapid 
deregulation of credit markets during the 1980s and the recession leading 
into the 1990s (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, pp. 480ff; Ramsay, 20212, pp. 
421f).192 The European model, and especially the Scandinavian model, 
considers problem debt to be a “social problem,” stemming, among others, 
from worklessness, illness or other unforeseen events beyond individual 
control and thus, ideally, is to be addressed by the welfare state (Kilborn, 
2009, p. 164; Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999 pp. 479,481; Niemi-Kiesiläinen; 
2003, p. 48). Seeing that ordinary welfare benefits and services prove futile, 
a novel and substituting “safety valve” is introduced while abiding by the 
principle that the protections are exclusive to those “clients” whose breach 
of contract is caused by such “social force majeure” (Kilborn, 2009, p. 165; 
Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, p. 482; Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 2003, p. 55; Ramsay, 
2012, pp. 426,433).  
In this way, the European laws “attach moral attributes to consumer 
overindebtedness and access to debt adjustment programs” for the 
deserving applicant, coupled with the legal principle of pacta sunt servanda 
(the “[debt adjustment] law must not undermine the general moral 
imperative of paying one’s debts”) (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, pp. 475,482; 

                                                   
191 Denmark is the first European country to introduce a procedure for consumer debt 
adjustment in 1984 and figured as an inspiration for the laws that are later drafted in the 
other Scandinavian countries (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, p. 482). 
192 Niemi-Kiesiliäinen writes that “[n]inetheenth century bankruptcy laws were still in force 
in most European countries at the beginning of the 1980s” and since these “laws did not 
have provisions enabling the discharge of debt …, consumer bankruptcy was meaningless 
and rare” (1999, pp. 473,479). 
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2003, p. 49; Ramsay, 2012, p. 422; Ziegel, 2006). Particularly in the Nordic 
case,193 these two principles are strongly interlinked so that the “significant 
entry barriers” to adjustment are “means of upholding payment morality” 
(Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, p. 498; Ramsay, 2012, p. 433). The nearly 
mandatory payment plan, elucidated later, is crucial in this regard (Niemi-
Kiesiliäinen, 2003, p. 54).  
 

 
The narrative of debt accrual and debt repayment becomes a way to prove 
both one’s innocence and devotion to the duty of repaying. As we have seen 
in previous analyses, other institutions problematise and test debt via a 
combination of industrial-market and domestic principles that attach debt 
to its legal possessor and question the moral character of this possessor. 
This is similarly the case here. While bailiffs and requestors felt compelled 
to rely on personal accounts when formal financial information was lacking, 
advisors, trying to avoid coming across as degrading, sought to quickly move 
on from backstories of how they got here while still questioning habitual 
engagements with relations of care. The distinct thing here is the 
combination of the compulsory nature of providing a personal account of 

                                                   
193 Niemi-Kiesiliäinen finds that although the different debt adjustment models are attuned 
to different primary aims, founded upon different “ideological orientations” (rehabilitation 
(Scandinavia), repayment (continental Europe), prevention (France), efficiency (Anglo-
Saxon countries)), the actual bankruptcy laws are a compromise between these functions 
or principles (2003, pp. 44f).    
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debt accrual and repayment and the formal normative criteria applied to 
test this narrative. Debt adjustment is not a “right” but an “opportunity,” 
and the “debtors needed to show they were ready and willing to work to 
achieve [this opportunity]” (Kilborn, 2009, p. 160).  
 
Swedish research into the personal letters composed by adjustment 
applicants shows that applicants seek to prove their moral worthiness of 
debt adjustment and discharge by citing external circumstances, 
helplessness and pure necessities and their continuous efforts to pay 
(Larsson & Jacobsson, 2012).194 In my experience, some applicants resort 
to the notion of “orderliness” or that they are “proper” or “orderly persons” 
(in Danish, “ordentlige mennesker”). They use this to show they deserve the 
procedure – that their problem debt indeed stems from social force majeure 
– and their wish to move beyond problem debt in an “orderly fashion.”  
 
Liv, the main character in this analysis, habitually employs this expression 
which Liv attributes to her testimony during the initial court meeting. 
Through an account sprinkled with exact dates, Liv recollects how a botched 
housing job – designed for her children's special needs – forces her, her 
spouse at the time and their children to move to a mobile home. She is 
offered an overdraft facility, which she exhausts to stave off foreclosure and 
rebuild the home, paying for labour and materials. This, despite the fact she 
does not “believe” in borrowing money, she informs the judge. Liv finally 
gives in to sell the house leaving an outstanding debt and setting off a 
considerable fee and thereby debt for the premature sale of the house.  
The judge asks if Liv has “always paid off?” Liv confirms this. Later the judge 
explains their decision to open Liv’s case (while rejecting another applicant) 
because Liv (contrary to the other) has “simply paid.” After the proceedings, 
Liv elaborates on her story. In passing, she tells me that she is a person that 
has “never been somebody who borrows money” – that is, unless this 
pertains to the exceptional case of acquiring a house or a car – nor “spend 
money that I do not possess” already.  
 

                                                   
194 Research also shows that some applicants present ‘counterstories’ of care and self-
sacrifice and attestations of enhanced financial control that resist ‘master narratives’ of the 
irresponsible, profligate debtor (Liedgren, Kullberg, & Callegari, 2022). 
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“Tidying up” financial affairs 
While the judge is to screen whether the case ought to be commenced in the 
first place, the subsequent task of delving into the matters of whether and 
how a debt adjustment proposal could be devised is delegated to an 
“assistant” or a “trustee” (in Danish, “medhjælper”). This is a lawyer 
appointed by the court as its auxiliary arm who assists or “collaborates” with 
the applicant in developing this proposal or “order” (Kilborn, 2009, p. 171). 
The second meeting takes place at the applicant’s dwelling.195 
 
In the first analytical part,196 I unfurled the sacred qualities institutionally 
ascribed to debtors’ homes. While the dwelling supposedly unmasks the 
debtors’ true nature and ability to pay otherwise concealed at court, it also 
exposed the representatives to intimate details of lives lived with problem 
debt and their own possible roles in exacerbating the latter’s situation. A 
similar sentiment regarding applicants’ homes is discernible in the 
conversation between the judge and Liv, in that the judge informs Liv that 
assistants might detect “things that look odd or downright fraudulent” in 
applicants’ living places but “it is not as if the assistant inspects the 
drawers.” Liv, however, authorises such a thorough inspection, saying that 
she has “nothing to hide.”  
Interviewing and observing an assistant at work, I am told and witness that 
this is by most measures a misconception. The assistant tells me that they 
do note plain indications of shadiness such as expensive interior and 
nameplates, toothbrushes, beds and toys or an uninhabited home signifying 
a different standard of living or household arrangement than initially 
reported in the application.197 These indications of wilful financial deception 
to the benefit of one’s household and the detriment of the creditors may 
cause further searches, but the trustee usually only scans the place when 
entering out of privacy considerations, and would never root for valuables 
or start opening cabinets. Furthermore, the assistant finds that if the 
applicant indeed possessed an expensive painting, for example, the 
applicant would likely have hidden it before the meeting.  The assistant 

                                                   
195 The location of the meeting varies between jurisdictions.  
196 See the sub-section, ‘Debtor’s dwellings as ‘sacred’’ (chapter 4.3).  
197 Just as the bailiffs and requestors, the bankruptcy court judges do not have access to 
databases granting detailed overviews of personal and financial circumstances and thus, 
initially rely on a truthful applicant testifying under the penalty of perjury.  
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rarely finds reason to assess the financial value of possessions, and judges 
and assistants (informally) disregard smaller heirlooms.  
 
A few applicants I talk to consider their dwelling a prism demonstrating that 
they are indeed conducting a life of financial and moral “orderliness” by 
presenting a tidied up or “ordered” version of the place to the assistant. The 
cleanness and tidiness of the place are supposed to echo and ascertain their 
running commitment to“tidying up” their financial life and otherwise. As 
Douglas puts it, when cleaning, we try to make “visible statements about the 
home that we are intending to create out of the material house” 
(2002[1966], p. 85).  
This idea is particularly articulated by one applicant, whose efforts of tidying 
up and showing that they are in “control”198 is set against their self-
proclaimed propensity to “hoard,” filling the already confined space with 
video games, bottles and boxes. The applicant finds that the wretched 
conditions of the flat or “rotten basement” – an alleged former brothel with 
no heat or bathroom, only agreed to so to keep their dog) underscore their 
claims of being “deeply indebted” and living frugally. This, they claim, sets 
them apart from those “shopaholic idiots” seen on the Luxury Trap. 
 
The arrangement and adjustments of the dwelling do not have much bearing 
on the meeting nor the outcome of the case. However, I think that 
applicant’s efforts provide a productive entry point into the temporal 
dimension that is key for the more central and comprehensive institutional 
test performed here by the assistant. This, as well as for the assistants’ 
conception of the nexus of “order”-“orderliness.” Here, I propose to discern 
the above applicant’s efforts with an analysis by Thévenot that takes scenes 
of different (regimes of) home engagement as its point of departure 
(2001).199 The scenes depict actors moving from the familiarised use of 
things that come to take on the personality of the inhabitant (the ‘regime of 
familiarity’), to bringing the “mess” to “good working order” so to 
accommodate a newcomer and their functional needs (the ‘regime of regular 
planned action’) and finally, to disputing assessments of persons and things 

                                                   
198 See the sub-section, ‘Getting “debt under control” (chapter 5.1), on citizens’ aspiration 
for conveying financial and non-financial “control”.  
199 I presented a similar argument in a talk at the 2018 ‘Futures of finance and society’ 
conference at the University of Edinburgh. 
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after a serious mishap has occurred in the home (the ‘regime of justice’) 
(Ibid., pp. 69ff,71). 
Interpreting the above applicant’s endeavours with Thévenot’s concepts, 
one can see that the applicant – more than merely adjusting to the 
unfamiliar visitor – tries to sacrifice their habitual oddities (the piled-up 
items) to demonstrate that they are indeed conducting a life where things 
run smoothly. The applicant knows that a debt adjustment plan likely runs 
for five years, thereby hinging on the assistant believing in the applicant’s 
capacity to follow such a procedure, troubled by the applicant’s recent 
history of short-term employment. The test of the debt adjustment proposal 
can be conceived as a compromise between the regime of justice and that of 
regular planned action: the critical evaluation of the applicant’s abilities to 
project themselves into the future becomes a precondition granting the 
adjustment procedure (Hansen M. P., 2016a, pp. 27ff).200  
 
Most institutional tests of debt hinge on this compromise, resting on a 
person with problem debt whose actions are fixed and thus, in a temporal 
sense, projectable. For this reason, we see the notions of “control,” 
“manage,” “realistic,” and many more, all speaking to the sense of 
(financially) steerable, unswerving action. A key difference between the 
tests performed by debt advisors and that of the assistant: while the former 
aim to prospectively instruct consistent citizens able to conform to 
budgetary forms, the latter tests the applicants’ investments in forms 
retrospectively.  
   
Beyond scanning the place, the trustee spends the bulk of the meeting 
inquiring further into financial information necessary for creating a much 
more detailed and meticulous account of the applicant’s household finances 
than the initial review conducted by the judge. In advance of the meeting, 
the employee receives the material from the court (including annual tax 
returns, preliminary tax assessment and documentation of income such as 
pay slips) – as well as, in some cases, points of attention highlighted by the 
judge – and tasks the applicant with issuing additional documentation as in 
expenses to children, drug expenditures, employment information and 

                                                   
200 See my reflections in the sub-section, ‘Thinking with ‘regimes of engagement’ and 
‘action’’ (chapter 2.2), on why I have chosen not to work extensively with the conceptual 
framework of the regimes of engagement.    
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information on the nature of the debt item(s). Often the employee is to 
engage with other institutional representatives to retrieve additional 
information that the applicant cannot provide. One interviewee also tells me 
that the trustee asks permission to access their home banking account to 
inspect how they spend their money. 
Based on the financial information, the trustee draws up a budget akin to 
the one discussed in the previous analytical part that estimates the citizen’s 
ability to pay, income that can be garnished, and the minimum costs of 
living. Then, a host of “fixed expenses”: net housing expenses (for instance 
rent and utilities), net expenses to possible under-age children living at 
home (net income (child support, child benefit allowance) subtracted by net 
expenses (day care centre, medication) and weighed against an age-
dependent disposable amount) and special needs (for example necessary 
medicine or treatments) as well as a defined disposable amount, supposed 
to cover all other expenses such as foodstuff, clothes, telephone, internet 
and television subscription, insurances, leisure activities and more – is 
subtracted from the net income of the household (for instance, wages, 
pension, social benefits, rent subsidies, and more minus taxes, pension 
payments, union fees and more).201 

                                                   
201 The disposable amount is regulated annually and currently (2022)  sits at 6.800 kroner 
for singles and 11.530 kroner for cohabiting partners while children are earmarked 1.860 
kroner (for children between the age of zero to two years old), 2.380 kroner (two to seven 
years old), 3.410,- (seven to 17 years old). What is deemed an unsurmountable debt and a 
reasonable rent is similarly adjusted by case law with the intent to keep abreast of the 
evolvement of the Danish society.    
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The assistant arrives at the potential monthly surplus of money to be 
deposited on a savings account and parcelled out at a yearly rate, divided 
between the applicant’s creditors according to each creditor’s relative share 
of the total outstanding debt. This total debt is normally reduced to a figure 
equal to a time of payment of five years, meaning five allotments and the 
outstanding debt is then paid. The surplus might differ yearly, for instance, 
as in the case of Liv, if a child turns 18 and is no longer allowed a designated 
disposable amount. Moreover, the assistant renders uniform incomes and 
expenses by calculating monthly averages of incomes and expenses that may 
fall quarterly or estimating the mean of otherwise fluctuating incomes and 
expenditures. In Liv’s case, it is crucial for the judge to initially confirm that 
her flexible job – a job with reduced working hours due, in this case, to a 
chronic medical condition – indeed does have the same weekly hours 
moving forward.  
In these ways, the assistant seeks to settle, stabilise or ‘certify’ the 
applicant’s financial affairs (Thévenot, 2015). This is why the primary 
formal purpose of the final meeting is to re-establish that the applicant’s 
means and expenditures still correspond to the devised proposal, the 



323 
 

proposal now signed by the applicant, to confirm the payment plan or 
“order” (Kilborn, 2009, p. 171). Everything here is “dead straight” (in 
Danish, “snorlige”) or “nothing sticks out,” as assistants often say.202  
 
Getting one’s financial affairs “in order” 
A possible way to capture the tests and the minute adjustments conducted 
by the assistant is to invoke what sociologist Lisa Adkins conceptualises as 
the “classical time of debt” (2018, p. 82). Like other theorists of debt, Adkins 
cites Guyer’s reflections on the ‘calendrics of repayment’ (2012) as the 
emblematic encapsulation of this classical debt-time. Seen through the 
“nexus of repayment,” debt is tethered to a specific temporal configuration 
of the calendar defined by abstraction, precision and permanency (Ibid., p. 
498).  
This is a temporal arrangement that runs fully exterior to the “context” or 
particularities of debtors’ lives while it “orders and arranges the very context 
that it appears to stand outside” (Adkins, 2018, p. 88). It demands a debtor-
subject featured by “steadiness and punctuality,” one who is bound to the 
“rhythm” of “regular and continual repayments” (Guyer, 2012, pp. 497,498; 
Adkins, 2018, pp. 86,87,88). Moreover, it inserts this subject into a fixed 
chronology where the steady and satisfactory amortisation progressively 
moves the applicant towards “future knowns with reference to the past and 
present,” namely to the “end point of debt clearance” (Adkins, 2018, pp. 
83,91,93,96). Following Guyer’s reading of other revered works on gift 
exchange, the open, ambiguous and contingent time ascribed to 
(unenforceable) gifts and, in continuation with this, to the “the 
unpredictable arc of life” itself are subjected or “reduced” to the “calendar 
of enforcement” (2012, pp. 494ff,496,497).  
I believe that the notion of “order”-“orderliness” belonging to the 
institutional representatives, among these the assistants, can be illuminated 
through the prism of this temporal configuration, this classical debt-time. A 
way to unpack this is to return to one indispensable prerequisite for 
awarding an adjustment. Namely, that the intervention must cause a 

                                                   
202 To the judge’s (and my) surprise, few applicants have indeed experienced financial 
changes (mainly that of relocation) prior to the final creditor meeting, resulting in some 
“unusual” meetings where a court decision cannot be made and either additional meetings 
are scheduled or reapplication is deemed necessary. In one case, the applicant tries to 
convince the judge that they will move to a place with a similar rent or, if the rent is higher, 
cover the extra costs within the disposable amount, hereby supporting the proposal. 
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permanent financial betterment for the applicant and their household. The 
governing idea is that financial betterment is impossible if the applicant is 
expected to be forced to incur debt if they are to respect their ongoing 
financial obligations. Beyond rendering the criteria of qualified insolvency 
inconclusive as well as rendering the applicant’s payment ability and the 
time frame of the instalment plan unknown, unsettled financial relations (as 
in unsteady income, e.g. temporary work situation, worklessness or 
enrolment in education or unsteady expenses, e.g. recent relocation, 
temporary sublease and so on) introduce uncertainty as to whether the 
applicant can in fact keep to the instalments. Or, put differently, the classic 
debt-time.  
A judge tells me during an interview that those applicants lacking “financial 
order” (in Danish, “orden i økonomien”) or whose financial affairs are in 
“disorder” (in Danish, “rod”) – the phrases signalling desultoriness and 
randomness, that things “slip” and “slide,” as the judge states – are expected 
either to already have incurred “new debt” (for instance, in the case of tax 
assessments not brought up to date) or are prospectively going to incur new 
outstanding debts. The latter could either be by defaulting on a payment or 
pre-emptively, by taking on another credit/debt to cover living expenses, 
otherwise impossible to finance.203 This hints at the importance of 
disclosing the financial affairs of the entire household. If, for instance, a 
cohabiting partner does not possess the defined disposable amount left after 
paying half of the fixed expenses, the theory is that the applicant will 
eventually offset this themselves by entering into debt, either by browsing 
the financial market or turning to a relative or friend.  
In all these instances, the applicant is expected to be unable to conform to 
the “payment plan clock,” or it is expected that “the temporalities of 
[financial] life [will] intersect badly with the calendrics of repayment” 
(Guyer, 2012, pp. 497; Kilborn, 2009, p. 173).204  

                                                   
203 This means that a non-financial claim, such as a pending bill, is not considered a debt. 
Neither is money itself considered a debt (or IOU) in line with the ‘credit theory of money’ 
(Ingham, 2004) (see the sub-section, ‘Debt and violence’ (chapter 2.1)).   
204 Korobkin puts it the following way: “[D]efault ruptures the utopian world of contractual 
time, and deposits the parties [creditor and debtor] into a fallen world of indeterminate 
and largely improvisational tempo” (2003, p. 2132). Liv talks about placing cash in 
envelopes at the beginning of the month and being aware that the money will not be able 
to “reach to” (in Danish, “nå til”) the ending of the month – playing on the dual quantitative 
(as magnitude) and temporal (as velocity) meaning.   
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Meeting the criteria of having one’s finances “in order” thus means 
presenting a past in which one has clearly shown capable of conducting a 
life without amassing new debts. Here it is notable that applicants who have 
enduringly proven that they can live for less than the stipulated disposable 
amount, for instance, on social security, without going into debt, can still be 
granted the procedure.  
As the person with problem debt applies, the embedment of the applicant 
in this classical debt-time is intensified. The applicant’s past becomes 
aligned with a present and future in which the applicant’s commitment to 
this financial order is tested. Applicants, among them Liv, are told to wipe 
out any new, affordable debt items, and the terminal date is pushed, so the 
records received by the court are “fully cleaned up,” as the assistant says. 
Another key requalification is that the applicant, before the final ruling, sets 
aside the monthly amounts for the creditor(s), calculated by the trustee, on 
a separate deduction-free account, thus presaging their continuous 
observance of the budget. The judge asks Liv whether this has been an issue, 
and she firmly responds no and that “I have never not paid on time – I hate 
things like that,” telling me later that she has clutched on to this principle 
even when this has meant not being able to afford “butter on the bread.”  
My point is that the classical debt-time is the definitive moral idea 
underpinning the tests of “order”-“orderliness” performed by the assistant. 
To hammer this home, it is critical to note that as the debt items grow 
older,205 the weight of the above morally substantiated grounds for rejection 
progressively diminishes. This means as time goes by, the circumstances 
surrounding debt accrual – whether the judge deems an etiology of personal 
“misfortune” or “malfeasance” to be the most fitting (Peebles, 2013, pp. 
706,706ff) – becomes less and less critical (Kilborn, 2009, p. 168). Often, it 
comes as a surprise for applicants (and some debt advisors) that, for 

                                                   
205 There is no absolute definition of when a debt item is regarded as new or old. I am 
informed that current legal practice is that a debt item is considered new when it is less 
than five years old while the homepage for the court of law in Demark states that a debt is 
typically regarded as old when it is minimum six to eight years old. Another rule of thumb 
is that the new- or oldness of a debt item is partially determined by the particulars of the 
applicant’s (mis)conduct. For instance, if a considerable proportion of the debt has been 
incurred for the purpose of consumption then the items have to be about seven to nine 
years old.   
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instance, outstanding consumer debt does not lead to automatic rejection of 
the case.  
In this specific context, an applicant’s narrative might play a minor 
mitigating role. That is, in contrast to the crucial role attributed to the 
narrative by many applicants as a means to convince the judge of their 
“orderliness.”  In the narrative presented by the assistant, figuring as part 
of the debt adjustment order, the assistant might emphasise that a fairly 
recent debt item was an isolated blip brought about by sheer necessity – in 
Liv’s case, the purchase of a bed – or that the applicant’s persistent 
incurrence of consumer debt belongs to a past and closed history of 
gambling or drug addiction. As one judge knowingly says: “there are 
consumer debts, and then there are consumer debts.” Assistants now 
employ the narrative to render possible that applicants’ current lives are 
defined by their notion of “order”-“orderliness” – that is, by the classical 
debt-time or, perhaps more aptly here, the persistent living-without-debt.  
 

