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The Living Indebted
Student Militancy and the Financialization of Debt

annie mcclanahan

We are an antagonistic dead.1

In “Debt and Study,” their manifesto on the politics and ontology 
of student indebtedness, Fred Moten and Stefano Harvey state 
that “credit is a means of privatization and debt a means of social-
ization.”2 This aphoristic claim is provocatively counterintuitive. 
First, it rejects the commonplace assertion that credit is the kind 
of contractual exchange between free equals on which the modern 
social order depends. Second, it treats credit and debt not as merely 
two perspectives on the same circular exchange (money passing 
from lender to borrower and back again) but rather as radically 
different political subject positions—as positions that are in an an-
tagonistic rather than reciprocal relationship.

In the fi rst part of this essay I take student debt as the occasion 
to show how destructive credit can be. I suggest that we can see 
the link between credit and privatization by considering the con-
nection between rising levels of student debt and transformations 
in speculative fi nancial markets. Far from providing a model for 
mutuality, obligation, and dependence, these new forms of credit 
actually set in motion new structures of privatization and impose 
new types of political discipline. In the second part of the essay I 
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take up the challenge of Moten and Harvey’s claim that the mo-
bile and dispersed “fugitive publics” of student debt make possible 
new forms of political affi liation. I argue that the militant student 
movement that emerged between 2009 and 2010 to protest bud-
get cuts, tuition increases, and privatization in the University of 