6.2 Debt adjustment as rite of passage 

LINKING “ORDERLY” APPLICANTS TO SOCIAL-MORAL 
ORDER 
Brief interlude: embodied rituals and ‘body politic’ 
In this section, I aim to show the fruitfulness of conceiving the payment plan 
or designated time-without-debt as a ritual. Rituals, Peebles states, “create 
bounded spaces or times intentionally separate from everyday life,” and, in 
this case, detached from the conventional institutions governing problem 
debt and from their institutionalised debt tests (Peebles, 2013, n11p704). In 
dialogue with previous research (Korobkin, 2003; Peebles, 2012b; Peebles, 
2013; Roche, 2022), I propose to interpret the debt adjustment procedure 
as a rite of passage for the applicant. Here, the pending successful 
completion is celebrated in the final creditor meeting, conceived as a 
cleansing ritual where the applicant is “washed clean of … [their] debts” 
(Peebles, 2012b, p. 433).  
Subjecting certain sanctioned and overseen actions, such as saving, 
installing and parcelling out money, to ritualistic analysis can open up for 
meditations on the wider societal or social functions of the actions 
performed rather than seeing the measures in isolation (Korobkin, 2003, p. 
2130). The section ponders the question: what is the social function of the 
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Danish debt adjustment arrangement if seen as part of an institutional 
whole? Answering this question commences my efforts of juxtaposing the 
analytical parts and shedding new light on my key findings as part of 
interconnected state institutionalised journeys. In continuation with this, 
the section moreover toys with the idea that the aim of the payment plan 
test goes beyond the narrow (financial) concern of setting the relationship 
between applicant debtor and creditor straight, as in ending their dispute. I 
argue that it has more empirical traction to view the debt adjustment plan 
as something supposed to project and reaffirm an “abstract” and “complex” 
“social whole” (“society,” “community,” “collectivity” etcetera) that debtor 
and creditor inhabit and take part in (Peebles, 2012a, pp. 1234,1240,1249). 
Phrased differently: how do institutionalised tests of financial “orderliness” 
seek to defend and consolidate a certain social-moral ‘order?’  
Douglas’ analysis informs the questions of ritual cleansing or purification, 
from which I offer two interrelated analytical points of emphasis: Firstly, 
how rituals may work as a medium that seeks to link individual physical 
bodily performances to notions of a bounded, “larger social system” or ‘body 
politic’ (Douglas, 2002[1966], p. 159; Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 94); 
Secondly, how rituals may link subjective meanings, produced through the 
bodily performances, to overall ‘cosmologies’ or ‘sub-worlds’ (Douglas, 
2002[1966], pp. 4,4f,6,85).  
The latter alludes to how entrenched moralities of strict “rule enforcement” 
presently shape debt relief arrangements in regions historically dominated 
by Protestant “cultural norms”206 compared to those animated by the 
Catholic “forgiveness culture” (Hasan, Kiesel, & Noth, 2019, pp. 2,2ff,4). 
Closer to my material and aims, this alludes to how religiously charged 
sentiments mobilised by the stakeholders –confession, asceticism, 
punishment, faith (and despondency), redemption and more – are ascribed 
to the adjustment arrangement and procedure. This also hints at the second 
source of inspiration, namely the scholarship of economic theology, 
suggesting that seemingly secular practices retain theological features 
(Dean, 2019; Roche, 2022, p. 50). In particular, I am inspired by pragmatist 
work reflecting on contemporary capitalism's affectual, moral and 
theological magnetism. Worthy of note here is Boltanski and Chiapello’s 

                                                   
206 As Martin Luther argued: “The world needs a strict, hard, temporal government that will 
compel and constrain the wicked … to return what they borrow, even though a Christian ought 
not to demand it, or even hope to get it back” (Luther in Hasan, Kiesel & Noth, 2019, p. 7). 
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(2005) reworking of Weber’s seminal treaty (2003[1905]) on people’s 
investment in the moral ideas or ‘spirit’ underpinning capitalism and 
Koning’s thesis (2015) on the redemptive faith placed in responsible 
attachments to money under neoliberalism, specifically in the guise of debt 
honouring through belt-tightening.  
 
The ripple effect of debt default 
To pin down the social function of the Danish consumer debt adjustment 
arrangement, I turn my attention to professor of law Jason J. Kilborn. 
Particularly interesting is his meticulous exploration of the adoption and 
evolvement of the arrangement and its rupture with the long-running 
Danish legal tradition of holding everyone responsible for their contracted 
obligations, as stated in 1683 (2009, p. 158).  
The author paints a picture of an impasse or an “internal battle” stemming 
from an “illogical and counterproductive” collection and enforcement 
system (Kilborn, 2009, pp. 159,161). Here, Kilborn paraphrases barrister 
Frederik Bang Olsen who lays the groundwork for the proposed policy: 
“[C]ourts and public collection authorities on one day facilitate collections 
actions in support of claims on which creditors will ultimately not receive 
(full) payment, while social support authorities the next day consequently 
have to support the debtor and his family in the most costly way, including 
with medical and hospital assistance to treat economically based maladies” 
(Ibid., p. 159). The proposed move is eliminating “unrealistic,” meaning 
“uncollectible debts,” so to offer the applicant a chance to “fulfil the realistic 
portion of their obligations” (Ibid., pp. 159,160,185). 
What is critical to highlight is that the procedure is not supposed to 
undermine private creditors. In fact, it is said that creditors “stood the most 
to gain from a collective debt adjustment system” (Ibid., p. 161). Seeing that 
private credit collection institutions are unable to garnish wages and instead 
are forced to place their uninformed faith (they lack exhaustive databases) 
in the availability of likely theoretical or valueless assets – limitations 
unfolded in the first analytical part – the prospect of full disclosure of 
applicants’ financial means and the maximisation of returns via the 
turnover of years of future income are “serious advantage[s]” for these 
institutions (Ibid., pp. 160,163f,185). The write-off of untenable claims 
would merely admit “already existing factual losses” (Ibid., p. 162). 
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Tracing the genesis of the adjustment arrangement then means moving 
beyond initial one-sided declarations of “empathy and altruism for the 
financially overburdened,” so to see the proposal as a “pragmatic” “safety 
valve [supposed] to maximize the effectiveness of the … laws of obligations” 
(Kilborn, 2009, pp. 158ff,161,162,185). The debt adjustment arrangement 
then is not to be read as an agonistic figure that combats the efforts of debt 
collection institutions. Rather, the two institutions are to be understood as 
intimately connected and together “rationalizing and humanizing the claims 
enforcement system” (Ibid., p. 158).  
 
Several groups benefit from the policy, among these the “overburdened 
debtors” and their children (Kilborn, 2009, p. 161). The notion put forward 
is that these debtors may give in to an “immoral but well understood and 
accepted notion of ‘going on strike’,” meaning not working nor paying taxes, 
as earnings can be subject to collection, and their children may grow up “in 
an environment of pressure and harassment that would hinder them from 
joining society later with a loyal and positive attitude toward society” (Ibid., 
p. 161, my emphasis). Debt adjustment offers a way for people with problem 
debt to “reestablish themselves” as “decent citizens” and break the chain of 
imitation (Ibid., p. 159, my emphasis).    
These empirical considerations resonate with most accounts on Western 
consumer bankruptcy arrangements. Here, one is presented with a parallel 
functionalist image of personal circumvention of repayment, funnelling a 
“ripple effect … with a decline in the norm of promise keeping or the stigma 
of debt default” endangering society207 and the corresponding necessity of 

                                                   
207 Niemi-Kiesiläinen reiterates the conviction underlying European debt adjustment laws: 
“A citizen who, because of overwhelming debt, is pushed outside society, endangers not 
only his or her [sic] own well being but the security of society as well” (2003, p. 49). Ziegel 
expresses similar sentiments, referencing the civil law tradition of Europe: “The civilian 
philosophy appears to be that an overindebted debtor who has not met her [sic] contractual 
obligations has breached a basic moral and legal code, a breach that may, if a sufficient 
number of debtors follow suit, jeopardize the whole basis of the modern credit system” 
(2006, p. 305). 
In paragraphs where Douglas relates money to ritual (echoing the credit theory of money), 
Douglas reiterates the theme of the ripple effect: “Money can only perform its role of 
intensifying economic interaction if the public has faith in it. If faith in it is shaken, the 
currency is useless. So too with ritual; its symbols can only have effect so long as they 
command confidence…” (2002[1966], p. 86). 
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institutional measures facilitating “social reintegration” (Ramsay, 2012, pp. 
428f,433). It is this image – although presented through a distinctly critical 
lens – that is placed front and centre of those accounts with ritualistic 
sensibilities. Here, I propose to return to the analysis put forward by Peebles 
on the dialectic between debt-collection and -forgiveness, mentioned in the 
first analytical part.208;209 
 
Peebles finds that societies lacking “bankruptcy rituals” were sensitive to 
debtors fleeing both their financial obligations and, beyond this, the moral 
debts or duties ascribed to life-in-society (2012b, pp. 429,429f). They 
effectively becoming “dead to [home] society” while “reborn with a clean 
slate in a new community” (Peebles, 2012b, pp. 429; 2013, p. 719). Whereas 
the debtors’ prison is supposed to counteract exile by seizing debtors and 
coerce them into repayment, the prison turns out to pose another 
“sanctuary” where inmates are shielded from their “quotidian obligations to 
creditors” and, above this, “from the humming and calculating capitalism 
growing outside of the penal walls,” instead being debased into “listless non-
capitalists,” backing out of market freedoms while indulging in instant 
gratification and sharing (Peebles, 2012b, pp. 432,434; 2013, pp. 704,710ff).  
Peebles advances a parallel argument to that of the comparative legal 
research, noting that if “too many people seek this option of social rebirth 
[via prison or disappearance]…, no one will be left to pay their debts, and 
the credit system would collapse” (Peebles, 2012b, p. 430). To minimise this 
eminent, rippling threat to “capitalism itself” reformers in European nation-
states ventured to abolish the debtors’ prison while democratising 
consumer bankruptcy (Peebles, 2012b, pp. 433,435; 2013, p. 718). Debtors 
with unpayable debt are now allowed – against a considerable “price,” as I 
next unfurl – to “walk the streets again without fear of seizure and 
imprisonment” and thus, spurred to stay implicated in the “endless cycle of 
credit and debt” as “future-planning,” “disciplined economic actors” toiling 
away (Peebles, 2012b, p. 430,433; 2013, pp. 706,715).  
 
Peebles’ historical analysis leaves us with an image of the withering of the 
prison walls and the mores of “economic traditionalism,” clearing the space 

                                                   
208 See the sub-section, ‘Brief interlude: ‘debt-evasion’ vs ‘debt-proximity’’ (chapter 4.3). 
209 Korobkin makes this dialectic more perceptible by terming them “nonbankruptcy 
collection law” and bankruptcy law respectively (2003, p. 2144). 
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for the expansion of the zones of debt relief and the spread of commercial 
life (2013, p. 715). These zones of debt-forgiveness eventually become 
“coterminous with the very bounds of community [here, nation-state] itself” 
– that is, as long as its “social power holds sway” (Peebles, 2012b, p. 440; 
2013, p. 713).     
 
Debt adjustment as a moral paradox 
Peebles cites legal scholar Donald R. Korobkin and his profound ritualistic 
essay on consumer bankruptcy law through the ages (2013, p. 714n11). 
Korobkin locates policymakers at a moral and practical “impasse”: on the 
one hand, “[c]apitalistic ideology” holds contractual agreements and 
property interests “sacred” – and that “people … must face appropriate 
sanctions if they do not” – while, on the other hand, a second “capitalist 
creed” risks being undermined by the former (2003, pp. 2126). Specifically, 
if people on a mass scale would lose their properties and lifestyles, this 
would shake the promise that “economic progress is inevitable” under 
capitalism and the causal relation between hard work and possibilities of 
“self-improvement” (Ibid., pp. 2126,2126f,2145).  
According to Korobkin, the bankruptcy system is to “embody” and manage 
this normative tension by, at the same time, “releasing financially distressed 
persons from their payment obligations” and preserving “norms associated 
with promise-keeping and the preservation of vested property interests” 
(2003, pp. 2127).210 Korobkin proposes that one can move beyond the moral 
“impasse” by contriving a “passageway” that somehow carries out the 
otherwise “ultimately doomed work” of compensating “irreparable loss” 
(2003, pp. 2130,2159). Put in this context, how is the applicant supposed to 
deliver on the moral-legal promise to pay when the applicant is and, in all 
probability, stays insolvent? (Ibid., pp. 2129f). Korobkin proposes that one 
concocts a gesture differing from a “literal” (financial) solution, for instance, 
a bailiff distressing and selling off assets so as to circumvent the deadlock of 
a debtor’s non-available funds (Ibid., p. 2129). Instead, one is to formulate 
and carry out a “metaphoric” equivalent to the promise to pay in the guise 

                                                   
210 This notion becomes more obvious when noting that that the initial English bankruptcy 
law, dating back to 1542, only recognises “involuntary” consumer bankruptcy executed by 
the state, effectively figuring “purely [as] a collection device” (Korobkin, 2003, p. 2138).  
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of an act that “ritualistically stands in” for this “departed original” (Ibid., pp. 
2129,2130,2133,2138).211   
 
Following Korobkin’s argument, I find that an instructive point of entry is 
that of the payment plan. As I observed212 - and as other research has 
documented213 – the applicants deemed worthy of adjustment ordinarily 
end up paying but “a small fraction” of the total outstanding debt (Kilborn, 
2009, p. 171; Korobkin, 2003, p. 2150). The “generally low [financial] value” 
that the “plans provide to creditors” lends itself to the suggestion that the 
payments ought to be perceived as responding to a “moral question” more 
than an “economic issue” (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 2003, p. 54) or that they are 
metaphoric, at Korobkin would have it. This relates to the notion that no 
triviality limit is defined according to which the judge/assistant reduces 
either a specific debt item or the total outstanding debt to zero after 

                                                   
211 Korobkin’s line of argument mirrors that of the ‘primordial debt theory’ or, according to 
Graeber, ‘myth’ previously mentioned (see the sub-section ‘Debt and violence’ (chapter 
2.2)). The theory, most famously ascribed to Nietzsche, is that money’s primordial function 
was and is religious and political – not commercial (Dodd, 2014, p. 23). “Wergild laws” are 
exemplary here, specifying the reimbursement of injuries like the loss of a limb with the 
hope of preventing violent escalation (Ibid., pp. 23f). Paying money or “Geld” one 
substitutes or indemnifies (in old English, “gield”) the irreversible loss (Ibid., p. 24). By 
“levying a monetary cost for injury to individuals” wergild laws “codified the social values 
on which social order itself depends”, tying together, on the on hand, individuals and, on 
the other, society and its gods (as sacrifice or “cosmic debt”) or its rulers (as tribute or 
taxation) (Ibid., pp. 24,24ff,26, my emphasis).  
Moreover, the primordial debt theorists motivate the periodic “debt amnesties”, executed 
by Babylonian rulers, by the “threat to social order” that contagious debt defaults (“one bad 
harvest could reduce a large portion of the peasantry into debt peonage”) may pose (Dodd, 
2014, pp. 26,44).         
212 During a visit at a creditor I jotted down dividends on outstanding debts: 2,3 percent, 16 
percent, 26 percent, 12 percent, 21 percent, 9 percent, and 12 percent respectively. My 
observations of creditor meetings show dividends of 15 percent, 46 percent, 11 percent, and 
three percent. 
213 In relation to European debt relief procedures, Niemi-Kiesiläinen writes: “The average 
proceeds of the plans seem to be less than 15 percent of total debt, and many debtors are 
not able to contribute at all. It is questionable whether this low rate of repayment is worth 
the dealy in the creditors’ economic recovery and the loss of economic efficiency it causes. 
However, it needs to be emphasized that the rationale of the payment plans is not only 
economic but also moral” (1999, p. 501). 
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discharge.214 As one judge tells me, it would be possible to see an applicant 
paying a “bagatelle” for years. The point is that the payment plan and its 
practical realisation are crucial. This is likely the reason behind the 
terminology of “debt adjustment,” namely that it reschedules debt 
(normally) without fully discharging it (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, p. 476n5). 
As debt is left outstanding, the procedure may likely impose behavioural 
“adjustments,” in a FPS sense, on the part of the applicant-subject.  
While Korobkin takes the American bankruptcy procedure as his analytical 
point of departure, the Scandinavian adjustment model, as mentioned 
above, is similarly defined by an intrinsic moral tension. In the prior 
analysis I detailed how one of the main characters, Hannah, questioned 
when the time was ripe for applying.215 Here it was apparent that the 
payment plan may take on ambivalent properties. This makes sense since it 
is supposed to figure, in FPS terms, as both a ‘costive’ deterrent against a lax 
societal attitude towards repayment while also ushering a negotiable road 
to debt-freedom or ‘happiness’ for deserving individuals within a 
foreseeable future (Hansen M. B., 2015, pp. 21ff).216 Or, as comparative legal 
scholars write, the measure is geared toward both “social welfare and moral 
conservatism,” focused on “rehabilitation,” and upholding “payment 
morality” alike (Graver in Ramsay, 2012, p. 433; Niemi-Kiesiliänen, 2003, 
p. 59). 
The heated argument I partook in with one debt advisor, briefly mentioned 
in the method’s chapter,217 revolving around the adequate interpretation of 
adjustment can recapture this ambivalence. That is, whether the procedure 
ought to be perceived as a form of “punishment” for their supposed 
contractual violations, which I had proclaimed in an article. Alternatively, 

                                                   
214 Although I am told that if the payment ability is perhaps 50 kroner then the assistant might 
modify expenses so that it appears as if there is no surplus to obtain. Going over the rulings 
posted at the Danish Law Gazette it is evident that the court often disregards claims that would 
recover less than a couple 100 to 500 kroner.  
215 See the subsection, ‘Imminent sanctions and the “squeezing” of citizens’ lives’ (chapter 5.2).  
216 The dual aims of the debt adjustment arrangement seems to resonate with Boland and 
Griffin’s thesis on the ‘purgatorial ethic’ haunting and animating the so-called Active 
Labour Market Policies adopted across the OECD countries: “Purgatory … is an ‘unwelcome 
state of transition’ of the soul which is not damned, yet not ready for heaven” (2018, p. 94). 
Purgatory, like that of debt adjustment, offers “a second chance for redemption” (Ibid.). 
217 See the subsection, ‘Between people with problem debt and state institutions?’ (chapter 
3.4). 
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one could look past the amortisation period and see debt adjustment in its 
true charitable form as “society’s gift” to those who have earned it, as the 
advisor asserted. Going over my empirical material, I now see that an 
equivocal, unresolvable reading best captures it. That is, it is not a matter of 
either/or but a question of both/and. Tellingly, Boltanski writes that 
establishing equivalences necessary for converting disputes into just 
concord – or for “wiping off” an existing “debt,” as he figuratively puts it – 
takes the routes of “gift” reciprocated by “counter-gift” (echoing the advisor) 
vs “offence” requited by “punishment” (echoing me) (2011d, pp. 
105ff,106,107). The interpretation depends on the – likely shifty – eye of the 
beholder.   
 
Korobkin refers to Goffman’s take on departure where the leave-takers 
ordinarily reassure each other, through ‘face-work’ of ritualised goodbyes, 
that the, at first disruptive event is neither to be interpreted as a personal 
affront nor as an extreme act of relationship termination (2003, pp. 2150ff). 
Likewise, applicants provide “implicit comment[s] on the meaning of the 
departure” from the obligation to pay while guaranteeing that they do not 
fundamentally offend upon their obligations (Ibid., p. 2151). Doing so, the 
applicant deviating from the payment convention “splits off” from 
themselves by performing a ritual that distances the applicant from the 
factual subversion by substantiating that non-payment “cannot be a moral 
choice” (Ibid., pp. 2152,2154). Despite the face-work, Korobkin alleges, the 
applicant may still struggle to “separate himself [sic] from the 
characterological implications of his [sic] bankruptcy filing, and thereby 
qualifies the meaning of the social breach that he [sic] is concurrently 
committing” (Ibid., p. 2155). 
 
I find these sentences to resonate with Liv’s mixed feelings regarding 
applying for debt adjustment and her reflections on what the application 
may entail for her self-conception. During our interview, Liv stresses how 
incredibly “tough” it is for her to be applying for adjustment. Elaborating on 
this, Liv tells me that she has agreed to borrow money and promised to repay 
the sum within the timeframe set by the bank while not keeping to this 
agreement. Liv puts this succinctly: “I have entered into an agreement that 
I cannot respect – and one never does this,” even if respecting it means 
“pausing one’s dreams.” For Liv, applying for adjustment and possibly being 
released from the initial promise feels wrong – it feels as if she is “doing 



335 
 

something illegal,” as if she is “stealing” from the creditor, no matter the 
unimaginable circumstances. On perhaps a more ultimate 
“characterological” note (Korobkin, 2003, p. 2155), Liv perceives herself as 
a highly “self-independent” person. She has always gone to great lengths to 
solve issues on her own, including that of servicing her debts. However, this 
self-image is now threatened by feeling bound “to ask others for help,” thus 
giving others “control over my life.”  
For some applicants I speak to, as it is for Liv, applying for debt adjustment 
is deemed the absolute “last resort” – both a great “possibility” and an 
“admission of failure.” While the application for Liv and others is conceived 
as such as a “failure,” this does not excuse their prior actions. On the 
contrary, the efforts to present oneself as an “orderly” person, while 
admitting failure, paves the way for self-reflexive tests and additional, self-
concocted classificatory definitions on who are worthy of this handout 
(justifying their deservedness) and who are not – as Liv says: “One is not 
simply to be granted debt adjustment.” Liv finds, equally as others, that she, 
through her past prudent behaviour and diligent and determined efforts, 
has exceeded a critical point where exclusion from the adjustment 
procedure would in fact be an “unfair” outcome of the ideal adjustment test. 
She has sought to observe the spirit rather than the letter of the law or 
rather, promise, triggering both sensations of self-respect and discomfort.  
As shown here, Liv, like many other applicants, engages in arduous attempts 
at qualifying her actions of deviating from a principle while synchronously 
declaring that the very same principle is sacred and ought not to be violated. 
I believe that this tells a story of applicants more generally affirmatively 
responding to the underlying moral paradox built into the debt adjustment 
arrangement. They do so by experiencing their engagement as 
simultaneously a “gift” and a “punishment” ambivalent experiences, as I 
show, colouring the rest of their debt adjustment journey.  
    
Removing applicants from conventional debt tests 
Korobkin teases out the productivity of conceiving the bankruptcy 
procedure as a rite of passage. Rites of passage conventionally satisfy the 
above, challenging object of momentarily overturning foundational norms 
while ultimately conserving them (Korobkin, 2003, p. 2146ff). As in the 
exemplary coming of age ceremonies of the Jewish bar/bat mitzvah or the 
Christian confirmation, social states (childhood) are undone, and new ones 
(adulthood) are inscribed. In the present case, the applicant is detached 
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from a past “state of default” – a state during which they likely have been 
subject to institutionalised problematisations as “(hard-core) debtors.” 
Now, having proved worthy by honouring the (legally defined) outstanding 
debt, the subject is granted a “fresh start,” released from the “force” of 
attending institutional “categories” (Ibid., pp. 2147,2149). The successful 
rite of passage dissolves classificatory states and temporarily suspends 
conventions and “social order.” However, it does so in the prospect of 
“doubling down” on both, as it welcomes the transformed subject back into 
the fold, now having gained “new privileges and responsibilities” as well as 
the new societal status (Ibid., pp. 2146,2147,2149). 
 
Korobkin outlines how the consumer bankruptcy proceedings move 
through the three phases of ‘separation’ (or transgression, as I have prior 
conceptualised this phase), ‘transition’ (or liminality) and ‘reincorporation’ 
of conventional rites of passage. Inspired by this, I now focus on the 
empirical material on the Danish debt adjustment procedure and apply the 
phases as an analytical prism. 
As multiple scholars argue, the debt adjustment procedure can be conceived 
as commencing with a confessional rite (Korobkin, 2003, p. 2154; Roche, 
2022). According to a Foucauldian reading, the confession is a technique of 
power where the supposed deviant subject is compelled to uncover 
precarious truths about their hitherto secret sinful mode of conduct (Roche, 
2022, pp. 52f. After listening intently and silently, the figure authorised to 
perform the ritual – emblematically, the catholic priest – offers 
“forgiveness” but only at the price of “penance” (Ibid., p. 53). Relating this 
to the present case, Roche writes: “A sinner (debtor) enters a confession box 
(PIP’s office [here, the court room]) and must prostrate themselves before 
the priest (PIP [here, the bailiff])” (Ibid., p. 60). Here, truth is sought 
through the applicant testifying under the penalty of perjury and by 
providing exhaustive financial documentation (Ibid., p. 62).  
The confession hinges on a self-scrutinising and sincere confessor and, as 
we saw above, a confessor who is “morally persuasive” (regarding their 
“orderliness”) and willing to make amends or “adjusts” (Roche, 2022, pp. 
53,59,61,63). Moreover – and this is crucial – the confessional rite is 
predicated on a confessor admitting guilt (Ibid., pp. 52f). The rite 
“internalizes” and “individualizes” problem debt, allocating the blame on 
the applicant while exonerating other events and actors such as creditors – 
to the annoyance of few of the applicants – and demands “compensation” 
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for their wrongdoings (Douglas, 2002[1966], p. 170; Roche, 2002, p. 65). 
The confessional rite then configures – parallel to Liv and, in the second 
analytical part, Mike’s notion of being the primordial harbinger of problem 
debt218 – a particular vision of human agency and temporality. According to 
this, which “individually chosen, consequential human action … create 
determinate trajectories of cause and effect” making way for a ‘punitive 
futurity’ that is to be felt as both consequence and ultimately mercy (Elliott, 
2022, pp. 150,155). However, as stated several times, there are applicants 
largely unwilling to regret their actions nor bear the brunt of the blame. 
This moralising sentiment is reiterated by a judge who stresses a sort of 
“punishing attitude” inscribed in the adjustment procedure, imputing this 
to the evaluation of the applicant’s past behaviour. The feature of 
punishment is perhaps most apparent in the test and appointment of 
whether a current or former partner cohabited with the applicant during the 
period of debt accumulation. If the answer is positive, the partner is believed 
to have benefitted from the excess financial resources. A former partner 
living with the applicant during the given period of illegitimate or 
unconstrained financial use is then problematised, as in liable for the total 
debt remaining after the adjustment procedure (and not just half of the 
outstanding debt). 
 
The confession and assignment of blame moreover portend the phase of 
separation. As noted, rituals seek to designate and bracket a space-time that 
is separate and different from ordinary life. This goes beyond the temporary 
temporal order constituted by the payment plan. Korobkin remarks that the 
act of filing adjustment institutes “an extended “present tense,”” that 
divorces “the debtor and her [sic] creditors from their customary places and 
occasions for conducting business” (2003, pp. 2147,2149). This heralds the 
suspension of conventional institutionalised debt tests, financial credit tests 
(Lazarus, 2009), and debt tests more generally. 
When opening the case, the judge publically announces the initiation of the 
rite in the Danish Law Gazette. Within fixed schedules, creditors are to file 
their claim(s) and possible objections and concerns to the assistant. The 
announcement moreover places the applicant in the biggest Danish debtor 
registry for one year – that is, if they are not already enlisted – providing 

                                                   
218 See the sub-section, ‘Debt advice agencies and the Luxury Trap’ (chapter 5.3).  
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creditors with another means of notification while principally blocking new 
sources of credit-as-debt. 
Seeing that many people with problem debt consider the debtor registry as 
a “blacklisting” device, this event amplifies the aforementioned disquiet 
sense of moral ambiguity for some applicants. Exemplary here is Liv, who 
has trouble grappling with being “pigeonholed” with “bad payers” who, she 
thinks, belong to the registry (and to the Luxury Trap). According to her, 
and echoed by others also employing the ‘test of exposure,’219 the debt issues 
experienced by these people are “self-inflicted.” They have acted in “bad 
faith,” taking on heaps of consumer loans, spending lock, stock and barrel 
while knowing full-well that they will be unable to respect their 
commitments. Few applicants contend that such people ought not to be 
rewarded the adjustment procedure – although according to some this 
regularly happens. Using a FPS term, this risks not only contamination of 
the debt test but moreover, Liv believes, future relapse, thus diluting the 
principle or criteria of permanent financial benefit. In FPS terms, these 
people do not fully actualise the moral principle of equivalence: that gift 
must be matched by proportional counter-gifts, or, more precisely, that 
offence can only be offset by penance.  
 
As mentioned,220 unsecured claimants are governed by the so-called “grab 
law” of “first come, first served,” sometimes prompting multiple claimants 
to line up for the seizure of the same hypothetical asset from a common 
debtor to satisfy their particular claim (Korobkin, 2003, pp. 
2144,2144f,2145). In this way, the claimants enter the bailiff’s court as 
individual actors with competing interests (Deville, 2015), weighing the 
profits of fishing at the same shallow financial pond. During the adjustment 
application process and the amortisation term, the “interests of the 
collective of all creditors” are given priority (Kilborn, 2009, p. 161). Based 
on the “collective of claims …[, the court devises] a reasonable, workable 
[sic] compromise” according to which “an equal percentage to which all 
unsecured debt will be written down” (Ibid., pp. 163,171).  
All this hints at the “new space for resolving the disputes that surround the 
debtor’s financial distress” (Korobkin, 2003, p. 2148): the dispute between 

                                                   
219 See the sub-section, ‘Being “exposed” on the Luxury Trap’ (chapter 5.2) 
220  See the sub-section, ‘Distressing debtors’ assets’ (chapter 4.2). 
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debtor and collection institution is now fully subjected to the third party – 
or bodiless being221 – of the bankruptcy court (Ibid.). This entails that the 
applicant is now exempted from both enforcement tests and sanctions and, 
in some cases, collection prompts and tests. Moreover, in the event of a 
petition, banks, also operating as creditors, tend to freeze revolving credits 
and close down their bank accounts. Trustees recommend setting up a 
deduction-free wage account at a different bank. Besides not engendering 
new debt, during this period, the applicant is not to circumvent other 
conventional commercial activities such as paying instalments, nor may the 
applicant realise assets. 
Secured debts – most notably, mortgage and housing loans where the real 
estate operates as collateral for loans or where a vehicle acts as a guarantee 
– are unaffected by debt adjustment (Kilborn, 2009, p. 171n108). Often the 
secured debt has been defaulted on, and the collateral has already been sold 
before the application. If a deficit remains, the secured claim has effectively 
been rendered into an unsecured one, no longer excluded from a relief plan. 
The guiding idea is that such properties – as well as expensive household 
effects and available inheritances – hold considerable financial value and 
ought to be translated into liquid means of repayment. The applicant hereby 
demonstrates a willingness to pay. However, there are a few exceptions to 
this. Applicants are allowed to hold onto real estate if the housing expenses 
do “not exceed reasonable alternative housing costs” (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 
1999, p. 489) – a rule of thumb is 40 percent of net income. Adding to this 
is if there is no equity, and the applicant can document that it is not possible 
to dispose of the property at a market rate.222 A car may be kept, if owned 

                                                   
221 See the sub-section, ‘The bailiff’s court as an ‘institution’’ (chapter 4.2). 
222 This is a substantial factor in the geographical disparities of access to debt adjustment, as 
it is more expensive to live in and around the bigger cities of Denmark than in the rural areas, 
just as the dwellings are more coveted on the housing market, typically making it impossible 
for residents in and around these cities to own real estate while undergoing adjustment (just 
as tenants in these parts might be denied adjustment on the grounds of exorbitant living 
expenses). The “substantial and undesirable regional variations” in access is a recurrent topic 
in the media (Kilborn, 2009, pp. 174,175). This is often framed as jurisdictional differences 
chalked up to divergent “local legal culture” (Ibid., p. 174) including the diversity between the 
legal districts in the relative strictness of rule interpretation offered by the district judges – a 
theme I soon expand on.  
Affording a more uniform system were among the key motivations for the 2005 reform of the 
debt adjustment arrangement, which originally sought to address disparities in “ratio of 
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by another person or if the expenses are reasonable and the applicant is 
willing to feature them within the disposable amount, thus leaving less room 
for foodstuff, subscriptions, and leisure activities, etcetera.  
Having to discard a car, as one applicant possibly faces, using the car to visit 
their single, solitary parent in the countryside, can feel particularly worrying 
and circumscribing. The bracketed time and space can also be viewed in its 
experiential dimension. Hannah, one of the main characters from the prior 
analytical part, can attest to this. During our conversations, Hannah 
repeatedly addresses a suggestion from the debt advisors that she is to give 
up her car bought as a hire purchase. Over and again, she presents the car 
as something that saves her during her darkest days, making it possible for 
her to attend therapy sessions, visit and seek advice from friends, take her 
children to school, to their beloved extracurricular activities and more. 
Having her sense and factual personal and social freedom of movement 
confined are a considerable sub-plot in her reluctance to pledge for 
adjustment.  
 
“Living hand to mouth” 
When car costs or undue housing costs cannot be featured within the budget 
– 700 kroner taken from Liv’s disposable amount is to cover exceeding rent 
costs – another institutional technique is to prolong the amortisation 
period. The usual adjustment period spans five years, while the payment 
period is typically reduced to three years for applicants solely receiving state 
pension (just as the applicant is deemed qualified insolvent when saddled 

                                                   
applications to confirmed plans” and in relation to “the income and expense allowances used 
by courts in arriving at confirmable plans”, however leaving the former largely unamended 
(Kilborn, 2009, pp. 174). The reform specified the types of expenses adhering to the budget 
(and effected a “more “liveable”” adjustment period), opened up for modification of the budget 
during the instalment period (see next sub-section) as well as underscored that the objective 
criteria of insolvency was not enough to grant adjustment, based on the vexation “that relief 
had been granted to a greater extent than originally intended as a result of the judicial 

erosion of the second, ‘‘subjective’’ evaluation” (Ibid., pp. 174ff,176,178). For the latter point 
of emphasis see the section, ‘Sketching classed temporalities of life with problem debt’ 
(chapter 6.3). 
Generally, debt adjustment has been afforded marginal political attention. This regards both 
by political parties and from NGO’s, with the exception of the (irregular) attention afforded by 
Forbrugerrådet Tænk (the Danish Consumer Council) and Rådet for Socialt Udsatte (the 
Council for Marginalised People).     
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with a lesser debt burden). The adjustment period can be extended to eight 
years or a maximum of ten years. There are also exceptional cases where no 
ability to pay is found, and the debt is instantly and fully cleared after the 
creditor meeting. 
The above readjustments to the budgetary and payment plan prevent 
creditors from being negatively impacted by the applicant’s unwarranted 
expenses. The governing principle is that the applicant is to maximise their 
payment ability by observing the budgetary form during the procedure. By 
subjecting oneself to the rite, the applicant loses a degree of self-
determination – or as Liv puts it, “self-independency.” Instalment proposals 
are no longer predicated on a compromise between willingness to pay and 
ability to pay nor on persuading creditors on the advantages of entering the 
voluntary agreement but is solely and externally keyed to the (official 
version of the) latter.223  
The applicant is to augment their financial resources in supplementary 
ways. A precondition for adjustment is that the applicants fully “utilise your 
personal ability to work,” as one judge states during an initial court meeting. 
In this slightly odd case, the applicant, a former traffic casualty, is ordered 
to work six hours a week and is told to reapply when they have checked the 
exacting box of landing a job with a two-day three-hour work week.  It is 
specifically in this connection that a vehicle may be retained, as in its ability 
to commute to and, by extension, hold onto work. Illustratively, as time 
passes, this is actually what happens to Hannah. Hannah’s passivity proves 
a smart move (at least financially speaking) because her car is now linked to 
employment. Usually, applicants are also rejected on the grounds of age, an 
inadequate interval since completing education, or working within a field 
paying considerably less than theoretically would be obtainable based on 
past training. All these circumstances are linked to the principle that the 
ability to pay has either not been truly tested or harnessed.   
A final, external source of maximisation pressure comes from creditors who, 
I am told, frequently find ways to recover bigger instalments than proposed. 
In line with the notion that collection institutions face a “debtor-protective 
Danish collection regime” (Kilborn, 2009, p. 169), a sentiment seems to 
prevail amongst creditor representatives that the bankruptcy court judges 
commonly “take the part of debtors” and that some courts are particularly 
“debtor friendly.” Creditors critically or meta-pragmatically reconstruct the 

                                                   
223 See here the sub-section, ‘“Negotiating voluntary agreements”’ (chapter 5.2). 
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close tests or “break up the budget” of the assistant, thus moving beyond the 
specific claim(s) they possess by relating to all or any of the conditions. More 
than covert court biases, assistants are charged with mistake-proneness – a 
claim supported by the allegedly fallible tax information being collected. 
Relating to this is the expressed discontent with assistants and judges alike 
feeling compassion for and consequently being too soft on applicants. 
Creditors even fear they unintentionally “cheat,” aggravating acts of 
illegality potentially already performed by applicants, such as borrowing 
while conscious of being unable to pay older claims. This scepticism is 
connected to the sizeable discretionary room for judicial manoeuvring 
defining the legislation on debt adjustment (Kilborn, 2009, p. 173). In one 
instance, I observe this paving the way for an applicant – meeting neither 
financial nor moral criteria – who has their case opened anyway due to 
suffering from a terminal disease. As one judge notes, judges usually start 
out as “hawks” – employing a strict interpretation of the law – but end up 
as “pigeons,” bolstering creditors’ sense of the institutionalised test’s 
dilution.    
  
Even if the payment plan is mostly symbolic, “metaphorical,” or “moral” – 
factually carving out a small dent in the original outstanding sum – the 
necessity of maximising one’s payment ability discoursively paints the 
produce as a trying ordeal. While acceptance hinges on the applicant having 
paid down when conceivable, judges do not expect that the applicant has 
gone to such lengths as to match the allotments prescribed by the budgetary 
template.224 As one judge tells an applicant: ”One is obligated to pay off, but 
not to live as if during a debt adjustment – that is rough.” Similarly, and as 
I later detail, access might be gridlocked by the, from the point of view of 
implicated applicants, often counterintuitive premise: that one’s earnings 
are too modest for an adjustment as there is no transversal minimum wage 
set in Denmark. Again, this is legally warranted by the principle that one is 
not to incur debt during the procedure. There is, no guarantee that wages 
are aligned with the common statement defining minimum living costs.225  

                                                   
224 Although in Liv’s unusual case she is actually better off during the adjustment period, 
having to pay about 4.000 kroner monthly during a debt adjustment compared to the 
nearly 6.000 kroner she installed prior to this (while having a net income of roughly 18.000 
a month) – which, as noted, forms a key part of the argument for her admission. 
225 Parallel to this, if applicants are to best serve their temporary financial interests by 
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Among debt advisors, there is a common expression that debt adjustment is 
and “has got to be tough” or that “one has to live hand to mouth” (in Danish, 
“man skal leve på en sten”). As one judge asserts, “it is a very strained 
financial situation.” One is to “shrink oneself,” as another judge ascertains. 
Applicants likewise refer to the ongoing, recurrent test that is the payment 
plan as “tight” or a “clamp” and as “five ruthless years.” Some applicants 
argue, as Hannah did,226 that the financial surplus is a mere accounting 
trick, purely producing a capacity to pay on paper. In this view, the 
adjustments are hypothetical – as one applicant puts it: “It would likely be 
some tough years seeing that I do conceivably have an amount available but 
that does not equate having money to throw around.”  
As touched on in prior analysis, disquietude regarding the sacrifices brought 
about by the budgetary constraints is a common phenomenon amongst 
applicants. For instance, some applicants are concerned that the disposable 
amount is supposed to cover internet and mobile phone subscriptions, 
which they deem to be fixed rather than optional costs. Some applicants 
even choose to withdraw their application when becoming aware of the 
(non-negotiable) order, finding the payment plan too austere to follow. One 
assistant tells me that they have seen quite a few cases of this – a point also 
discussed in a recent dissertation (Hansen M. B., 2015, pp. 80ff). For 
example, an applicant I interview figures that they will end up paying 3-
4.000 kroner monthly, instead having to pay twice that amount. After 
mulling it over, the applicant decides to recant the petition and plans to 
engage with their creditors, banking on the idea that “I would be able to get 
a better deal myself” by limiting the instalments but prolonging the 
amortisation period while retaining (freer) options of renegotiation. 
 
By separating the applicant from the grip of debt problematisations and 
tests carried out by the collection and enforcement institutions – and thus, 
from the sense of transgression likely fed off by these institutions – the 
adjustment ritual conjures an “insulated” course of action (Korobkin, 2003, 
p. 2147). During this, the applicant re- and overwrites history as if they 
succeeded servicing the debts. “By ritual and speech, what has passed is 
                                                   
aiming for the complete and instantaneous debt discharge, they are to obtain a job 
affording a situation where incomes and outgoings can be all but superimposed on the 
budgetary template, hereby leaving no surplus to be allotted.   
226 See the sub-section, ‘Imminent sanctions and the “squeezing” of citizens’ lives’ (chapter 
5.2). 
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restated so that what ought to have been prevails over what was, permanent 
good intention prevails over temporary aberration” (Douglas, 2002[1966], 
p. 83). A new outstanding debt emerges with the granting of the proposal. 
This time, the debt is successfully honoured. By fulfilling the new future 
prognosis devised by the assistant, the applicant is to display “continuing 
connection to [and regard for] the norms and values” “outside this context” 
of how one ought to engage in associations of debt (Korobkin, 2003, pp. 
2149,2156). Here I suggest that “debt” is specifically conceived as a credit 
seeing that pending fixed expenses and bills are continuously paid during 
the adjustment period just as fixed expenses and bills are left undepreciated 
by the court or as they were prior to the institutional intervention. 
Some applicants express “uncertainty” about the “unknown” final verdict of 
their case and, potentially, the details of the final proposal. So more than 
configuring a makeshift “liminal space” cut off from conventional 
institutionalised debt tests, the plan itself affords a “social limbo” where the 
applicant is kept in suspense (Korobkin, 2003, p. 2154; Turner in Korobkin, 
2003, p. 2146n93). One applicant instructively says that prior to the initial 
meeting, they were in the “back room of limbo” and now, having their case 
opened, find themselves in the “main room of limbo,” humming the classic 
Limbo Rock tune for effect. The applicant relates their sensations of waiting 
for the final verdict and, more generally, of “being in debt,” as to “having no 
place to stand” – “no guidelines,” “rules” nor “expectations” to frame their 
actions.  
While the ruling provides “certainty,” some also express “uncertainty” as to 
whether they will be able to stick to the plan. The same applicant, fearing 
that they will have jobless periods that could complicate fulfilling the plan, 
supposedly leading to the annulment of the debt depreciation, tries to think 
up ways to fortify the “safety net” by unheededly – and against the advice of 
the assistant – inquiring about an overdraft facility. Thus, the applicant 
works around the key principle that one is not to incur new credit or debt 
during the procedure. Another applicant, dealing with intense pain, 
considers deliberately keeping their mouth shut about possibly getting 
surgery which would most definitely lead to them being dismissed, thus not 
satisfying the criteria of the full utilisation of work capacity. 
Interestingly enough, this sense of limbo or a “rite not fully scripted” 
(Szakolczai, 2015, p. 18) has a distinct historical antecedent. Kilborn reports 
that the commission, devising the final proposal for the Danish debt relief 
arrangement, discards “an earlier recommendation for imposing 
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mandatory wage-transfer orders,” instead electing for debtors being 
“encouraged to make the required deposits and payments through 
automatic bank transfers” but ultimately retaining “free disposition of their 
wages” (2009, p. 173). In fact, “[a] powerful policy of finality upon issuance 
of the discharge order prevents either the court or the trustee from guiding 
the debtor in making the payments called for by the plan” (Ibid., p. 172). By 
opting for a model where applicants “are responsible for making the 
monthly deposits themselves” (Ibid., p. 173), the adjustment procedure is 
given a critical test-like distinctiveness. One judge insinuates this, capping 
off the final meeting by wishing Liv “good luck – I hope that it runs 
according to plan.” The emphasis on marks of individual agency – or, as 
denoted above, “control” – thus possibly comes at the expense of a slightly 
higher adjustment completion rate (Ibid.). 
 
Explanations for the “tough” and “uncertain” procedure can be interpreted 
as having multiple, overlapping aims: a maximised payment ability 
hypothetically facilitates persisting creditor endorsement of the adjustment 
arrangement. It also figures as a framing device and mnemonic technique 
of debtor past fault drawing present punishment and penance (Douglas, 
2002[1966], pp. 78ff). It insists then that (debt) forgiveness never should 
never be unconditional, never be an “easy way out” (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 
1999, p. 475). A third possible reading is that, for the bankruptcy ritual to 
simulate conventionalised engagements with credit tests out there, crucial 
experiential elements to maintain and imprint in the design are those of self-
determination, onerousness and liminality. This speaks to the second-
mentioned capitalist creed that “hard-working people inevitably succeed” – 
that great people are “resilient in defeat and ultimately triumphant” 
(Korobkin, 2003, pp. 2126,2158).  
The latter interpretation rests on the idea that the procedure hinges on tests 
that perhaps have a grander, more far-reaching formative or educational 
aim than optimising payments and deterring non-repayment. The 
procedure is supposed to promote a “new morality,” or ethical ‘life-conduct,’ 
that is to be adopted by the deserved yet, barring subjective adjustments, 
deficient applicant (Boland & Griffin, 2018, p. 88; Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, 
pp. 475,501).  
Here the notion of “living hand to mouth” is, I believe, instructive. The 
notion feeds into a common expression amongst applicants about the 
physical-emotional toil necessary for becoming free of debt: that one must 
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“fight” or “fight one’s way back.” The payment plan is often presented as the 
absolute (and long overdue) endpoint of an enduring fight – “I have fought 
for this for ten years,” says one applicant – and sometimes, other kinds of 
symbolic “tough fights” are inserted into a successive sequence freshly 
interpreted in light of the payment plan. It speaks to a general metaphor 
invoked by most people with problem debt I have engaged with: that 
existence is fundamentally experienced as a “battle” or as “hard work.” It 
also resonates with Mike and others’ summoning of a sort of gamified 
conception of a modern existence – financial and otherwise. In this 
conception,  life is lived as in a survivalist video game or a playoff series in 
sports, composed of stages of incrementally challenging, pivotal trials, the 
engagement with these test reductively registered in the binary of “victory” 
and “defeat” and, often, of descension vs ascension (Elliott, 2022, pp. 
149,156,162n14).227   
Here Liv’s experiences are emblematic. Liv states how she, time and again, 
has "hit rock-bottom” and stresses how most other people in a similar 
position would have long “thrown in the towel” (in Danish, “kaste 
håndklædet i ringen”), echoing others employing boxing metaphors. Again 
Liv’s statements are tinged with moral ambiguity. She stresses the 
principles of promise-keeping and personal robustness – occasionally 
ordering one to “fight tooth-and-nail” – and ponders whether her 
application can be construed as capitulating. Her thrifty and conscientious 
dogmas and diligent ways, she supposes, are inherited from her parents, one 
of whom used to work in banking. It is thus unsurprising that her “biggest 
fear” is her father’s reaction to the legal step, and she breathes a sigh of relief 
when finding out he backs her decision. Liv paraphrases her father, stating 
that “he has witnessed me fight my way through my life228 … So, he has 
stated it is the right thing to do – I have fought already. And if I can remove 
one of the existing struggles, then, for God’s sake, he would support me.”  
According to Liv, fighting comprises most phases and facets of her life, 
encompassing, among others, overcoming bullying and the loss of self-
confidence, periods mired in clinical depression, rare physical afflictions 
and the countless accompanying surgical procedures she has lived through. 

                                                   
227 See the sub-sections, ‘’Calculating’ one’s ‘debts’ against others’’ (chapter 5.3).  
228 For Liv, it is also important that the assistant allegedly validates her notion and, beyond 
this, her sense of self as someone that has “not simply given up” – someone who has “fought 
many years and fought impressively”. 
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So while Liv views the adjustment procedure as a road to “possibly not 
having to fight so heavily anymore,” she still has other “battles” to wage 
besides and beyond that of problem debt, above all related to her children 
themselves plagued, among others, by various physical afflictions.  
  
Korobkin notes how the liminal phase pries open space for “increased 
reflexivity” – a “space of meaning” (2003, pp. 2143,2146). Douglas calls 
attention to how rituals may “order” and create meaning out of otherwise 
disparate or untidy experiences (Douglas, 2002[1966], pp. 72ff,85). Rituals 
can “help the co-ordination of brain and body,” modifying our “interior will” 
and “inward state” through codified “exterior enactment” (Ibid., pp. 
74,77,78,86). Instructively, the coming of age rite can only accomplish 
“maturity … without ignoring the participatory aspect, as an initiand must 
not only understand how to become adult but actually do so” (Szakolczai, 

2015, p. 17). Submerged in the preordained steady “pattern” or the 
“perfunctory, conventionalized act[s]” of work-save-install and eventually, 
redeem (Douglas, 2002[1966], p. 80; Goffman in Korobkin, 2003, p. 2151), 
I suggest that the applicant is to embody, experience, meditate on and 
realise that problem debt can definitely be averted – and productive credit 
can definitely be harvested (Peebles, 2010) – but only if one rids oneself of 
imprudence, idleness etcetera and starts buckling down. I believe that this 
realisation and the re-enactment of “fighting,” coupled with vigilant 
financial “monitoring” and “adjustments,”229 are the equivalents for an 
outstanding debt whose sole hope of compensation is efficacious symbolic 
gestures offering limited financial utility. Through repetitive qualified forms 
of engagements with debt-as-credit, the applicant’s “character” or “moral 
and spiritual inventory” are “revealed over time” (Korobkin, 2003, p. 2143). 
This insight can only be truly meaningful, poignant and edifying if the 
procedure maintains a test-like, that is “tough” and “uncertain,” nature 
according to which “victory” or “defeat” ultimately rests in the hands and 
heart of the test subject (Elliott, 2022, p. 155).230 I propose that the payment 

                                                   
229 See the sub-section, ‘Everyday financial “monitoring”’ (chapter 5.2). 
230 Peebles likewise hints at the promise of conceiving the lockup of inmates at the debtors’ 
prison as a rite of passage (2013, pp. 713f). In relation to this, through the tracing of 
collection law history, Korobkin finds other “surrogates” where the violated debt 
obligations are not recovered financially but metaphorically: beyond the pleasure of 
maiming through the application of violence, Korobkin stresses how the debtors’ prison 
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plan test is educative because the capsuled space-time bleeds into 
conventional engagements with associations of credit/debt out there, by 
working in tandem with rather than challenging other institutions 
governing problem debt. It does so by presenting and amplifying “fighting” 
as a stable condition and foundational spirit of ordinary credit/debt tests.  
 
Konings’ thoughts on neoliberal capitalism are especially illuminating when 
trying to tease out the supposed educative effect of debt adjustment in this 
“institutionalization of liminality,” as in the “systematic, institutionalized 
uncertainty” and “continuous ‘testing’” embedded in the adjustment 
procedure (Thomassen, 2013, p. 203). Konings states that neoliberal 
discourses prescribe the full embrace of credit but on the sole condition of a 
“clearly laid-out debt servicing plan” (2015, p. 109). In the seminal work, he 
finds that in “faithful debt servicing” – more specifically in the guise of self-
imposed and anxious austerity – lies a profound but always elusive promise 
of secular redemption that charges the “ethical and emotional appeal that is 
at the heart of neoliberal discourses” (Ibid., pp. 108ff,109,127).  
Konings underscores the perceived “chastening effects” of a “tough love”-
mentality while allowing for othering231 or channelling resentment and 
blame onto those allegedly unwilling to submit and dedicate themselves to 
the authentic vision or “spirit” of money (2015, pp. 108,108ff, 127). That is, 
a “subject that fails to own its history” of past “sin,” who betrays “the logic 
of compensation,” who does not have the “moral strength” to tolerate 
“suffer[ing] through … disagreeable affiliations” – as in, economic austerity 
– necessary for overcoming financial struggles (Ibid., pp. 
109,111,116,125,127).  
Here, this might be those idolatrous (Konings, 2015, p. 126), squandering 
applicants. Those who, according to Liv, rightfully deserve to find 
themselves in a debtor registry rather than in the midst of a debt adjustment 

                                                   
sets the stage for punishment and moral redemption (2003, pp. 2133ff,2138). He argues 
that the “basic structure” of incarceration – the “space of meaning opening by [creditor-
induced] violence deferred”, namely the “revelation of character” of the inmate – carries on 
in the present-day bankruptcy arrangement, although with substantial differences (Ibid., 
pp. 2137,2143,2143f,2144). The overlap between the two is the subjectifying or 
characterological value attributed to the bracketed, protracted time-space afforded by the 
procedure.  
231 See the debt tests of exposure in the sub-section, ‘Being “exposed” on the Luxury Trap’ 
(chapter 5.2)  
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procedure, something that would have been the case had the adjustment 
test been thoroughly purified. Liv’s open-eyed engagement then hints at the 
social-moral order that the debt adjustment system and the institutions 
governing problem debt at large ought to preserve: that for credit to be 
deserved and productive it must be counterbalanced by the orderly 
repayment of debt. Orderly in spirit if not by the letter of the word.    
    
“There is light at the end of the tunnel” 
If the applicant fails to abide by the plan, the claims become liable to 
enforcement, but the “immediate discharge upon confirmation remains 
unless the debtor has grossly neglected his [sic] duties under the plan, in 
which case the court can revoke the plan and reinstate the discharged debt” 
(Kilborn, 2009, p. 179). However, the above expressions of “uncertainty” 
and worries attributed to such outcomes, largely rest on misconceptions. 
The judge informs applicants that if they experience financially adverse 
“post-confirmation changes” (Ibid.) – for instance, increased housing costs 
or joblessness – the applicant is to contact the court so to have the case 
reopened and modified. The readjustment can either be an extension of the 
payment term to offset the changes or, more radically, a further reduction 
of the dividend to be paid by the applicant – the latter to the detriment of 
the creditor(s). By contrast, if the applicant experiences financial 
betterment, “creditors cannot request modifications to increase payment” 
received (Ibid.). This stipulation refers to the principle that “modifications 
should be a last resort,” which is why post-confirmation amendments as 
well as revocations are “extremely rare in practice” (Ibid., pp. 179,180).  
Applicants’ inordinate sense of “limbo” is moreover voiced concerning the 
approaching final verdict presented at the conclusive creditor meeting. The 
signed proposal is passed on to the judge, who reviews it before the meeting. 
During the meeting, the judge goes over the details in conversation with the 
assistant and applicant. Creditors are also summoned – hence the 
appellation – while rarely actually making an appearance at the bankruptcy 
court. Creditors have fourteen days to appeal the court decision to the high 
court – also a rarity. While I do witness cases where new and momentous 
information forces the judge’s hand to depart from the normal course of 
action, the prevailing notion is that the final meeting is merely a “formality” 
– or a “matter of form” as one trustee words it. The creditor meeting is 
usually adjourned after five to ten minutes, and the brunt of the meeting is 
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spent rejoicing, filling the courtroom with joy and laughter. Liv is moved 
and says that the corners of her mouth hurt from smiling. 
 
In light of the lack of controversy and the high completion rate, displays of 
celebration seems fitting for the anticipation of the applicant’s impending 
debt-freedom. The completion of the payment plan is already prefigured by 
the initial instalments accomplished by the applicant up until the creditor 
meeting and, more emblematically, by the immediate discharge of the 
unserviceable portion of the outstanding debt. Coupling this with the 
ceremonial nature of the meeting, I propose that one reads the meeting as a 
ritual intended to pre-declare the successful rite of passage. It is the pre-
commemoration representing the reincorporation of the applicant who is 
“welcomed back into society” and to its conventional tests belonging to the 
“commercial world” (Korobkin, 2003, pp. 2146,2147). The ruling – once 
more reported in the Danish Law Gazette – heralds the hard-“fought” self-
adjustments performed by the applicant and recognises the new status 
accordingly afforded to the former applicant (Ibid., pp. 2146f). 
 
Peebles observes that the consumer bankruptcy procedure is popularly 
referred to as “whitewashing” (2013, p. 429). Parallel to this, the Danish 
consumer bankruptcy arrangement can be translated as “debt sanitation” or 
“debt clean-up” (in Danish, “gældssanering”). This signifies the dual 
meaning consisting of a negative act of removing something foul, filthy or 
simply cluttered and the positive metaphor for reorganising or 
rehabilitation in accordance with cherished values (Douglas, 2002[1966], 
pp. 2f). Both conceptions are, for instance, alluded to in urban renewal, 
where worn-down buildings are cleared to resurrect a more desirable 
neighbourhood. Similarly, as I have continuously touched on, many people 
refer to the initial encounters with problem debt as finding themselves in a 
“messy” situation,232 while attempts at managing or “controlling” one’s 
financial affairs are designated as “tidying up” or keeping one’s finances “in 
order.” As an intervention, debt relief can be seen as the definitive “clean-
up” of debts that cannot be scrubbed off nor expunged on the applicant’s 
own who, as a consequence, cannot revitalise their commercial affairs or 
specifically, productive credit or debt.  

                                                   
232 See the sub-section, ‘Overstepping domestic thresholds’ (chapter 4.3). 
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Peebles suggests the productivity of conceiving the officially instituted 
bankruptcy ritual as a ritual cleansing but as his main focus is on informal 
rituals of debt cleansing via forms of escape, he does not delve much into 
the theoretical prospects of this perspective (2013, pp. 430f). However, in 
another piece on taxation – again meditating on the dialectical tensions 
between socially sanctioned and unsanctioned engagements with money – 
Peebles further clarifies his vision on rituals able to “sanitize” money 
(2012a, pp. 1231f,1233).  
Peebles meditates on the ostensibly puzzling “long-standing and cross-
cultural associations between money and dirt” (2012a, p. 1230). He cites 
Douglas when stressing that money, like dirt, is invested with ambivalent 
qualities in its capacity for overstepping boundaries. This renders odd 
objects commensurable as, for instance, commodities – money is constantly 
“out of place” (Ibid., p. 1232). But whereas Douglas is largely preoccupied 
with the harmful forces credited to ambivalence and dirt,233 Peebles, in 
dialogue with Bakhtin, stresses that dirt, like money, itself is shrouded in 
ambivalence: money may operate as “destructive filth”, as in Marx’ or 
Freud’s respective use of blood and excrements as metaphors of money. It 
can also work as “productive filth” – in the metonymical sense of manure 
sowing the seeds for new life (Ibid., pp. 1232f,1235ff).  
The metonymical reading of money connects personal engagements with 
money to notions of surrounding “social wholes”: the former’s embodied 
financial activities inside the bounds of the latter are seen as affecting the 
state of the political economy imagined as a body (Peebles, 2012a, pp. 
1234,1239). The use of money may be classified as anti-social – the private 
“hoarding” of money leading to the “constipation” of the economy – or 
labelled as socially appropriate – sharing one’s financial gains with the 
“social authorities” so as to facilitate the recirculation of money as “life-
sustaining” “bodily fluids” (Ibid., pp. 1233,1234,1240,1242,1245).  
Interestingly, when going over the ethnographic record, Peebles asserts that 
when money is illegitimately acquired, stored or moved by individuals – 
that is, become “over-individualized” – its dirty nature is given 
unambiguously pejorative connotations (2012a, pp. 1243,1245). If this 
happens, “the dirt suddenly flits off the money and onto the person or group 
seen to be breaking the rules” by keeping the money “too close” to their 

                                                   
233 The noteworthy exception here is the final chapter of ‘Purity and Danger’ on dirt-
affirmation rather than dirt-negation (2002[1966], pp. 196ff). 
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bodies (Ibid., pp. 1246,1248). By subjecting themselves to penalties or a 
cleansing ritual, the “dirt then moves back onto the money, revivifies its 
fertility, and leaves the body of the person or group clean again” (Ibid., p. 
2148). 
     
Adapting Peebles’ analysis to my own, there is an immediate touching point 
for the frequently invoked suspiciousness of debtors “hiding” their assets 
and true ability to pay from the collection institution (among others, by 
hiding from court). That is, in reference to Peebles, anti-socially enriching 
themselves or, in the words of B&T, giving themselves over to self-centred 
pleasures by holding onto financial means that ought instead to be returned 
and commonly recirculated. The outgoing enforcement procedure, taking 
place at the debtor’s dwelling, offers a unique opportunity to get behind 
their obscuring “façade.” At the same time, this means being confronted 
with the “messy” or uncomfortable intimacies of life lived with problem debt 
otherwise filtered at court and “tabooed” by debtors.  
Inspired by Douglas, I denote this transgression of the material-moral 
doorstep as coming into contact with the ‘state of taboo-’ This state is 
defined by the possessor’s disquietude related to the dual sense of being 
morally deficient and being a target or source of uncertain dangers which 
people initially often find themselves in when their debt is problematised. 
Stressing the bodily qualities of this state, I suggest reconceptualising this 
state as a ‘state of uncleanliness’ (Douglas, 2002[1966]). The corporeal 
qualities are particularly visible in the second analytical part. They deali 
with citizens’ sense of “radiating” and thus being vulnerable to “exposure” 
when out in the open. It also relates to the sensation that problem debt 
figures as a “wound” or “disease” transmitted to the second indent of one’s 
children or a “blemish” or “shameful stain” thwarting one’s chances of 
building intimate relationships.  
We can now reinterpret the debt adjustment ritual refracted through 
Douglas’ meditation on ritual cleansing. When the sense deepens that the 
collectee is to be distrusted, the collectee may be sent to the bailiff’s court, 
where debtors are “forced” to relay their ability to pay. However, this step 
proves largely futile. The allegedly “debtor friendly” enforcement 
arrangement – defined, among others, by a lack of knowledge regarding 
collectees’ financial situation – deepens the classificatory confusion. It also 
bolsters the ripple effect-like myth that most collectees are “hard-core 
debtors” at work undermining the collection and enforcement system. By 
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relaying stories of debt accrual and payment as well as fully disclosing 
household financial incomings and outgoings, the ambiguity of the moral 
“fibre” and the payment ability of the applicant are eliminated. The 
representatives of the bankruptcy court are then invested with capacities to 
classify the subjects unambiguously as either disqualified or exemplary-yet-
still-to-be-fully-proven subjects.  
Here I again suggest the productivity of the notion of “order.” The payment 
plan imprints “order” in a two-fold, overlapping sense: it “orders” monthly 
financial resources and expenses by classifying and demarcating them 
according to set categories – fixed expense, special need, disposable 
amount, payment ability – and asks for an embodied observance of this 
classificatory “order” refracted through time, affording “orderly” payments 
and allotments “on time” so to be socially recirculated. This, rather than the 
steady stream coming to a halt and becoming over-individualised and 
“sterile” (Peebles, 2012a, p. 1243) – or, as an applicant puts it, where “the 
same circle [of debt accrual] keeps repeating itself.” 
Beyond the classificatory capacities, the judge is invested with the power to 
purge problem debt. As we have seen, this cleansing capacity likewise rests 
with collection institutions, whereas debt advisors, deprived of “money 
trees,” tend to problematise citizens “fleeing” “reality” by hoping for the 
‘magical’ “finger snap” immediately and efficaciously “spiriting away” of 
problem debt (Douglas, 2002[1966], pp. 72f).234 I propose that the judges 
are invested with an authority that render them able to utilise a sort of 
sanctioned, deliberate and measured ‘white magic’ able to unmoor problem 
debt from the bodies of those deemed “orderly.” This can be contrasted with 
the uncontrolled, secretly harmful ‘black magic’ ascribed to the “disorderly” 
or deliberatively calculative debtors spending resources that ought to be 
returned (Ibid., pp. 123ff).  
Applicants allude to these special powers of judges by using notions of 
“praying,” “begging,” and having oscillating “faith” or “believe in” or “hope” 
for a future where “hopeless debt” is purged. As Liv says before the creditor 
meeting: “I do not dare to believe in it.” Embodied signs of catharsis mark 
not mere joyfulness, but the washing away of foul debt and in anticipation 
of tears being shed, judges have a box of tissues sitting ready at the desk 
(Douglas, 2002[1966], p. 155). 
  

                                                   
234 See the sub-section, ‘The presumed “neutrality” of debt advice tests’ (chapter 5.3). 
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The magical capacity works on the past and future of the worthy applicant. 
Instructively, Liv sends me a digital folder where the heading is “my past” – 
the past that is soon to be buried. Liv says that “in just five years, I will be 
out of this hell and out of the grasp of my old dream house ending in 
disaster. It is a bit of a drag that the dream burst, and my marriage and all 
those things fell apart. It is the backlog that I still carry around because of 
the loan that I still pay off.” “Dragging” and “carrying around” allude to the 
embodied qualities of being stuck in the past. After the creditor meeting, Liv 
elaborates on the corporeality of constant financial “monitoring,” as she, 
like others,235 puts it. She says that she is “controlling” or “very, very vigilant 
– I see everything, notice everything. And not constantly having to – how to 
say – monitor every situation” this is what she “hopes” for. Liv ponders if 
she then can “lower my shoulders a bit and become a little bit more laid-
back? … stop overanalysing constantly?” This notion of corporeal change is 
also articulated by other applicants who say that being granted the 
procedure would be a “relief,” hereby directing one’s attention to the bodily 
implications of “debt relief.”  
The future awaiting the applicant is often articulated through metaphors of 
a purified, fertile world, once again loaded with religious undertones. This 
is a lush “green” world with bright-lit “blue skies.” Thus, the aforementioned 
image of the “grey” or “black cloud” hanging over citizens and weighing 
them down is cleared away.236 Before the meeting, Liv questions if she has 
“a future that looks just a tiny bit brighter“ and later punctuates the meeting 
by remarking “now it brightens.” Saying so, Liv echoes an oft-mentioned 
image evoked by people with problem debt, namely the ephemeral “light at 
the end of the tunnel.” People might use this metaphor when, for instance, 
sensing that they are drawing nearer to a tangible payment plan with a clear 
“time frame.” Or, conversely, when they feel that they are stuck or pulled 
away from debt-free prospects. The abovementioned applicant, who has 
trouble holding onto a job and hence is initially unable to append three 
mandatory consecutive paycheques, says: “I stood right at the threshold to 
flick on the lights, and then somebody throws a black towel on top of that.”   
 
However, this Eden-like “dream scenario” of an opulent, tranquil existence 
accompanying the shift in status does not tally with the more common and 

                                                   
235 See the sub-section, ‘Everyday financial “monitoring’ (chapter 5.2). 
236 See the sub-section, ‘Seeing “debt clearly”’ (chapter 5.1). 
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humble plea for ”getting my own life back.” After mentioning all the things 
that Liv has sold – her home, car, furniture – until she eventually reaches 
“the bottom” the trustee encouragingly responds “then it is nice to return 
again.” It is, as Liv says during our interview, a petition for “leading a more 
normal life.”  
For some applicants, “normal life” entails re-entering conventional 
commercial tests or taking part in the economic circulation by being able to 
travel abroad, take one’s children to an amusement park, obtain a car or find 
a new place of living, potentially envisaged alongside one’s future partner or 
family. For Liv, these possibilities accompany the sense that she is regaining 
her much-valued but “lost self-dependence” or ability to “fend for herself.” 
A less frugal life may afford such purchases, while others are accessible 
through the medium of credit and debt tests. However, other people with 
problem debt have built a fundamental lack of confidence in long-running 
commitments – both financially and romantically. One applicant, 
resonating with others I speak to, utters that they never will they enter into 
a “joint and several liability-scheme” with the risk of once again being 
enduringly bound to a former toxic partner or the sustained painful 
memories of an unhealthy relationship (Kirwan, 2019a, p. 321). The 
sacrifices necessary for preserving the spirit of debt recompense are simply 
deemed too steep to be hypothetically relived.   
 

6.3 Stuck in an institutional loop  

AMPLIFYING CLASSED TEMPORALITIES OF PROBLEM DEBT 
As a rite of passage, debt adjustment replays the ideal-typical 
institutionalised journey commenced when debt and its possessor become 
subject to institutional problematisation, ending with the person moving 
beyond problem debt. The procedure gives the expert-led and stylised, 
ceremonial and condensed representation (Szakolzcai, 2015, pp. 17f) of the 
ideal-typical test arrays already lived through: from the experiences of 
moral transgression especially accentuated in relation to debt collection and 
enforcement tests to liminal sensations of vigilant “monitoring” and self-
“adjustments” expressed around debt advice tests and finally, to 
impressions and aspirations of debt redemption and societal 
reincorporation principally marking those of debt adjustment tests.  
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However, in this analytical part, I have continuously alluded to the 
plenitude of criteria restricting access to debt adjustment and the 
mandatory, onerous visitations following access which dissuade some 
applicants who have otherwise proven worthy of the procedure. When 
meditating on the many obstacles built into the Danish consumer 
bankruptcy laws, Kilborn waxes poetically: “Consistently fewer than a third 
of all cases successfully navigate the Scylla of the first, application hearing 
and the Charybdis of the second, plan confirmation hearing” (2009, p. 179). 
In light of the debt adjustment rejects and the sizeable group of people who 
will likely never be free of problem debt, I propose to re-inspect the debt 
advice tests and the social function of debt advice agencies. 
 
“It is as if one may not be clean”  
At each stage of the debt adjustment test array, there is a risk of the 
applicant being sorted out: before the initial meeting, during and after the 
meeting, during the assistant’s investigation and so on. Depending on the 
stage of denial the assistant or judge accounts for the full range of grounds 
for or “factors” in the disqualification. If the court has initially opened the 
case and the assistant afterwards deems access very unlikely, in the vast 
majority of cases, the applicant withdraws their application after being 
encouraged to do so. This is evidently preferable rather than going through 
with the full legal process and the subsequent appeal (Hansen M. B., 2015, 
p. 50), only to end in denial anyway.  
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This is the case for one applicant I interview who has applied for adjustment 
three times over. In the latter case, a creditor objects to the applicant’s rent 
level. Initially, the trustee suggests recompensing by prolonging the 
payment period but then becomes aware that the applicant, eventually 
subsisting on a state pension, is projected to have a deficit in relation to the 
formal budget and the applicant is exhorted to withdraw their application. 
After doing so, the applicant starts to wonder how they would obtain the 
funds necessary for putting down a sizeable deposit, seeing as they must not 
incur new credit or debt. As a result, they find themselves “adscripted” to 
their current place of living and, moreover, become convinced that “I will 
never get out of it – never!”  
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Yearly about 5.500 people apply for consumer bankruptcy in Denmark, 
while approximately 1.700 cases result in a payment plan or full discharge 
(Lundin, 2019). In a dissertation on debt adjustment in Denmark, Hansen 
examines 646 court cases where only twelve per cent conclude in debt 
adjustment (this includes six per cent of the applicants who choose to 
withdraw their petition when becoming aware of the relief conditions) 
(2015, p. 51). As one judge says to me: ”There are so many things that must 
come together.” 
The first outcome – dismissal in advance of the initial court meeting – is 
sometimes mediated by debt advisors figuring that adjustment is either 
impossible or instructing citizens to put off their application until all 
conditions are met. In such cases, debt counselling does not affect a 
“fundamental change” in the financial situation of the citizens (Rambøll, 
2011, p. 41). In fact, many cases are essentially lost: seeing that “many of the 
users [sic] have such low income that the realistic aims for these users [sic] 
is a stabilisation of their finances, that they avoid further indebtedness as 
well as they learn to live with the debt as a condition of life and to manage 
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their finances based on this” (Ibid., p. 5, my translation and emphasis). 
Having no ability to pay, these citizens are instructed to keep servicing 
priority debts, such as housing rent and utility bills, while phoning non-
priority creditors (Kirwan, 2019a), such as consumer loan providers and 
collection agencies to let them know that they are unable to pay. The citizens 
are also instructed not to respond to phone calls or letters if they prefer not 
to except for summons to the bailiff’s court. These people are supposed to 
create and fix their household budget to the budgetary template or poverty 
line to ensure that they have the means for minimal living at their disposal. 
That is, if their financial resources allow them to do so. “Many people 
coming here truly live hand to mouth,” one advisor remarks. 
 
During my Master’s Thesis on the roll-out of debt advice in Denmark, I 
became aware of this sizeable group or sub-population of citizens. While this 
phenomenon has never been documented exhaustively nor quantified by 
debt advice agencies, in politically enacted evaluations or in independent 
research, I cite two advisors estimating that this sub-population might 
amount to two-thirds of the citizens they encounter, whereas others offer 
different guesstimates, speculating that it might be half or a third of the 
advisee population237 (Schwarz, 2015, pp. 61f). One advisor tells me that 
“few people here that become truly free of debt.”  
While conducting observations at an advice agency, a citizen belonging to 
this group evocatively likened their sensations of being in this situations to 
a state of uncleanliness: “it is as if one may not be clean – that one cannot 
be cleansed” (Schwarz, 2015, p. 74, my translation). These people can be 
conceived as the reject or waste product of the consumer bankruptcy laws 
ultimately in that the legislation regulates the conditions of debt-freedom. 
To reapply an earlier concept, the group can be conceptualised as an 
everlasting ‘overflow’238: a negative ‘externality’ where lack of intervention 
and financial resources render their internalisation or reincorporation into 
the conventional commercial tests impossible (Callon, 1998a, pp. 245ff). 
The polluter cannot pay (Davey, 2017).  

                                                   
237 The intuited prevalence of the phenomenon is likely connected to the socioeconomic 
sub-group of people with problem debt that each debt advice project targets (Rambøll, 
2011, pp. 16f,31f). 
238 See the sub-section, ‘Problem debt as a ‘market taboo’’ (chapter 4.3). 
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My findings resonate with the fatalistic undercurrent running through the 
more critical and favourable takes on debt counselling in the UK, which is 
admittedly more poverty- and austerity-stricken as well as defined by a 
markedly different debt relief scheme than the Danish model.239 In a recent 
piece by Kirwan, he imparts the lament felt amongst advisors in connection 
to the spurt of citizens with so-called “deficit budgets” – citizens being 
unable to cover essential outgoings, even before accounting for debt 
payments (2021, p. 170). Kirwan reiterates an encounter with a debt advice 
manager and infers: “One manager noted that the model of debt advice, 
predicated upon reducing expenditure and maximising income, and thus 
constructing a balanced budget that can be used both to negotiate with 
creditors and to assist the client [sic] in avoiding further debt, ‘just doesn’t 
fit anymore.’ When it is not possible to construct such a balanced budget, 
she continued, ‘as a debt advisor people come to see you and you’re no 
longer a magic wand’ … The disciplinary assumptions of debt advice, namely 
that a client [sic] can be moved towards a stable, solvent life …, is as such no 
longer tenable” (Ibid.). 
Davey echoes this view, tracking the growing frustration amongst debt 
advisors seeing themselves unable to serve the interests of and assist 
citizens “in any meaningful way.” They progressively feel that debt advice – 
at least, in its current form – has become “increasingly redundant” (2017, p. 
11). Davey recounts a public lecture where an advisor narrates how a male 
colleague asked the former “what possible advice he could give to ‘someone 
who has already budgeted and cut down on things and stopped paying 
essential bills?’.” In reply, the former surmises that “publicly funded debt 
advice could no longer solve the problems of such people” (Ibid.). Finally, in 
another article co-written by Kirwan, a debt advisor named Leslie remarks 
that the deficit budget gives rise to “ongoing conversations where there’s no 
resolution, it just feels that debt relief order is the only answer, and then do 
another one again in five years for some people” (Kirwan, Dawney, & 
Walker, 2019, p. 123). The authors conclude that “there is a growing sector 
of debtors for whom there is no debt-free horizon, only a cycle of escalating 
arrears and debt relief” (Ibid.).   
One debt advisor I interview chimes in: “Often, when people get here, they 
are in a pretty hopeless situation. Well, we cannot snap our fingers and help 
them by making their debt disappear. If they do not have anything to give, 

                                                   
239 See the sub-section, ‘Debt advice as reduction or opening?’ (chapter 5.3). 
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then it is tough. But well, one can then advise about… or then one has to 
advise them about some things that to them might seem as if a choice 
between a rock and a hard place [in Danish, “pest eller kolera” meaning “the 
plague or cholera”] but advise them and then it is important also to say: 
“well, right now you have to do this because you cannot… well, you have to 
not pay your debt because you are paying a lot that is just interests. And 
soon you will actually be unable to afford to stay in your flat and you also 
have a child that needs feeding…”    
 
The mention of the lacking “magic wand” and “finger snap” relates to a point 
I made in the former sub-section. During my studies, I have continuously 
encountered the figure of the miracle that, unlike the sanctioned magical 
cleansing afforded by bankruptcy judges, cannot be summoned through a 
rite. The miraculous intervention has “no certain way of harnessing it,” only 
resting on the simple hope that it could “erupt anywhere at any time in 
response to virtuous need or the demands of justice” (Douglas, 2002[1966], 
p. 74). The empirical miracle is often ascribed to the event of winning the 
Danish lottery, “Lotto,” out of the blue reversing the hopeless situation and 
affording the victor the financial means to “repay a boundless debt” 
(Ricoeur in Boltanski, 2011d, p. 125). Some people also liken the dim 
prospect of attaining debt adjustment to winning the lottery. I find one 
quote from Elliott’s work on the contemporary sense of temporality 
especially perceptive: “When meaningful change … has been foreclosed…, 
the only transformation imaginable must necessarily be one that wipes the 
slate clean. And when human agency cannot be accessed, the force that does 
the wiping must necessarily be something larger than ourselves” (2022, pp. 
149,160).  
 
The social function of debt advice agencies 
I now move beyond the negative contention that the sub-population of 
citizens, whose problem debt is asserted as an invariable or near-invariable 
condition, is a testament to debt advice agencies have become obsolete in 
their current form. I suggest that the ostensible deficiencies of the debt 
advice tests direct our attention to the social function performed by advice 
agencies. On this point, the literature on debt adjustment can be instructive.  
In many European countries, debt counselling is an “integral part” (Niemi-
Kiesiläinen, 1999, p. 475). In fact, in most European countries that have 
introduced consumer bankruptcy provisions, debt advice is a requirement 
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allowing one to file in court (Ibid.). In this regard, the Danish bankruptcy 
laws are an outlier seeing that no stipulations are insisting on a counselling 
course (nor on preliminary negotiations with creditors), likely explained by 
the fact that the dissemination of debt advice services, on the backdrop of 
state initiative and funding, happened shortly after the only major debt 
adjustment reform since its introduction in 1984.  
However, as we have seen, in Denmark – like those of the other European 
countries – debt advisors can undertake a transitional role in educating 
citizens on the how-to of “lifestyle adjustments,” thus priming citizens for 
satisfactory adjustment applications (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, p. 475). But 
suppose the ensuing adjustment procedure prepares people for life on the 
other side traversed by conventional commercial and, by extension, credit 
tests. What then happens if debt redemption and, in continuation hereof, 
these tests are deferred indefinitely? Here I suggest that the person saddled 
with a problem debt “without rescue” finds themselves “fixed” in a 
paradoxical transitional moment. This is a kind of “perpetual limbo,” a 
persistent “inbetweenness” or a “permanentization of liminality” with little 
or no societal reincorporation or normalisation of life in sight (Korobkin, 
2003, p. 2137; Thomassen, 2013, p. 203; Thomassen 2015, pp. 
40,48,54,54f).  
As in the case of Maria, these people are likely caught in a sort of 
institutionalised loop rather than a progressive journey, shuttling back and 
forth between half-yearly bailiff’s courts visits and sporadic debt advice 
appointments. These could be triggered when, for instance, a cryptic or 
seemingly menacing letter has arrived, changed life circumstances have 
tipped the financial “balance,” they are preparing for another adjustment 
application or simply need someone to talk to and recognise, as one advisor 
says, “that their morals are strong” and “that right now there is nothing to 
do.” In this regard, Jørgensen instructively suggests that debt advice is 
“[e]specially devoted to those people who are refused access to debt 
adjustment” (2012, p. 182). 
My argument is that these sporadic visits become essential. Perhaps the 
most vital social function of debt advice agencies is to guide citizens through 
potentially interminably fixed engagements with and around problem debt. 
For these people, there is a little hope of an existence that is not saturated 
with incessant self-“monitoring” and -“exposure” and making the proper 
“adjustments” or more radical “upheavals” needed.  
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A productive way to conceptualise the state that this sub-group finds 
themselves in and the tests performed by debt advisors concerning this 
group is afforded by Boltanski and Chiapello in their work on the network-
like refashioning of capitalism. Here, social life is organised around the 
iconic figure of the ‘project’: the great or worthy subjects are capable of 
ensuring their own and others’ uninterrupted integration in one project 
after another. The valued project is made up of a combination of dormant 
ties reactivated, and new ones built, together, rendering the extension of 
personal networks possible and, by extension, the perpetual succession of 
projects for its former members. Within this ‘connexionist world’ time 
becomes the most vital resource – the project is short-term, and one must 
not squander one’s time so to miss out on exciting new projects and, by 
extension, the development of self (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005, pp. 
103ff,152ff,153).240  
The little or unworthy persons “prove incapable of changing projects,” 
attached to “a single project that is impossible to let go of” (Boltanski & 
Chiapello, 2005, p. 119). I propose to conceive this sub-group of people 
perpetually attached to problem debt as unable to disengage from past 
financial commitments to move into other financial and non-financial 

                                                   
240 Boltanski and Chiapello stress that great people must sacrifice anything impeding 
availability in a potential project. Sacrifices are supposed to enhance “the streamlined 
character of entities – of persons, but also of things” (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2015, p. 122). 
Here, the authors discuss the question of ownership. While stressing the importance of 
reinvestments – that is, in both time and money – the authors find renting and 
loaning/borrowing objects to fit the impetuses of life composed of transient projects: 
“Human beings adjusted to a connexionist world will thus prefer, for example, to rent their 
main residence, since they often have to change it, or the cars they drive. This, in particular, 
is what distinguishes the streamlined human being of the projective city from the 
traditional figure of the bourgeois, who is always associated with heaviness, with weight … 
To full, outright ownership, it is therefore reasonable to prefer ready, temporary access to 
resources that are borrowed, employed or expended in the framework of the project, while 
maintaining sufficient flexibility to refund them when required” (ibid, p. 153).  
This quote must be read in light of the yet embryonic state of the ‘asset economy’ where the 
ownership of appreciating assets, particularly housing, commonly provide options of 
reinvestment and capital gains as well as financing temporary periods of joblessness and 
the development of “employability” in the historical backdrop of projective/short-term and 
precarious work (see also the sub-section, ‘Sketching classed temporalities of life with 
problem debt’ (chapter 6.3)) (Adkins, Cooper, & Konings, 2022; Boltanski & Chiapello, 
2005, p. 111).       
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ventures. For these people, “projects,” supposed to be short-lived, as in the 
emblematic form of the defined life of a loan, become open-endedly drawn 
out. But rather than giving in to habits of self-“isolation” or “withdraw[ing] 
into themselves” and remain or turn into a rigid, “unadaptable” person, 
these citizens are instructed by advisors to perceive and act on themselves 
as if a worthy projectarian subjects whose status is defined by “activity,” by 
their “communication skills” (in relation to household members and 
creditors) and, beyond all, their sense of “responsibility towards the self” 
(Ibid., pp. 109,110,114,119,154) – notions highlighted in the second 
analytical part. This paradoxical activity against the backdrop of limited 
agency might be conceived as “frenetic inactivity” or “non-stop inertia” 
(Southwood in Adkins, Cooper & Konings, 2022, p. 27). Here the reader 
must keep in mind how debt advisors tend to label their work as neutral, 
purely rational and technical. Such thinking may lead to citizen hesitance 
and timidity being construed by advisors as if “fleeing” from reality or, 
fittingly, as if they are regressing.241 
This peculiar blend of action and inaction is also visible in non-
institutionalised and non-conventional commercial tests. For example, a 
few of my informants with problem debt disclose various ways of getting 
access to goods – such as cigarettes, cat food and sodas – by being 
compensated, for instance, for informal gardening and shopping on behalf 
of others.   
      
It is in view of this contradiction of compelled activity under limited agency 
that the reader should read my perhaps immediately over-critical reflection 
on debt advisors’ notion of “realism.” That is, that citizens are the legal 
possessors of the debt items and therefore are ultimately “responsible” for 
managing the associations of problem debt.  
Amongst debt advisors, the sub-group of citizens likely permanently stuck 
with debt is commonly referred to as “happy debtors” (in Danish, “lykkelige 
skyldnere”). The denomination implies that these people can live joyous 
lives despite not becoming free of problem debt, or that they feel happily 
unobliged to pay off their debts. So, rather than finding a financial remedy, 
the object becomes solving the issue “inside” citizens: how they “perceive,” 
“process,” and whether they “accept” problem debt. As you may recall, 
Maria is one of the main characters from the first analytical part. Her 

                                                   
241 See the sub-section, ‘The presumed “neutrality” of debt advice tests’ (chapter 5.3). 
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prospects are narrowed down to becoming a “happy debtor.” She 
expressively uses the metaphor of “installing some sort of button in my 
brain that I could press and say: “yes, it is okay that you cannot pay.” 
“Realism” and “rationality,” as one advisors says to me, often becomes 
drawing up the budget and showing the citizen that “the ends cannot meet” 
and stressing “the consequences if you choose not to pay [rent so to privilege 
debt items].”  
So while this group does not experience reintegration in the above sense of 
debt-free societal reincorporation, they instead experience “integration” in 
an embodied sense of continuously reincorporating and “calming” thoughts 
and feelings around problem debt.242 Seeing that perhaps a majority of debt 
advisees end up in this sub-population of “happy debtors,” it is no wonder 
that the delegated “tools” are perceived as doubling as instruments of 
reading and updating financial information and as therapeutic devices to 
“contain” the debt “burden.” Moreover, one can read the ultimate goal of 
“help to self-help,” or formatting citizens able to “take ownership,” in light 
of the fact that problem debt often cannot be redeemed via an ascetic but 
brief phase of life but claims life itself, as in “you have to change the way you 
live” and this, continuously. Finally, and crucially, this explains the 
attempted fixation of citizens in the regime of fairness, meaning that the 
citizens are to be naturally steered through qualified engagements with 
people and objects, closing their eyes to disqualified myths and self-
reproach. The citizens are then instructed how to live in the counterintuitive 
mode of a sort of routinized, “controlled” liminality. 
While advisors play a vital role in “de-mystifying” the “rules of the game” – 
of qualified rights, duties and consequences of non-payment – that citizens 
are to live by, the advisors synchronously (unconsciously and 
unintentionally) endorse and reify a set of legislations that block people 
from getting out of problem debt. Crucially, this also entails legally blocking 
people from moving beyond as well as advising people against evading the 
formal and informal collection and enforcement tests that may feed off a 

                                                   
242 One advisor says to me during an interview: “In some way it may look like we have not 
helped [the citizen], because we have not done anything. But I think that the mental and 
the whole psychological aspect in living with the debt is something that fills quite a lot… it 
fills nearly as much as owing this money. Because a part of it all is also trying to manage 
the feelings and the thoughts and what else. Because you have a problem that you cannot 
do anything about.” 
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sense of lurking violence and moral worthlessness. Here, as noted above,243 
informants disagree with the debt advisor sentiment that engagements with 
problem debt are lived in the peaceful register of fairness. Rather, 
informants elaborate on how the “process” takes its toll on them and that 
one day something might “snap inside” them (in Danish, “filmen knækker”). 
As one applicant says: “The depressing thing stems from being kept in 
suspense – that there is no time frame. I know this sounds quite 
melodramatic, but if you are unsure when your suffering ends, it becomes 
very difficult to manage. That is the issue with torture: it is not because you 
cannot handle pain – it is because you do not know when it stops. Then you 
snap.”  
 
Generalising the sense of ‘stuckness’ 
It would, however, be severely misleading to think that the emblematic 
experiences of blockage explicated by “happy debtors” is limited to this 
group. By contrast, I think most people with problem debt struggle with 
what I elsewhere have termed generalised sensations of immobility or 
‘stuckness’ (Schwarz, 2020).244 This notion resounds in many recent studies 
on indebtedness, temporality and affect., They propose that rather than 
experienced as a lever of upward socio-economic mobility, credit/debt is 
often lived, in a recurrent reference to Berlant, in the register of ‘cruel 
optimism’: “[W]here cruel optimism operates, the very vitalizing or 
animating potency of an object/scene of desire[, such as the fantasy of a 
(mortgaged) home,] contributes to the attrition of the very thriving that is 
supposed to be made possible in the work of attachment [to the home] in 
the first place” (Berlant, 2011, pp. 24f). The notion is of a present on the one 
hand, severely agentially constraining but, on the other, over-saturated with 
demands of ever-urgent and exhausting debtor interventions. These are set 
against an elusive, ‘anti-teleological’ (Davey, 2019a, p. 331) but in all 
likelihood gloomy future horizon with chronic debt or where the endpoint 
is vaguely glimpsed. This debt state has, among other names, been 
conceptualised as ‘suspensory indebtedness’ (Davey, 2019b), ‘over-
indebted, non-aspirational optimism’ (Davey, 2019a), ‘the imaginary of 

                                                   
243 See the sub-section, ‘’Calculating’ one’s ‘debts’ against others’’ (chapter 5.3). 
244 Here I thank the perceptive and kind scholars at the Centre for Mobilities Research, and 
particularly Joe Deville, for pointing out the rewarding perspective of mobilities vs 
immobilities.   
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being enforcement free’ (Kirwan, 2021), ‘hopeful pessimism’ (Coleman, 
2015) and simply, as ‘punitive futurity’ (Elliott, 2022).245    
An instructive illustration of generalised stuckness can be drawn from my 
experiences recruiting people with problem debt for interviews. When 
inquiring about a possible interview more often than not the request was 
met by the response that their case was on hold. They could either be 
awaiting clarifications provided and decisions made by institutional 
representatives or simply, for the glacial passing of time offering changed or 
stabilised circumstances in life that might afford improved financial or legal 
possibilities. When inquiring about a follow-up interview, the typical 
response was that nothing new had happened since the initial interview. 
Most prospective interviewees' pervasive sense of stuckness led them to 
believe that an interview was futile as it would present no new data and, 
thus, no new insights for me. But, in fact, their notions of impasse revealed 
something profound about the qualities of life with problem debt in 
Denmark. 
Such experiences, combined with the interviews and other observations, 
made me question my initial methodological impulse to draw a 
straightforward relation between institutionalised tests and the changes 
that problem debt and their possessors undergo. I altered the perspective, 
seeing that while institutionalised tests might be formally envisioned as a 
test array with progressive stages, this does not entail that those steps 
necessarily play out as such. Nor does it mean that the steps perform 

                                                   
245 While it can be tempting to bracket these accounts with the more programmatic ‘No 
Future’-like declarations (Adkins, 2014, p. 526) of “the ‘slow cancellation of the future …, 
life ‘after the future’…, and ‘the strange sensation of living … without time’” by Fisher, 
Berardi and Lazzarato respectively (Adkins, Cooper, Konings, 2022, p. 26), Adkins 
demonstrates how such deterministic accounts miss how current (securitized) debt 
relations place stress on ‘speculative’ debtor agency within “non-chronological” time 
frames: “The speculative subject bound to the time of securitized debt is … not a subject 
who mourns the loss of time or does not feel time. Nor is this a subject without a present or 
a future, or without temporal orientation. On the contrary, this is a subject who must 
constantly adjust to recalibrations of pasts, presents and futures, as well as to changes in 
the relations between and across these states. Far from being dis-possessed of time, the 
subject who is bound to the speculative time of securitized debt therefore has too much 
time, but this is not too much of the steady time of the calender, but of the eventful and 
non-chronological temporal frames which comprise the time of securitized debt” (Adkins, 
2017, p. 459). I further discuss this in the following sub-section. 
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anything like a transparent, linear or transformative journey to the person 
with problem debt taking them or, at least, that such sensations are 
ephemeral at best.246 “It has happened a few times that I have broken down 
mentally because now I thought that things were moving in the right 
direction, and then I am shoved down juuust one more time.”  
 
While the fetter-dragging figure is often used to depict the debtor subject in 
the popular imagination the ‘canonical narrative’ (Carstensen, 2016, p. 224) 
nevertheless insists on a cosmological image: the logic of a just and 
eventually efficacious rite of passage found in the debt adjustment 
procedure, heard amongst institutional representatives and dramatised, 
ritualised and moralised on the Luxury Trap (Atwood in Graeber, 2014, pp. 
378f). The participants in the latter are commonly identified by their 
potential to free up a considerable payment ability via simple habitual 
adjustments, the programme thus delivering the unspoken message that a 
complete, fairly resolute financial turnaround can be engendered by a 
combination of atonement and the sheer human will to separate themselves 
from old dispositions of debt unworthiness. This message moreover implies 
that the attempted self-refashioning is surrounded and mitigated by 
forgiving legislative and institutional structures.  
I  foreground and conclude this thesis with the embodied sensations of being 
“locked,” “at a standstill,” on “standby” and so on247 – as one applicant says, 
“I am stuck until the debt has been settled one way or the other,” for a 
reason.  , I try to do more than simply offering some slipperiness to the 
stepping stones composing the institutionalised journeys that people with 
problem debt travel, which would not have been possible if I had highlighted 
“narratives of movement and change” (Freeman in Joseph, 2014, p. 70). 
Instead, my point is that the rehashed moral idea of self-responsible 
“fighting” eventually delivering debt-freedom and full societal 
reincorporation obscures, silences and ‘fragments’ the embodied 
experiences or ‘existential tests’ of intractable stuckness that define the lives 
of many people with problem debt (Boltanski, 2011a, pp. 280f; 2011c, pp. 
107ff). When bringing out this disconnect between our common moral sense 
of what ought to be and the institutionally mediated empirics of what often 

                                                   
246 See the sub-section ‘Experiences of ‘stuckness’ among people with problem debt’ 
(chapter 3.2). 
247 See the sub-section, ‘Getting “debt under control”’ (chapter 5.1). 
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is, I hope to be part of a wider push rendering this canonical narrative 
increasingly untenable.  
 
Sketching classed temporalities of life with problem debt 
In this final sub-section, I outline the thesis that the lived temporalities 
mediated by debt adjustment tests and, beyond this, of institutionalised 
debt tests as such are classed in nature. 
 
Various accounts trace the historical establishment of the European 
consumer bankruptcy provisions to “pressures from homeowners losing 
their homes,” their income and “their small businesses” during the debt 
crisis of the late 1980s and 1990s (Niemi-Kiesiläinen, 1999, pp. 480,481; 
Ramsay, 2012, p. 427). These “new middle-class debtors … were 
unemployed, true, but they were not necessarily in lower social or income 
groups, and had often been self-employed” or had, as family members, 
spouses or cohabitees, “given personal guarantees for business loans and 
were sucked into the economic crisis [with the co-signer(s)]” (Niemi-
Kiesiläinen, 1999, pp. 480f).  Echoing this, Korobkin finds the American 
consumer bankruptcy law to be a distinctly middle-class phenomenon. 
According to him, the law responds to “fundamental contradictions and 
tensions in middle-class ideology,” hinging, on the one hand, on a credit-
sustained and, therefore, precariously held middle-class lifestyle and status 
and, on the other hand, a classed creed of “economic self-determination” 
(Korobkin, 2003, p. 2157). By providing a bankruptcy procedure and debt 
discharge for middle-class citizens with unpayable debt, the provision 
“polices the boundary between [or ‘separation’ of] the middle class and the 
long-term poor … who [purportedly] have not lived according to the relevant 
standards of personal responsibility and fair dealing” (Ibid., pp. 2157,2158). 
Infrequently, these classed disparities are critically intimated in the Danish 
media while gaining minimal political traction. In one article, a former head 
of a debt advice initiative emphasises the extremity of the Danish case, 
asserting that while 30 per cent of the applicants in Denmark are granted 
adjustment, the same goes for 60 and 80 per cent in Sweden and Finland, 
respectively (Jensen, 2014). The project head finds it “paradoxical” that 
“many of these people [whose application is rejected] are on social security 
and thus are too poor to get help” (Ibid., my translation) – an ironic 
phenomenon I alluded to above. The 2005 reform actually addresses the 
imbalance between the welfare of the applicant and the regard for the 



370 
 

common payment morale. However, it is from the surprising position that 
the legal practices at the time overly favour the former: the courts were 
thought to be becoming too lenient with the notional morality to pay and, 
by logical extension, too generous with handing out adjustments (Hansen 
M. B., 2015, pp. 83f).  
Hansen performs a similar civic critique (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 
185ff) in documenting the “social imbalances” of the Danish adjustment 
system (Hansen, M.B., 2015, p. 95). Hansen notes that, according to her 
data, single parents are the most likely “family type” to be rejected, while 
nearly 60 per cent of the adjustment procedures are awarded to former self-
employed applicant, comprising only 31 per cent of the applicant population 
(Ibid., pp. 73ff,95). Hansen and others point out that the criteria of settled 
or “ordered” financial situation and the age of debt lead to the, again, 
“paradoxical” state where the “safety valve first becomes effective when the 
pressure has levelled out” (Hansen M. B., 2015, pp. 73,88, my translation). 
This only happens when or if the “chaos” of being in a “socially 
marginalised” position has passed, risking (further) social, financial and 
health deterioration as well as “societal drop out” (Advokaterne Foldschack 
& Forchhammer, 2014, p. 41; Hansen M. B., 2015, p. 73, my translation). A 
judge also reiterates this line of argument: “[t]here is a big group we do not 
see, and that is those of the true socially marginalised people. They do not 
fulfil the conditions and, to a particular extent, neither do they apply,” 
relating the latter to their lack of “resources.”  
 
The notion that the debt adjustment regulations effectively stratify the 
promise of debt-freedom is explored by Joseph (2014) and Davey (2020; 
2019b). Joseph argues that “temporal norms” of debt – and, more generally, 
of accounting – are “class-specific,”248 and that “social hierarchies proceed 
through an orchestrated … deployment of diverse temporal norms” (Joseph, 
2014, pp. 65,80). She specifically references the relative “privilege” that is 
bankruptcy that allows the investment banker to “walk away” from their 
debts and to live in the present while capitalising in and on the future while 
the “underwater” mortgagor is endlessly haunted by past supposedly 
“irresponsible” financial decisions (Ibid., pp. 75,75f,76). The adjustment 

                                                   
248 Joseph also notes how the “multiple norms of responsible temporal/financial life 
management are differentially deployed in conjunction with racial … [and] gender … 
formation projects” (2014, p. 70). 
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system then creates socially differentiated “bodily tempos and routines” of 
stuckness and passage (Freeman in Joseph, 2014, p. 70).  
In Davey’s piece, he turns his attention to bureaucratic forms and 
procedures, demonstrating how these are ingrained with classed notions. 
Davey zooms in on the definition of “debt” in the Common Financial 
Statement of the UK (parallel to the official budgetary form in Denmark) 
and how it discriminates between unsecured debts and secured debts. While 
an unsecured debt, on the one hand, is counted in its entirety as debt (as in 
the outstanding balance plus possible missed payments/arrears), the 
secured debt, on the other hand, is not officially counted as a debt – this, 
except arrears, suggesting that the property might be lost (Ibid., pp. 226f). 
This is consistent with the Danish debt adjustment legislation that helps 
applicants offer partial discharge of unsecured debts, subsequently to be 
paid off, while leaving secured debts intact. From this, Davey infers that 
“[d]ebts were considered problematic if they did not advance a person’s 
class position” and should thus be subject to full and immediate eradication 
– conforming to what he terms “purgative time” – rather than be kept alive 
as in the case of secured debts (2019b, p. 537; 2020, p. 229). Davey surmises 
that institutionalised tests compose classed temporal norms by sanctioning 
debts linked to middle-class “ethical valorization of upward mobility,” 
feeding into “an ideologically imposed social division between an expanded 
middle class and an apathetic underclass,” an argument I soon return to 
(2020, pp. 227,230). 
    
A recent, seminal work on the alleged arrival of an ‘asset economy’ – and 
not a debt economy(!) – sharpens the wide-scale optic on the classed 
patterns of lived experiences elucidated by Joseph and Davey (Adkins, 
Cooper, & Konings, 2022, p. 19). The authors intervene in predominant 
sociological imageries of class inequalities, arguing that today, and 
especially in Anglo-America, “asset ownership is becoming more important 
than employment as a determinant of class position” (Ibid., p. 15).249 They 

                                                   
249 Here the authors expand on this proposition: “Combined asset price inflation and wage 
disinflation over the past forty years across Anglo-capitalist economies alongside the 
liberalization of credit markets and low interest rates have meant that residential property 
prices in major cities around the world accrue more income in a year than the average wage 
worker. This has had the effect that even if located in the same job or occupation, those who 
own residential property are decidedly advantaged compared to those who do not. Asset 
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describe how neoliberal rule has promoted a “distinctive[ly] middle-class 
politics rooted in a vision of an ownership society” which is particularly 
expressed by the democratisation of credit-based housing and the 
accelerating appreciation of housing prices (Ibid., pp. 16,16f). The authors 
go over the classed qualifications needed for stepping onto the “property 
ladder,” including inter-vivo inheritance, and show the “deep chasms of 
inequality that have been drawn between those with and without assets” – 
inequalities that make themselves known as diverse temporalised 
experiences (Ibid., pp. 17,22).  
Adkins et al. suggest that the asset economy shapes distinctly classed 
“lifetimes”: some employ collateral to free up equity that can be reinvested 
and are thus able to capitalise on the fruits of an “expansive, future-oriented 
time of speculation” (Adkins, Cooper & Konings, 2022, p. 24,24ff). Others 
“are unable to graduate from the short temporal horizons” or “decaying, 
diminish time” – perhaps “locked into debt servicing, living a life that is … 
deprived of possibilities for … changing course” and with an “absence of 
clear rewards” (Ibid., pp. 26,27). This means that for both asset-owners and 
the above “happy debtors” – if the latter is indeed paying off debts – debt 
servicing has shifted, in Adkins’ terms, from “debt repayment” (with a fixed 
termination date) to “debt payment,” although with vastly different 
connotations (Adkins, 2018, p. 91).  
Concerning this, my empirical material suggests a linkage between 
materiality and meaning-making. To many of my informants, there seems 
to be a prevailing idea that as long as debt payments are linked to the 
acquirement or maintenance of valuable assets, the informants find the 
debts to be “meaningful.” In fact, people find that these are not debts at all, 
echoing Davey, who notes that when his informants “used the word “debt,” 
in phrases such as “I’m in debt,” they often meant their repayment 
obligations were intractable”” (2020, p. 233). Inversely, people with 
problem debt often employ variants of the notion of “meaninglessness” to 
discern the “crisis”-laden situations where debt payments risk or have 
already been severed from assets – and perhaps, in that process, the “value 
[of the asset] disappears” or proves to be “inflated falsely.”250 In such 

                                                   
position has therefore come to trump occupation as the key determinant of class and life 
chances” (Adkins, Cooper & Konings, 2022, p. 22). 
250 See here Konings’ (2018)  critique of the “Progressive” contention with neoliberalism as 
spurring a fictitious, speculative financialisation dislodged from real, underlying value 
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situations, as we have seen, debt “all of a sudden” “arrives,”251 only to 
manifest itself as escalating collection prompts, ominous “black clouds” and 
forms of bodily overstimulation.   
The sense of “meaninglessness” is often intensified by reference to high 
interests252 and even higher penalty interests and fees that “run away,” as 
depicted in the ever-shifting collection letter figures, while the ability to pay 
remains stagnant or diminishes. One adjustment applicant in this situation 
says: ”Well, the debt just grows because it is simply interests, interests, 
interests, interests, interests, interests,” adding that “it is your choice, of 
course, whether you give them [collection institutions] 200 a month, well 
you do not get anywhere with that … because you will never pay that debt 
you are in if we cannot enter other agreements.” It is, as another informant 
words it, as if throwing money into a “black hole.” One informant talks about 
how a debt item with high penalty interests and fees may intervene in their 
trajectory of becoming sober, enrolling in education and subsequently, 
getting a job.  For them, that would mean that “I can get some substance in 
my life that makes me feel that my life is meaningful.” The debt forces them 
to “adapt,” perhaps by “postponing” their “plan” so not to “risk that the debt 
has multiplied by ten when I am done with my education.” The “obstruction” 
that the debt is painted here to be interferes with the person “creating a good 
future and a good present.”  
When no amount of “hard work” or “fighting” is perceived to push the 
person along a cosmological journey of social ascension or redemption, debt 
payment and the sacrifices that accompany them seem to be marked as 
“meaningless” or empty rituals. 
 
Imagine that evermore worthless or appreciating debts are the only thing 
left, holding no promises of upward trajectory or material security. For 

                                                   
generated in the productive economy, its unsubstantial nature ultimately ending in crisis.   
251 See the sub-section, ‘Finding oneself in a ‘crisis moment’’ (chapter 4.1). 
252 This, of course depends on the stratifying effects of credit tests or scoring (Fourcade & 
Healy, 2013) – what loans are, as most say, “easy” and what loans are not. Wiedenhoft 
Murphy summarises: “Extending credit to previously excluded groups, including women, 
people of color and the poor, has created a new form of stratification or “class situation” 
within the marketplace. Those with low to moderate credit scores are often exploited by 
fringe or alternative financial services, offering them access to credit with high interest 
rates … Paradoxically, those who most need favourable financial terms pay more for them 
(2020, p. 456). 
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citizens in this state, the emblematic experience seems to be that, besides 
the endless churning out of debt collection letters, the corporeality of people 
with problem debt is the sole material that debt can latch onto – and 
pollute.253 Davey’s work is especially illuminating when seeking to grasp 
classed embodiments of problem debt. He keenly observes the ascription of 
indebted working-class bodies with negative “moral worth” (2020, p. 221). 
Davey draws on the influential work of Imogen Tyler and her notion of social 
“abjectification” – understood here as the socially and politically laden 
categories that render some people “the object of … other’s violent 
objectifying disgust” (Tyler, 2013, p. 4). Davey argues that an imagined 
“underclass” of people with problem debt is abjectified, stereotyped, 
othered and their problem debt individualised, all attributed to their 
supposed “amoral” dispositions (Davey, 2020, pp. 221,231).  
Interestingly, Tyler takes inspiration from Douglas’ key thesis that disgust 
– or dirt – is inherently relational, grounded in shared cosmologies of and 
operative rituals meant to cope with objects and subjects deemed unclean 
(2013, p. 23). Douglas’ chapter on the symbolic link between human bodies 
and the body politic is illuminating in this regard. Here, Douglas meditates 
on the relationship between defiled bodies and social hierarchy, arguing 
that the anxiety towards bodily contagion can be interpreted as a testament 
to the fear that the vertical frontiers separating divisions of society are 
illegitimately being transgressed (2002[1966], pp. 152ff). Social-moral 
order is shaken when the societal scales of embodied cleanliness have 
become confused: when those classified as impure start to mingle with those 
classified as pure via disorderly use of debt affording a life beyond one’s 
means of compensation or, reversedly, when the pure, on the backdrop of 
misfortunate events of social force majeure, start blending with the impure. 
 
Theorising time-class linkages with FPS 
In this analysis, I have shown how the bankruptcy court regulates the 
temporalities problem debt and, beyond this, argued that the material 
promise of debt-freedom is founded upon classed debt tests. One critical 
implication of this is that a considerable – although politically unidentified 
and unaddressed – sub-group of poor people are turned out who are 
chronically or near-chronically fixated on problematised debt. A valid 

                                                   
253 This point is inspired by a talk by Judith Butler on ‘Debt, guilt, responsibility, obligation’ 
(2021). 
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question is, can my chosen framework capture and further elucidate this 
phenomenon? 
 
With FPS, Boltanski and Thévenot become part of a renewal of sociology, 
shifting from a predominantly ‘dispositional’ analysis – one in which agents 
are endowed with relatively enduring embodied properties (class, gender, 
race, age, etcetera) that inform agents’ behaviour – towards an analysis of 
‘actors’ plunged in inherently uncertain and pluralistic ‘situations’, 
switching from one mode of coordination or dispositional form (shopper, 
union member, grandparent etcetera) to another (Adkins, 2014, p. 518; 
Boltanski, 2011c, p. 20).  
The new direction is, of course, met by its detractors, questioning whether 
the framework undervalues the criticalness of dominance and power by 
rendering social reality too open-ended and masking asymmetries – 
contentions that Boltanski has since addressed (Boltanski & Browne, 2014). 
This is perhaps most clear in ‘On critique,’ where Boltanski reinterprets the 
notion of ‘domination’ conceived as the uncoupling of the expressed 
concerns of ordinary people and an increasingly unyielding institutionally 
asserted reality (2011c).254 However, it is not in such work that I propose to 

                                                   
254 Violence understood as institutional ‘domination’ also seems to be a classed 
phenomenon. By this I refer to the notion that informants in more marginalised positions 
seem to express a deep sense of distance to institutional actors coupled with an opaqueness 
towards their capacities and volitions – what I have previously termed “myths”. Few people 
cast this opacity in a distinctly unsavoury light. They allude to a “private arrangement” or 
“coalition” where the parties unofficially bend the rules to their own personal aims and 
gains (Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 124f; Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, pp. 336,337,336ff).  
This latter version finds a particular extreme expression in the accounts of one of my 
interviewees with problem debt, Albert. Abroad, Albert maxes out an overdraft facility to 
cover his drug use and leaves the claim undone. A few days before I encounter him, he is 
informed that a debt collection agency has acquired his claim and seeks to recover it. While 
Albert is aware that he has no possession liable to seizure, he, like others, seeing that the 
outstanding amount has more than doubled, is more concerned about the various fees and 
charges that the agency might add on. While Albert is unfamiliar with his rights and finds 
the legislation near impossible to understand (which is why he contacts a debt advice 
agency), the collection agency, according to Albert, is an “experienced giant”, able to locate 
“loopholes” in a legislation “arranged in a way so they can do exactly as they see fit, you 
know”, giving them “free reign” to produce “as many zeroes as they can”. Meditating on 
these “mysterious” charges, Albert goes on to ponder whether the “defective" legislation is 
a sign of the supposed conspiring exploits of the “wealthiest people in the world”.  
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look for answers. Instead, I suggest returning to ‘On Justification’ and ‘Love 
and Justice as Competences’.   
 
In ‘Love and Justice as Competences’, Boltanski writes that tests must have 
a somewhat enduring character so as not to dissolve into incessant 
snapshots that provide little evidence, no future certainty, and no “memory” 
of persons’ capacities or ‘powers’ (2012, pp. 61,61ff,65). He states: “An act … 
has value only to the extent that it is capable of revealing some power in the 
person who carries it out – that is, some disposition that is more durable 
than the act and thus capable of manifesting itself anew in future acts. The 
persistent character of the power revealed by the act is thus what confers on 
the act its character of being a test. The act counts as a test inasmuch as it 
brings power into daylight” (Ibid., p. 65). On the flip side, tests are only 
acceptable if they are characterised by uncertainty so as not to fossilise a 
definitive, dominant order or “hierarchization” of worth between persons 
(Boltanski, 2012, p. 60f; Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 352). In the latter 
case, the “person-state” becomes “confused with persons themselves,” 
“absorb[ing the] inexhaustible persons completely in the qualification of 
their state [of worth]” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 353).255  
I believe that my empirical material shows this leap from test to person itself 
to be particularly quick and derisive when marked by the domestic world. 
As I have demonstrated throughout the analyses, market and domestic 
bonds and values are infused in institutionalised and non-institutionalised 
debt tests. The tests both problematise financial objects and their individual 
legal-embodied possessors whose “order” or “orderliness” are tested against 
imagined others engaging with debt. Sometimes, this conflation is 
expressed by the person themselves in a profoundly reproachful tone that 
eliminates the distance between financial incapacities (or market 

                                                   
Albert and others’ grand critique of the injustices of the powers that be can rightfully be 
conceptualised as ‘radical’: rather than merely tightening institutionalised debt tests, 
Albert’s counter-test paves the way for a more sweeping redrawing (Boltanski, 2011a, pp. 
277,279f). As radical critique is “situated at the margins of reality” – for instance, did the 
collection company change the original figure of the principal? – grounded, as they often 
are, in pain- and shameful experiences, this makes the propagator an easy victim of charges 
of radicalism or abnormality (Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 107ff,108). This is the reason behind me 
using the less derogatory notion of “myths”. 
255 A radical example of this is the scientific racism of eugenics where some groupings of 
people are deemed innately unworthy (Ibid., pp. 80ff).  
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deficiency) and the totalising “judgements” of their personal standing as 
such (domestic deficiency): “I am worthless” or a “zero.”256 This is also 
expressed as self-effacing notions of being an unworthy parent, child or 
partner. Following people with problem debt and particularly, “happy 
debtors” and talking with them about their everyday lives, I have witnessed 
that the above self-tests of worthlessness often are a recursive and for some, 
nearly incessant phenomenon.  
 
When tests inscribe deficiencies “once and for all in the body,” the result is 
that they are blocked from wiping “out his [sic] past so that he [sic] can 
rebuild his [sic] life and once again prove himself [sic] in the world without 
bearing the weight of his [sic] fault forever” (Boltanski, 2012, pp. 60f,65f; 
Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 338). In the present case, the relative 
corporeal “stickiness” of problem debt (Deville, 2015, p. 64), denoted with 
abject expressions of “disease,” “shameful stain,” or “wound,” is, for some, 
prolonged endlessly. One applicant tells me that while a debt adjustment 
would likely have little to no financial impact –they would only experience 
a temporary diminished balance during the adjustment procedure – they 
would still prefer to go through with it because of this very real sense of 
unending bodily superimposition: “first of all, I would not get any 
reminders, I would not have people coming and going, and I would not have 
to appear at the bailiff’s court, and I can … walk around freely on the street, 
so to say, without having to sneak about.”   
Boltanski and Thévenot write that when tests – in this case, debt tests – 
become essentialising, personal action is “reduced” from (the pragmatic 
world of) actions to (the critical sociological world of) “passive agents,” 
either by use of illegitimate “force and violence” or through the perhaps 
more “insidious” mechanism of the legitimate “continual verification” of 
worth per the body of evidence (2006, p. 354). Departing from the work of 
Joseph, Davey and others, I have shown how debt adjustment tests hinge 
on deeply classed conceptions, constructing a sub-group of people who are 
permanently or near-permanently stuck with problem debt – by extension, 
with notions and marks of being debt unworthy. 
This research speaks into and adds vectors to the pronounced classed 
asymmetries found in the asset economy, as outlined by Adkins et al. – 
classed divisions that make themselves known in uneven lived 

                                                   
256 See the sub-section ‘Finding oneself in a ‘crisis moment’’ (chapter 4.1). 
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temporalities. One quote from the latter work speaks to the often fatalistic 
sense of futurity or “meaninglessness” expressed by “happy debtors” in 
others’ and my research: “Something must be done because our sense of the 
future is all too real; it’s just that … there isn’t anything particularly effective 
to be done,” their future is “for all intends and purposes … pre-decided” 
(Adkins, Cooper & Konings, 2022, p. 27).  
 
To round this analysis off, I briefly turn to suggestions for requalifying the 
Danish debt adjustment tests. Hansen and others take inspiration from 
Norway and Sweden and suggest the, again civically grounded, reordering 
of the debt adjustment system from the (bankruptcy) court system to that 
of the “social system,” perhaps the municipalities (Hansen, M.B., 2015, pp. 
91,91f; Advokaterne Foldschack & Forchhammer, 2014, p. 41). Hansen 
believes that this relocation would “change the entire context for the 
perception of the problem requiring regulation, from being primarily a legal 
problem to becoming a social problem” (Hansen, M.B., 2015, p. 91, my 
translation). A rule that renders it possible to dispense with some of the 
criteria of access, such as the classed ideals of a clarified work situation or 
absence of consumer debt, is also proposed (Advokaterne Foldschack & 
Forchhammer, 2014, pp. 41,41f). This, based on the legal assessment that 
the procedure would “improve the social situation of the citizen” (Ibid., p. 
41). 
The above suggestions can be interpreted with a return to Boltanski’s 
reflections on the regimes of justice and love, calculation and non-
calculation. In reference to Arendt, Boltanski writes that the means of being 
released of potential limitless revenge – or violence – when a dispute has 
arisen are through the media of punishment or forgiveness (2011d, p. 107). 
I believe that the above proposals for rearrangement of the adjustment 
system offer forgiveness by introducing dispensations or, as Boltanski and 
Thévenot denote it, a “humane” deployment of “tolerance,” hereby 
loosening the linking of “person-states” and “persons” (2006, pp. 354f,355), 
debtunworthiness and people, classifications and a reified class.  
However, taking up the notion of forgiveness, Boltanski implicitly questions 
its radicality. Forgiveness, he remarks, invariably rests on recognising “the 
existence of the debt before it is wiped out” – that is, the calculation of the 
compensation never offered, the moral obligation to pay never satisfied 
(2012, p. 107). Boltanski suggests the perhaps more drastic move of turning 
wholeheartedly to love and simply forgetting by remaining stubbornly in the 
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present, letting morally charged ideas of good and bad deeds be dissolved, 
because in this regime there are “no instruments that can calculate them or 
fasten them in memory” (2012, pp. 107,107f, my translation). Past debts 
and debt tests of worth are “consigned to oblivion” so that true, prospective 
action can be resumed (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 354).  
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7. Conclusion, contributions, and 
wider perspectives 
CONCLUSION 
In the preceding five chapters, I have in different ways sought to answer the 
research question of this PhD thesis: 
 
How are people with debt problematised and tested by state institutions in 
Denmark, and how do these people experience these tests and the moral 
ideas regarding how one ought to live with debt underpinning them?  
 
Motivated by moralising sentiments directed at my research, this PhD thesis 
has explored the generative potentials of attending to the moral ideas we 
have about how one ought to live with debt. More specifically, the PhD thesis 
delves into the empirics of how such moral ideas may make themselves 
known in the lives of people framed as failures at exactly this.  
Taking the recent acceleration of personal financial debt and the ascent of 
debt struggles in Denmark as a point of departure, the PhD thesis focuses 
on how the generous Danish welfare state problematises and governs 
personal debt. Moving through the three ideal-typical phases of life with 
problem debt – each phase accentuated and requalified by a distinct state 
institutional arrangement – the ideal-typical institutionalised journey 
collectively sketches the contours of a formative rite of passage undergone 
by the debt-possessing traveller. 
 
The first analytical part shows that debt is problematised by debt collection 
representatives as a matter of debtors’ willingness to speak truthfully and to 
pay claims, seeing that debtors’ ability to pay is perceived as often strained 
and ultimately unknowable. As the distrust in debtors’ willingness to pay 
deepens, the debtor is concurrently subjected to escalating pressure, 
strategically employed via institutional movements and associated 
interventions supposed to compel payments. The pressure increases until 
the collection representatives reach a breaking point and the case is sent to 
the bailiff’s court, which is supposed to lay the debtor’s ability to pay bare 
and dispense with personal volitions.  
Bailiffs can enforce claims by attaching and liquidating debtors’ assets as an 
alternative means of payment. Animated by the fortified link between debt 
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payment and ideas of personal obligation and moral character, coupled with 
a general ignorance of their rights, debtors tend to put stock in myths 
regarding the types and gravity of the enforcement sanctions that non-
payment can trigger. In reality, debt enforcement – like debt collection 
institutions – is largely dependent on honest and willingly paying debtors, 
seeing that bailiffs largely lack insight into debtors’ ability to pay and 
sanctions to punish non-payment.  
As representatives of debt enforcement and collection fashion their own 
myths of bailiff’s court meetings susceptible to widespread debtor 
deception, representatives seek to locate debtors’ true ability to pay 
elsewhere. Outgoing enforcement proceedings show representatives 
believing to unmask the debtors’ true ability and willingness to pay 
materialised in the latter’s dwelling. At the same time, the situation is 
charged by the strong discomfort experienced by the representatives. They 
are confronted with the debtors likely in a crisis state and confronted with 
their own role in conceivably aggravating debtors’ sense of looming harm 
and moral inferiority. 
 
The second analytical part depicts debt advisors, situated at debt advice 
agencies, trying to de-escalate citizens’ sense of harm and inferiority by 
fashioning problem debt as objects that are legally defined and mundane, 
concrete and bounded and practically legible and accessible. These objects 
need ongoing checks and modifications via the application of advice-
mediated tools that synchronically are to operate therapeutically by working 
on thoughts and feelings related to problem debt.  
While citizens are instructed to become legally rational and consistently 
active in their engagements with problem debt, they may be liable to 
withdrawal and isolation. Due to a sense of their financial troubles, this is 
often experienced as a tabooed while visible affliction, being vulnerable to 
public exposure and shaming. Now, citizens are urged by debt advisors to 
actively expose themselves by candidly relaying their financial and 
psychological state to close others as well as critically expose and monitor 
their financial habits.  
The introduction of budgetary forms for financial monitoring presents a 
new stage. Here, objects are no longer translated to the reality of citizens but 
the lives of citizens, now perceived as members of households with financial 
and care obligations, are to adapt and change with the reality of the 
budgetary form. Debt advisors frame compliance as pressing. Their main 
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argument is that other institutions governing problem debt, are said to be 
on the verge of making the budgetary calculations to determine and enforce 
payment. 
Citizens are then to face the imminent facts – flawed as they are – and 
negotiate a voluntary, less austere payment plan rather than flee their legal 
responsibilities. The self-conception of debt advice as being neutral, 
technical and firmly anchored in objective reality renders debt advisors 
blind to citizens’ diverging interpretations, mediated by cultural readiness 
to allocate blame for problem debt, and to being blind to their own moral 
foundation. The latter may lead to the pathologisation of citizen hesitance 
or reluctance, and may limit the room for citizens to question and challenge 
the notions and suggestions of debt advisors. 
 
Another option proposed by debt advisors is requesting debt adjustment. 
The third analytical part examines applicants seeking to move beyond 
problem debt by applying for debt adjustment, affording partial debt 
discharge. Debt adjustment is awarded based on a combination of, on the 
one hand, financial criteria of insolvency and the promise of permanent 
financial betterment and, on the other, moral criteria related to the qualities 
of the how of debt accrual and payment.  
While applicants’ are concerned with proving their financial and moral 
orderliness to the bankruptcy court judge and the court-appointed assistant, 
the latter is concerned with order in a temporal sense. This requires the 
applicant to demonstrate that they have lived and paid their bills on time 
without taking on credits or veering into arrears, thus illustrating that debt 
adjustment, more than regulating the temporality of problem debt, governs 
through a certain configuration of temporality.   
Meditating debt adjustment’s social function, the thesis conceives the 
procedure as a ritual – specifically a rite of passage – supposed to resolve 
the paradox of devising a proper compensation for debts that will never be 
repaid. Debt adjustment is not intended to risk the erosion of payment 
morality – but actually reinforces it – or that people, ridden by social 
problems in the scope of the welfare state but not solved by it, greatly suffer 
and eventually exit capitalism and society as such. Applicants too perceive 
debt adjustment as ambivalent – as both earned and as an admission of 
failure. Similarly, the procedure is often lived as both a gift and a 
punishment received, recipients having to live in accordance with the 
budgetary form for five years before being free of debt. The final bankruptcy 
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court meeting celebrates the pending cleansing of debt and debtor, 
heralding the return to a supposedly normal life defined, among others, by 
opportunities for a credit-based lifestyle.  
However, seeing that about 70 per cent of cases are dismissed, most former 
applicants are chronically or near-chronically stuck with problem debt. In 
light of this, and the sizeable sub-population of debt advisees ironically too 
poor for debt adjustment, the analysis revisits the social function of debt 
advice agencies. It proposes that debt advice agencies have a shadow 
function: to engender “happy debtors” amongst the “underclass” on or 
below the informal poverty threshold who will never live without debt. 
These people can be conceived as human waste products of the consumer 
bankruptcy laws and as testaments to the devious creed that scarcity, past 
dispositions and choices can be defeated by sheer individual fighting spirit 
– a promise historically shown to be designed and largely reserved for the 
middle-class.    
     

CONTRIBUTIONS 
Contributions to financial oikonomisation 
Based on critical literature proliferating in the aftermath of the financial 
crisis, the PhD thesis attributes the explosion of personal debt struggles to 
a combination of financialisation – the extensive growth in size and reach 
of financial markets sustained by discourses of debt-fuelled prosperity and 
self-realisation – and the neoliberal refashioning of welfare state, labour 
market precarisation and rising living costs among others. The research 
shows that personal debt struggles can trigger dispossession, indenture and 
imprisonment, lowered standards of living and deprivation, physical and 
mental health problems and suicide.  
 
After a strategic reading of prominent anthropological and sociological 
theorisations of personal debt and personal problem debt, the thesis shows 
that notable accounts – among these by Graeber, Lazzarato and 
governmentality scholars – re-actualise the classical dis-embedment thesis 
of the corruption and corrosion of community and culture with the advent 
of capital. Here personal debt is presented as a monolith: an unequivocally 
destructive force subjecting people to the violence of distress, debt 
enforcement and commodification and the sinister myths, ideologies and 
discourses painting over the structural implications of this, instead of 
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framing the struggling debtor as responsible for their dire fate. Problem 
debt comes to serve here as a mirror of or symbol for our political moment.  
Recent movements in the literature on debt challenge the above essentialist 
conception of debt. In a reinvigoration of Mauss, the literature theorises 
debt as a deeply morally and financially ambivalent phenomenon, exploring 
articulations of debt as always indeterminate, situated, relational, dynamic 
and embodied. These axioms are reiterated in the embryonic programme of 
financial oikonomisation (FO), proposing a pragmatist and ethnographic 
approach to the study of the financial government of households, perceived 
as a composite affair, co-produced by a plurality of actors operating at 
various institutional and non-institutional sites.  
 
Positioning the present thesis within this body of work, I have juxtaposed 
the meso- and micro-levels of institutions and people with problem debt, 
respectively. Specifically, I have studied various institutions in their 
government of problem debt – observing encounters at and beyond the sites 
of a bank, a debt collection company, a bailiff’s court, debt advice agencies 
and bankruptcy courts – and interviewed institutional representatives and 
people with problem debt. As the PhD thesis privileges the latter's point of 
view, I have inquired into life with problem debt beyond the scope of 
institutional engagements while analytically marking how institutions as 
interlopers always seem somehow to be present, mediating impressions and 
notions of problem debt. 
 
I have contributed to FO by thinking with the theoretical framework of 
French pragmatic sociology (FPS). This framework is largely overlooked in 
FO studies despite offering a pragmatic approach providing conceptual 
grips for elucidating key foci of FO. This being that finance – here, 
associations of problem debt – is practically and situationally negotiated, 
sometimes challenged by its agentic and reflexive legal possessors and often 
engaged and experienced in registers of tension loaded by the 
intertwinement of market and domestic moral ideas.   
 
Contributions to French pragmatic sociology 
Speaking to FO's ethnographic and experiential charge, I perform a 
thoroughgoing translation, connecting the main works within the FPS 
oeuvre to broaden the distinct FPS optic through the key concept of the 
‘test’. I perform a maximalist reading of FPS as a methodological treatise 
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oriented towards the empirics of ordinary people living through the often 
strenuous and inherently uncertain tests at ordering social reality. 
Moreover, the close inspection of the moral principles grounding these 
endeavours of coordination and self-coordination makes the framework 
obvious for an analysis centred on everyday moral ideas. 
 
The translations, among others, propose analytical grips to bolster the 
connecting lines between moral ideas and personal experiences and the 
interchange of institutionalised and non-institutionalised tests. Perhaps 
most crucially, the PhD explores the prospects of adopting classical 
theoretical work, here Douglas’ ‘Purity and Danger,’ as an analytical lens to 
bring out and elucidate salient features, dynamics and mechanisms of the 
moral worlds coded by Boltanski, Thévenot et al. in their contaminated or 
compromised state rather than in their natural ideal-state, the latter being 
the convention.   
Stressing the relationship between, on the one hand, classifications for 
ordering experiences and, on the other, social and moral order, I see strong 
affinities between Douglas’ work and FPS. At the same time, the 
Durkheimian structural functionalism adopted by Douglas has rendered the 
framework a target of criticism related to its over-emphasis on social 
conformity and control, painting society as a monistic and static “system” 
(Duschinsky, 2016, p. 6). Critical voices have pointed to Douglas bypassing 
social ordering as an “uncertain process” and, significantly here, 
overlooking that “there are many coexisting orders of classification”, 
entailing that “what is residual to one may be central to another” (Valeri & 
Hetherington in Duschinsky, 2016, p. 6). The tendency in ‘Purity and 
Danger’ is to recognise only the domestic world, tied together by authority, 
honour and tradition, while relegating alternatively qualified relations to 
the margins. FPS presents a corrective to such criticisms. 
 
The analyses seek ways of connecting and advancing threads in FPS. Among 
these are the endeavour of harnessing theoretically vague and mutually 
incoherent meditations on violence as concepts able to highlight violence in 
different guises and the evolvement of an FPS analytics of subjectification 
as the incremental development of capacities for trans-situationally 
consistent logics of action.          
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Contributions to research on personal debt  
The PhD thesis builds on the critical scholarship of debt through each of its 
analytical parts.  
 
While previous research has highlighted inspirational associations in debt 
collection, as in the forging of affectual attachments to claims, the first 
analytical part demonstrates the pertinence of domestic ideas of loyalty and 
trustworthiness in debt collection and enforcement tests. Furthermore, the 
analysis contributes to the recent FO research portraying the hold that debt 
collection and enforcement have over people with problem debt as tenuous. 
In fact, I link the relative institutional feebleness to the framing of non-
payment as a moral transgression and, by extension, to the energising of 
myths regarding the sanctions or violence that non-payment can activate. 
In a Danish context, critical accounts, such as those by Graeber, may end up 
reproducing monolithic myths of the debt collection and enforcement 
arrangement rather than challenge its potency and presence in the lives of 
people with problem debt.  
 
Perhaps the most significant contribution to the literature on personal debt 
is found in the second analytical part. The analysis juxtaposes FO and 
governmentality studies, and their differing normative assessments and 
conceptions of debt advice work and the citizen-subjects and -
responsibilities debt advisors seek to hatch out. The analysis finds both 
bodies of work to echo debt advisors I engage with in portraying debt advice 
tests as narrowly confined to modifying how citizens relate to and engage 
with their finances, painting over how citizens are encouraged to make more 
radical changes supposed to affect their everyday domestic and social lives 
around problem debt. The analysis argues that citizens are instructed by 
debt advisors to cultivate a self-monitoring or critically calculative and 
adaptive attitude towards how they relate to their debt responsibilities and 
their care obligations alike.    
 
The final analytical part makes a significant empirical contribution to the 
general dearth of sociological and anthropological research on consumer 
bankruptcy, including within FO scholarship. The analytical part speaks to 
and bolsters the fatalistic sentiment found in a few studies, challenging the 
popular, mythical narrative that modern societies are arranged in such a 
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way that if one truly tightens one’s belt and honourably fights through 
adversity, then one will achieve debt and moral redemption.  
 
Going over the analyses, I believe I have demonstrated the analytical 
potential of conceptualising phenomena of personal debt as ambiguous 
composites of domestic and market ideas, beings, and bonds, as well as 
industrial ideas, beings, and bonds in their institutional enmeshment. 
 

WIDER PERSPECTIVES  
The government of problem debt in Denmark 
Another contribution to the literature on personal debt and FO studies, is 
the PhD thesis’ inquiry into how problem debt is governed and inhabited in 
Denmark. Scandinavian societies are recognised for their relative affluence 
underpinned by their historically well-developed and generous, universal 
welfare states. Such a background would suggest that social and classed 
issues, like those pertaining to personal debt struggles, are limited in such 
societies.  
 
While recent literature has done some to investigate engagements with 
problem debt in other economic, political and cultural contexts, there is still 
a considerable Anglo-American bias in the sociological and political 
economic literature. This bias rests, among others, on the hypothesis that 
there is a long-established, still operative welfare-debt trade-off, rendering 
some populations beholding to private credit while others are reliant on 
(and flourishing due to) public welfare provided by states. Interestingly, this 
notion is reiterated by Hull Kristensen in a piece that contests the 
delineation of network capitalism as necessarily fostering a wide gulf 
between those who are small, unworthy, and immobile and those who are 
great, worthy and mobile (2013). Seeing that huge swaths of the Nordic 
populations are able to participate in the novel economic reality, the author 
finds the uniquely strong Nordic welfare states to “offer windows of 
opportunities for a radically more benevolent variety of the new spirit of 
capitalism” (Ibid., p. 224). This suggests a proposition that I warned against 
in the very beginning of this PhD dissertation, namely the sentiment that 
Denmark is some outlier case, rendering the dissertation only interesting 
for the few already initiated. 
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The thesis challenges this hypothesis, pointing to Danish households being 
among if not the most indebted households in the world. The hegemonic 
conception is that this figure is skewed by the, again historically 
idiosyncratic, nature of the Danish credit-mortgage system, tasking many 
Danes with substantial but fundamentally safe and productive credit/debt. 
Still, this does not explain how household debt rose more than 200 percent 
from the mid 1990’s to 2010, that unsecured loans nearly tripled between 
2004 and 2010, and that about one in seven young Danes experience 
troubles servicing bills and loans. 
  
Research shows that personal debt issues have been politically recognised 
as a social problem for the last 20 years or so. The Danish state responded 
to the financial crisis with reports, informational campaigns and, most 
critically, the funding of free debt advice. However, literature still paints a 
picture of political neglect and inaction, pointing to, among others, deficient 
credit scoring, the ineffectiveness of regulations of credit markets and of 
usury laws, lack of appointing one political body in charge of addressing 
personal credit and debt, and advances the general claim that the legal 
system is more focused on enforcing debts than protecting debtors. 
Ultimately, the latter leads to a situation where the debtor (with their 
lacking capacities) rather than the welfare state is rendered responsible for 
problem debt. The research then speaks to the wider neoliberal 
“modernisation” of the Danish state, hereby questioning the perceived 
outlier quality of the case while still retaining some distinct “Danishness” to 
the government of problem debt. 
 
The PhD thesis delves into the litany of expressions that connect financial 
issues to the individual legal possessor of debt, showing how 
institutionalised and non-institutionalised debt tests tend to profoundly 
personalise debt struggles, submitting the person to trials regarding their 
relative dutifulness, truthfulness, motivations, selflessness, moderation, 
accountability etcetera. This is what I conceive as an attachment between 
market-industrial and domestic worth. The thesis links these tests of the 
moral character of the legal holders to a plurality of negative effects, 
including poverty, deprivation and chronic alertness, totalising judgements, 
shame, withdrawal and isolation, fear, anxiety, stress and suicidal ideations, 
relationship strain, breakdown, aversion and perceived unattractiveness, 
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institutional distrust and the underutilisation of state-provided and -funded 
safety valves. 
Thorup, taking a page from ‘New spirit of capitalism’, proposes that while 
we might contemporaneously be encouraged in “investment terms” to 
perceive ourselves as risk-embracing entrepreneurs, people are “scolded” 
according to an “ethics of saving” reminiscent of the prior capitalist spirit 
with its emphasis on “self-control, moderation, restraint, hard work, 
regularity, perseverance, and stability” (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005, p. 152; 
Thorup, 2016, p. 11). Thorup’s own version of how personal debt appears as 
an epochal return257 then suggests another feature of how state 
institutionalised debt tests govern through temporality.  
 
A key consequence of this domestically charged recoil, I suggest, is the 
curtailment of critique. This is particularly evident in relation to the 
pervasive debt test of exposure or shame, as in the designation of fault in 
relation to personal problem debt based on debt items and spurious 
evidence of financial activities, sometimes invoking the Luxury Trap as 
reference. Similarly, as Hirdman (2016, p. 292) and Davey (2020, p. 231) 
argue, such debt tests engender an othering gaze, circumscribing an 
imagined minority whose financial choices and general morals are painted 
as deviating from the superior mores belonging to the rest of society.  
I propose that the domestic principle, informing the debt tests of state 
institutions, augments the tendency to taboo and misrecognise the relative 
commonness of debt struggles. This can curb possibilities of wording and 
sharing impressions of disquietude relating to violations of rights and 
ignorance of legal rights and duties, abuses, notions of intrusiveness, 
difficulties with personal adjustments painted as regression, and myths 
regarding sanctions of non-payment and their automatism. All such 
impressions can, as we have seen, be empirically pieced together as 
experiences that, to a certain extent, are shared by the collective of people 
individually encountering institutionally debt tests. They could moreover 
seek to be politically harnessed as counter-tests in the hope of reforming the 
current state institutionalised debt tests.  
By contrast, critique often takes individual form, of individuals turning 
against imagined others deemed less worthy in an act of self-assertion, 
turning against oneself as self-accusation, turning against collection 

                                                   
257 See the sub-section, ’Debt and violence’ (chapter 2.1).  
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institutions or oscillate between these two poles. That is, meta-pragmatic 
tests that predominantly admonish individual reform or adjustments or 
often, merely prompting a state of exasperated unchangeability or 
immobility. While debt advisors seek to counter this sense of moral 
inferiority, their efforts are inherently directed at the individual advisee and 
how they relate to problem debt – shifting self-reproach to self-perceived 
irrationality – while the tests conducted by other institutions and their 
classed implications are left unchallenged.  
 
For some time, media attention and political efforts have mainly been 
directed at consumer credit. Crucially, in 2020 a broad political coalition 
adopted an upper limit on interest rates and total costs of payday loans as 
well as a ban on their advertisement in public. As Budd et al. argue in a 
British context, the payday loan industry is singled out by press as a sort of 
“folk devil”, problematised for its alleged (infectious or pollution-like) 
dangers and the destitute of conscience adhering to its predatory suppliers 
(Budd, Kelsey, Mueller, & Whittle, 2019, pp. 806,817). The authors find the 
payday lending industry to play the part of convenient “scapegoat”, 
supposedly “deflecting criticism away from broader underlying socio-
economic issues” and ensuring “localized critique against sections of 
capitalism which might as well serve to protect the system as a whole from 
critique” (Ibid., pp. 804,821).  
Attending a debate seminar on the implications of the 2020 regulations 
targeting payday loans, I heard the main tenets of this argument echoed. 
Here “loan sharks”, supplying “extreme” loans to “vulnerable” young 
people, were likewise morally condemned, effectively rubber-stamping the 
“proper” credit providers as well as the “responsible” politicians ready to 
clamp down on the “grey” to “black” credit markets.258 When one NGO 
representative asked a panel of politicians how to respond to the issue that 
young adults find themselves in a transitional period with high sunk costs 
(moving out, acquiring books for studying and more) and tight budgets, the 
response was simply to provide them the information needed to borrow 
smartly.  
  

                                                   
258 These quotations are taken from the seminar (25.08.21), arranged by Forbrugerrådet 
Tænk and TrygFonden.    
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In the concluding parts of the thesis, I proposed that an analogical 
scapegoating critique and debt tests are relegated at the lower strata of the 
population of Danes. While the people stuck permanently with problem 
debt likely find themselves in these strata, middle-class people can, to a 
certain extent, extricate themselves from conventional rules and from their 
moral exigencies (Boltanski, 2011c, pp. 151ff), by being institutionally 
permitted to pledge loyalty to the obligation to repay in spirit rather than by 
letter of the word. Boltanski notes – in relation here to property but it might 
as well have been debt contracts – that it is only those “deprived” who 
“believe in the literal, stable and unequivocal character” of legally tying 
people to things (Ibid., p. 155). Here I would add that this literal believe is 
often substantiated by actual institutionally mediated experiences.  
More than engendering a sizeable group of people chronically or near-
chronically stuck with the embodied and socially infectious “taboo” of 
problem debt, having to “live hand to mouth” with no discernible ending in 
sight, the domestically grounded tests likewise take away from the wider 
implications of a debt-fuelled asset-based economy, left unaddressed 
politically and in media. A prominent example of this is elucidated in a 
recent paper, showing high levels of bank loan debt and credit card debt 
across the Danish population. The article shows that beyond the most 
socially marginal groups, the vast populations of middle- and higher-
income wage-earners are vulnerable to risks of defaulting and incurring 
problem debt due to these otherwise widely sanctioned consumer loans, set 
in motion by the unpredictability of structural issues and life events 
(Hohnen & Hansen, 2021, pp. 323f). This not only poses a financial risk at 
the level of households but additionally “at a more societal structural level” 
(Ibid., 326).  
 
Proposals for reordering state institutionalised debt tests 
Based on the literature and my empirical findings, in this final sub-section 
I list possibilities for change. 
 
First of all, I want to make a call for critical studies, across disciplinary 
divisions, emphases and methodical and methodological approaches, 
examining credit, debt and the asset-based economy in Denmark. If we are 
to locate impactful routes of reordering and tweaking institutionalised tests, 
then scholarly engagement is essential. This is also a call for the knowledge 
production and involvement of NGO’s as well as activists.   



392 
 

     
I propose heightened political attention to problem debt and the more 
sweeping reordering of institutional arrangements along the lines of the rest 
of Scandinavia. That is – at least in its presented, ideal state – a cohesive 
system where debt enforcement, debt advice and debt adjustment are 
merged and efforts are supposedly fully integrated. This entails that 
consumer bankruptcy is repositioned and rethought within the context of 
social authorities, possibly paving the way for socially justified exemptions 
to criteria denying debt adjustment, and that the free debt advice sector 
becomes securely and permanently anchored and carried out by 
professional debt advisors while remaining, as in the Danish variant, 
impartial to the recovery of specific outstanding debt items. This 
institutional arrangement is moreover defined by its capacity for 
continuously spotting, addressing and attempting to ameliorate deficiencies 
and regulatory inadequacies.  
Here one might add a distinct space for debt advisees to share difficult 
experiences and to offer techniques and advice. This could provide a sense 
of composite but ultimately shared ‘commonality’ (Thévenot, 2020) and 
community that digress from the otherwise individualised organisation of 
debt advice (James, 2019, pp. 87f), potentially gaining a more formal public 
and politic function. Also important is a stronger awareness amongst debt 
advisors regarding how they easily can be misread as well as an awareness 
as to the normative basis from which they speak.  
The above proposal also seems to fit with the wishes expressed by 
representatives of the institution of debt collection and enforcement. I 
believe that if it is possible to narrowly invest bailiffs with better insight into 
debtors’ financial means. This could help limit the institutional 
preoccupation with debtors’ willingness to pay, potentially limiting the 
tendency to equate non-payment with moral transgression and frame 
problem debt as something to be tabooed. This, while controlling the risks 
of surveillance, commercialisation and exploitation of financial 
information.  
 
Added to the above proposals, I personally propose that social benefit levels 
be raised so that they are at least individually aligned with the minimum 
costs of living as stipulated by the budgetary form. This could limit material 
deprivation and the sense and effects of hypervigilance while also render 
possible that more people become eligible for the debt adjustment 
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procedure. In continuation of this, I suggest that the fixed expenses within 
the budget are modernised to include, for instance, mobile phone and 
internet subscriptions – internet access being a necessity for receiving mail 
from public authorities. Additionally, I suggest that applicants who meet the 
criteria of qualified insolvency but are expected to fall into arrears can be 
offered an alternative to debt adjustment where a court mandate imposes a 
significant reduction to the communications and visits of incumbent 
creditors as well as bailiff’s court appearances that the applicant, deemed 
worthy of this mandate, can be subjected to.  
   
Finally, I suggest more theoretical and abstract imaginations of reordering 
debt tests, recollecting here the once momentous calls for a return to the 
institutionalisation of sweeping debt cancellations. I depart from the 
economic theological challenge to the classic narrative of dis-embedment 
and -enchantment, insisting that the secularisation of the West, as proposed 
by Weber, meant not the dissolving of but the “metamorphosis of the 
sacred” into capitalism (Brown in Konings, 2015, p. 6; Konings, 2015, p. 6). 
That is, the displacement of one cosmological world-image for another. In 
this vein, I believe that it is essential that if we hope to move beyond debt-
fuelled asset-based neoliberal capitalism and its many maladies, we need to 
entertain alternative economic ideologies and cosmologies that feel just as, 
if not more affectively poignant and morally binding. These alternative 
economic ideologies and cosmologies should be formatted through tests 
that truly invests in our security, freedom, dignity, commonality and 
sustainability currently profoundly wanting.  
One source of inspiration could be the work of economic theologian, Hollis 
Phelps. Phelps contemplates on how we might shape our social, economic 
and political institutions anew from the point of departure, inspired by 
Agamben, that people find themselves in a distinct state of permanent but 
painless liminality (2016, p. 279ff). These subjects do not hunger for 
“salvation from outside or above” because in their oblivious state – echoing 
Boltanski’s active forgetfulness – there are no institutions, no foundational 
rules to originally define them as in need of debt nor moral redemption and 
therefore no essentiality of these institutions assessing debt(un)worthiness 
to begin with (Ibid., p. 280). Such a vision circumvents the logic of literal 
and metaphorical recompense, bypassing the notion that we might be 
“fallen but ultimately good, flawed but able to be reoriented”, problematised 
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but capable of requalifying our lives and ourselves around problem debt 
(Ibid., p. 281). 
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Danish abstract 
Denne ph.d.-afhandling, ’Inhabiting debt(un)worthiness: Encounters 
between people with problem debt and state institutions’, omhandler 
hverdagslivet for personer, der lever med såkaldt ”problemgæld” i 
Danmark.  
 
I de sidste årtier er persongælden accelereret i det Globale Nord som følge 
af en kombination af finansialisering, forstået som finanssektorens 
materielle og ideologiske indtrængen i alle dele af økonomien og 
samfundslivet, næret af diskurser om personlig gældsbaseret velstand og 
selvrealisering. Den neoliberale omkalfatring af velfærdsstaten, 
prekariseringen af arbejdsmarkedet og stigende leveomkostninger har 
endvidere givet fremdrift til persongæld. I Danmark har vi ligeledes set en 
eksplosiv stigning af personlig gæld, og danskerne er et af de mest gældsatte 
folkefærd i verden.  
 
I ph.d.-afhandlingen tager jeg udgangspunkt i det populære og moralisende 
sindbillede af persongæld, som det fremstilles i tv-programmet, 
Luksusfælden, der afbilder købemaniske personer, som aldrig har lært, 
hvordan man bør leve med gæld – at man altid skal sætte tæring efter 
næring. Men i stedet for at blive ved eksterne portrætteringer, undersøger 
jeg, hvordan sådanne moralske idéer eller ’problematiseringer’ indskriver 
sig i livet hos og opleves af dem, der tilsyneladende ikke kan leve op til dem. 
Med ’problemgæld’ refererer jeg til den aktive, normative handling, der 
består i at fremstille persongæld som et problem, der kræver en løsning. 
Mere specifikt undersøger jeg de politisk institutionaliserede 
problematiseringer og dermed, hvordan den historisk generøse og 
universelle velfærdsstat forsøger at håndtere denne eksplosive 
problemgæld.  
 
Metodisk har jeg observeret møderne mellem personer med problemgæld 
og institutioner, der styrer persongæld gennem gældsinddrivelse og -
tvangsinddrivelse, gældsrådgivning og gældssanering.  Dertil har jeg 
gennemført interviews med institutionelle repræsentanter og narrativt 
inspirerede interview med personer med problemgæld, hvoraf flere er fulgt 
over tid. Teoretisk tænker jeg med Fransk pragmatisk sociologi, som netop 
behandler de moralske idéer eller principper, som mennesker støtter sig op 



421 
 

ad i forsøget på at koordinere den sociale verden og ’teste’ dens legitimitet 
og holdbarhed. Med Fransk pragmatisk sociologi og min metodologi 
bidrager jeg til nyere litteratur om gæld, som anskuer gæld som et usikkert, 
samskabt, situationelt, forhandlet, kropsliggjort og moralsk ambivalent 
fænomen.     
  
Tilsammen kortlægger de tre analysedele de institutionelle rejser, som 
personer med problemgæld foretager, i håbet om at blive gældsfrie. Disse 
rejser viser, at institutionerne problematiserer finansielle objekter – såsom 
indtægter over for udgifter – såvel som den juridiske indehaver af gæld – 
herunder dennes troværdighed og ansvarsbevidsthed. På den måde tænker 
jeg den institutionelle rejse som en formativ rejse, og mere specifikt, et 
overgangsritual, hvor gamle moralske dispositioner ophæves og nye, 
fremelskes. 
 
I første analysedel undersøger jeg personers første erfaringer med 
problemgæld som oplevelser, der ofte er medproducerede af 
gældsinddrivelses- og tvangsinddrivelsesinstitutioner. Jeg viser, at de 
institutionelle repræsentanter fokuserer på debitors ”betalingsvilje” snarere 
end deres ”betalingsevne”. Betalingsviljen mistænkeliggøres gradvist, og 
kravet sendes i fogedretten, hvortil spørgsmål om debitors ærlighed og 
velvilje eftersigende afløses med tvungen sandhed og tvungne betalinger. I 
virkeligheden mangler fogedretten også indblik i debitors finansielle 
situation såvel som foranstaltninger, der, på baggrund af denne viden, kan 
tvangsgennemføre betalinger fra debitorer uden aktiver. På den måde er 
tvangsinddrivelse ligeledes afhængig af betalingsviljen og motiveret til at 
fremstille manglende betalinger som et moralsk brud for alligevel at få 
debitor til at rette ind og betale. Jeg argumenterer for, at fokusset på denne 
ubestemmelige betalingsvilje er med til at forstærke debitors fornemmelse 
af at befinde sig i en krise defineret af moralsk lidenhed og myter om 
overhængende fare. 
 
I anden analysedel undersøger jeg personers forsøg på at håndtere 
problemgæld i deres hverdagsliv bestående af oplevelser, der kan være 
medproducerede af gældsrådgivere. Jeg viser, at gældsrådgiverne forsøger 
at udfordre myterne om forestående fare ved at afmystificere systemet samt 
ved at fremstille problemgæld som finansielle og tanke- og følelsesmæssige 
objekter, der kan aflæses og praktisk justeres. Derefter viser jeg, at borgerne 
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ikke blot skal justere objekterne men endvidere radikalt ændre deres eget 
sociale og domestiske liv omkring problemgælden symboliseret ved 
husholdningsbudgetter. Analysen stiller skarpt på, hvordan 
gældsrådgivning afføder tvivl, bekymring, selvbebrejdelse med mere, og 
hvordan gældsrådgiverne synes at underkende disse oplevelser ved at 
insistere på deres arbejdes tekniske og neutrale karakter og eget objektive 
ståsted. 
 
I tredje analysedel undersøger jeg personers forsøg på at blive gældsfrie 
gennem oplevelser, der reguleres af og i nogle tilfælde i direkte kontakt med 
skifteretten, som kan tildele gældssanering. Jeg fortolker ansøgnings- og 
selve gældssaneringssaneringsproceduren som et overgangsritual, der 
markerer afslutningen på den formative rejse, og rensningen (”sanering”) af 
den tidligere indehaver af problemgæld. Majoriteten af 
gældssaneringsansøgerne og formentlig af borgerne i gældsrådgivningen 
kan ikke leve op til kriterierne for gældssanering og bliver et slags 
spildprodukt af systemet. Iblandt dem er nogle, paradoksalt nok, for fattige 
til at få en gældssanering. Håbet for gældsrådgiverne er at forvandle disse 
personer til ”lykkelige skyldnere”, som antyder, at problemgæld bliver et 
levevilkår, uden at dette hverken skal påvirke humør eller den 
grundlæggende økonomiske sikkerhed.  
Sidst argumenterer jeg for, at se gældssanering som et arrangement, der har 
til opgave at tilgive middelklassen og sanktionere dennes bolig- og 
virksomhedsgæld, imens lavere klasser kører fast i problematiseret 
forbrugsgæld og dertilhørende moraliserende antagelser og selvforståelser. 
Dette taler til en overordnet gældspolitik, der synes at herske i Danmark. En 
gældspolitik, der kan komme til udtryk gennem en syndebuk-logik, der 
reducerer mulige kritiske spørgsmål om den samtidige gældsdrevne aktiv-
baserede økonomi til et spørgsmål om en uoplyst og uværdig ”underklasse” 
og dennes omgang med udnyttende forbrugslån. 



423 
 

English abstract 
This PhD thesis, ’Inhabiting debt(un)worthiness: Encounters between 
people with problem debt and state institutions’, revolves around the 
everyday life of people who live with so-called “problem debt” in Denmark.  
 
In the last few centuries, the Global North has witnessed accelerating 
personal debt as a collective result of financialisation, understood as the 
material and ideological encroachment of the financial sector on all parts of 
economy and society, nourished by discourses of debt-based prosperity and 
self-actualisation. Personal debt has been further pushed by the neoliberal 
recaulking of the welfare state, the precarisation of the labour market and 
rising costs of living. In Denmark we have witnessed a similar explosive rise 
of personal debt and Danes are amongst the most indebted people in the 
world.  
 
In the PhD thesis I take the popular and moralising symbol of personal debt, 
as portrayed on the TV show, the Luxury Trap, as my starting point. The 
show depicts shopaholic people who have never been taught how to live 
their lives around debt – that one must always account for what one owes. 
Instead of maintaining an external portrayal like the show, I explore how 
such moral ideas or ‘problematisations’ make themselves known in the lives 
and experiences of people ostensibly unable to meet these ideals. ‘Problem 
debt’ refers to the active, normative act of framing personal debt as a 
problem in need of a solution. More specifically, I investigate how political 
problematisations are imbued in state institutions and hereby, how the 
historically generous and universal welfare state of Denmark seeks to 
manage the explosive personal debt.    
 
Methodically, I have observed encounters between people with problem 
debt and institutions governing problem debt via debt collection and 
enforcement, debt advice and debt adjustment. Furthermore, I have 
conducted interviews with representatives of institutions and narratively 
inspired interviews with people with problem debt as well as followed some 
of the people with problem debt over time. Theoretically, I think with 
French pragmatic sociology, a framework specifically attuned to the moral 
ideas or principles that support people in their efforts of coordinating social 
reality and of ‘testing’ its legitimacy and durability. Employing French 
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pragmatic sociology and my methodology, I contribute to recent literature 
on debt, conceiving debt as an uncertain, co-produced, situated, negotiated, 
embodied and morally ambivalent phenomenon.  
 
Collectively, the three analytical parts make up the institutionalised 
journeys that people with problem debt travel through in the hope of moving 
beyond problem debt. These journeys show that institutions problematise 
financial objects – as in, incomes and expenses – as well as the legal 
possessor of debt – including their trustworthiness and accountability. For 
this reason, I conceive the institutionalised journeys as a formative journey 
and, more specifically, as a rite of passage during which past moral 
dispositions are undone and new are fostered.    
 
In the first analytical part, I examine the initial personal encounters with 
problem debt as experiences often co-produced by debt collection and 
enforcement institutions. I show that the institutional representatives focus 
on the “willingness to pay” rather than the “ability to pay” of the debtor. The 
willingness to pay is progressively distrusted and the claim is sent to the 
bailiff’s court where the honesty and goodwill of debtors allegedly are 
replaced by coerced truths and enforced payments. In reality, though, the 
bailiff’s court lacks insight into debtors’ financial state as well as sanctions 
that, on the basis of such information, can enforce payments from debtors 
holding no assets. In this way, debt enforcement is similarly reliant on the 
willingness to pay and is compelled to frame non-payment as a moral 
transgression so to push the debtor to get in line and nevertheless pay. I 
argue that the focus on this elusive willingness to pay contributes to 
reinforce the initial sensation of crisis, defined by moral inferiority and 
myths of looming danger, often experienced by debtors.    
 
In the second analytical part, I examine people’s attempts at managing 
problem debt in their everyday lives as efforts and experiences sometimes 
co-produced by debt advisors. I show that debt advisors try to challenge the 
myths of imminent danger by de-mystifying the system and by framing 
problem debt as financial objects as well as internal objects of thoughts and 
feelings that can be accessed and practically adjusted. After this, I show that 
citizens are not merely instructed to adjust these objects but moreover to 
radically change their own social and domestic lives around problem debt 
as symbolised by household budgets. The analysis sheds light on how debt 
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advice can engender doubts, worries, self-blame and much more and how 
the debt advisors tend to dismiss these experiences of citizens by insisting 
on the technical and neutral nature of their advice work and their objective 
standpoint.  
 
In the third analytical part I examine people’s attempts at moving beyond 
debt through experiences regulated by and, in some cases, in direct 
engagement with the bankruptcy court in charge of granting debt 
adjustment. I interpret the application and debt adjustment procedure as a 
rite of passage marking the conclusion of a formative journey and the 
cleansing (“sanitisation”) of the former possessor of problem debt. The 
majority of debt adjustment applicants and likely the majority of citizens 
receiving debt adjustment cannot accede to the criteria of debt adjustment 
and are rendered a sort of waste product of the system. Among these people 
some, paradoxically, are too poor for a debt adjustment. Debt advisors hope 
to transform these people into “happy debtors,” insinuating that problem 
debt becomes a condition of life without this having to negatively affect their 
spirits nor their basic economic security. 
Lastly, I advance the perspective that debt adjustment is an arrangement 
tasked with forgiving middle-class people and sanctioning their secured 
debts while lower classes are stuck with problematised unsecured debts and 
moralising representations and self-images. This speaks, I believe, to a 
prevailing politics of debt in Denmark. A politics of debt that easily slips into 
a scapegoating logic that reduces potential critical inquiries into the 
contemporary debt-driven asset-based economy to an issue of an 
uninformed or unworthy “underclass” and its abuse of predatory consumer 
loans. 


	Forside og citat.pdf
	PhD Thesis - Benjamin Schwarz.pdf
	Acknowledgements
	1 Introduction
	The explosion and omnipresence of personal debt
	The contemporary formation of personal debt
	Between productive credit and destructive debt

	The formation of personal debt in Denmark
	Anglo-America and the rest
	A brief history of the ascent of personal debt in Denmark
	Struggles with debt amongst Danes in figures

	The government of problem debt in Denmark
	Political responses in the aftermath of the debt crisis
	Shifting the responsibility for problem debt unto the individual

	Moral ideas of problem debt in everyday life
	Changing moralities of personal debt
	The external, othering view of the Luxury Trap
	‘Problem debt’: a definition
	Short of ideas?

	1.1 Research question, sub-questions, and outline of the thesis
	Research question and sub-questions
	Key concepts
	Delimiting the research question
	Outline of the thesis


	2. Theoretical horizons: Everyday moral debt tests
	2.1 Theorisations of debt
	Debt as a dis-embedding monolithic force
	Debt and temporality
	Debt and violence
	Debt and moral responsibility

	The particularities of debt experiences and moral contestations
	Challenging an essentialist conception of debt
	Reverting to the ambivalent view of debt
	Everyday forms of debt resistance

	Theoretical positioning and contribution to the state of the art
	Positioning this research in the ‘financial oikonomisation’ literature
	Another tale of destructive debt?


	2.2 Thinking with French pragmatic sociology
	French pragmatic sociology and financial oikonomisation studies as kindred spirits
	Breaking with critical sociology
	Alignments between French pragmatic sociology and financial oikonomisation

	People’s open-eyed engagements with debt tests and the requalifications they impose
	The ‘debt test’
	Engaging debt tests with ‘open’ or ‘closed eyes’
	Moral ideas revealed in critical engagements with debt tests
	‘Qualifying’ one’s engagements with debt tests: moving towards debtworthiness

	Meta-concepts and their operationalisation
	Beyond the state institutional site: ‘regimes of action’ and ‘engagement’
	Institutionalised debt tests
	‘Counter-tests’ directed at state institutions
	Institutionalised and non-institutionalised debt tests
	Thinking with ‘regimes of engagement’ and ‘action’

	Ritualistic debt tests: conceiving ‘Purity and danger’ through a FPS prism
	‘Principles of equivalence’ as ‘meaning systems’
	Experiences charged by ‘domestic,’ ‘industrial,’ and ‘market’ meaning systems
	‘Purity and Danger’ at the margins of the domestic world
	Collecting disquietude of people undergoing ritualistic debt tests



	3. Methods, methodology, ethics, and research design
	3.1 Fieldwork in multiple institutional settings
	Following the institutionalised journeys of problem debt across state institutions
	Accessing state institutions governing problem debt
	The institutionalised life and transformations of problem debt

	Following the journeys of problem debt within the institutionalised frame
	Shedding light on the fieldwork process
	Moving through institutionalised test stages
	An explorative design

	Producing empirical material at institutional sites
	Formal and informal interviews with institutional representatives
	Institutional documents
	Observational foci
	Emic notions


	3.2 Interviews with people with problem debt: moving beyond the institutional space
	Going over the interview process
	Recruiting and transcription
	Interview questions
	Conducting narrative interviews

	The qualities of everyday life with problem debt
	Experiences of ‘stuckness’ among people with problem debt
	De-familiarising myself with problem debt
	Retrieving documents


	3.3 The government of problem debt in Denmark as a case study
	Generalising the case study and its case units
	Generalising the government of problem debt in Denmark
	Debt test stages and model tests
	The population of people with problem debt

	Abstraction of the case study and coding
	Concepts and the bricolage nature of experiences
	Seeing everyday problem debt like an institution?
	“Main” and “secondary characters”


	3.4 Ethical reflections and positioning myself in the social realities of problem debt
	Confidentiality, anonymity, and data protection
	Verbal and written declarations of consent
	Anonymity

	Moral and political positioning in the social realities of problem debt
	Engaging with people with problem debt
	Between people with problem debt and state institutions?


	3.5 Research design
	General remarks on the analyses
	First analytical part
	Second analytical part
	Third analytical part and discussion
	Conclusion, discussion, and contribution


	4. “Dubious debtors” under distress – Initial encounters with problem debt
	Introduction: the violence of debt collection and enforcement
	4.1 Beyond market bonds – debt collection tests as progressive distrust in “willingness to pay”
	Collectors “adjusting” collectees’ “attitude” towards claims
	The debt collection call
	Thinking of the debt collection call as a debt test
	When to “understand” and when to “read”?
	“Ability” and, more importantly, “willingness to pay”
	The (uneasy) compromise of the ‘domestic’ and ‘market world’

	From “customers” to “debtors” – journeying through intensifying distrust
	“Recovering” ever-elusive claims
	Finding oneself in a ‘crisis moment’
	The “customer journey”
	Brief interlude: scholarly inattention to the domestic principle
	“Dragging” debtors to court – and doing away with the domestic principle?
	Experiencing debt problematisations through domestic-market ‘mind-sets’


	4.2 Beyond legitimacy – “hard-core debtors” confronting violent institutions
	The bailiff as “mediating” the dispute between debtor and requestor
	The bailiff’s court meeting
	The bailiff’s court as an ‘institution’
	The “dispute”: ‘re-contextualisng’ the context of claims

	“Giving tit for tat”? Debtor and institutional violence
	Distressing debtors’ assets
	Brief interlude: Graeber’s conflation of violence and ‘equivalence’
	Myths of violence
	Theorising experiences charged by forms of ‘violence’
	The indispensability of debtor trustworthiness in debt enforcement
	Confronted with “calculators”?
	The ideal vs actual enforcement system


	4.3 Beyond thresholds – making contact with sacred problem debt
	Moving beyond surface appearances to the “mess” beneath
	Brief interlude: ‘debt-evasion’ vs ‘debt-proximity’
	Bringing in debtors to the court
	Shrouding problem debt in “privacy”
	Problem debt as “taboo”: deceptive appearances and underlying “agendas”
	Brief interlude: domestic boundaries and the borderless market
	Participating in outgoing bailiff’s proceedings
	Overstepping domestic thresholds

	Encountering debtors caught in a ‘state of taboo’
	Debtors’ dwellings as ‘sacred’
	Problem debt as a ‘market taboo’
	Institutional mechanisms feeding off debtors’ ‘state of taboo’



	5. “You have to change the way you live” – Everyday life with problem debt
	Introduction: debt advice as subjectification of responsible “citizens”136F
	5.1 Debt advice tests of internalisation
	Confrontation: moving beyond a state of taboo
	Seeing “debt clearly”
	“De-mystifying” the “system” governing problem debt
	Enhancing “resources” via homework
	Fixing and ‘naturalising’ citizens’ engagement with problem debt

	Acceptance: citizens “installing” problem debt
	Getting “debt under control”
	“Containing” the psychological “burden” that is problem debt
	“Accepting” problem debt as “part of” themselves
	‘Integrating’ problem debt with the help of ‘operators’ and ‘operations’


	5.2 Debt advice tests of externalisation
	Redefinition: compelling citizens to “monitor” their lives
	Problem debt as a socially visible “blemish”
	Being “exposed” on the Luxury Trap
	Everyday financial “monitoring”
	Brief interlude: problem debt and care interweaved
	“Change the way you live”
	“Balancing” life and debt

	Fixing citizens in/to the budgetary form
	“Negotiating voluntary agreements”
	Imminent sanctions and the “squeezing” of citizens’ lives


	5.3 Citizens “facing” or “fleeing” reality
	The Debt advice notion of citizens’ (moral) responsibilities
	“Real” debt and “active” citizen-subjects
	Debt advice as therapy?
	Debt advice agencies and the Luxury Trap
	The presumed “neutrality” of debt advice tests

	Beyond governmentality and financial oikonomisation: fixating ‘calculating’ citizen-subjects
	Debt advice as reduction or opening?
	‘Calculating’ one’s ‘debts’ against others’



	6. Life after debt or debt’s end? – Attempts at moving beyond problem debt
	Introduction: debt adjustment and the lived temporalities of problem debt187F
	6.1 Living without debt
	Tests of “orderliness” – aligning applicants’ past, present and future
	Being a victim of social force majeure
	“Tidying up” financial affairs
	Getting one’s financial affairs “in order”


	6.2 Debt adjustment as rite of passage
	Linking “orderly” applicants to social-moral order
	Brief interlude: embodied rituals and ‘body politic’
	The ripple effect of debt default
	Debt adjustment as a moral paradox
	Removing applicants from conventional debt tests
	“Living hand to mouth”
	“There is light at the end of the tunnel”


	6.3 Stuck in an institutional loop
	Amplifying classed temporalities of problem debt
	“It is as if one may not be clean”
	The social function of debt advice agencies
	Generalising the sense of ‘stuckness’
	Sketching classed temporalities of life with problem debt
	Theorising time-class linkages with FPS



	7. Conclusion, contributions, and wider perspectives
	Conclusion
	Contributions
	Contributions to financial oikonomisation
	Contributions to French pragmatic sociology
	Contributions to research on personal debt

	Wider perspectives
	The government of problem debt in Denmark
	Proposals for reordering state institutionalised debt tests


	Bibliography
	Danish abstract
	English abstract


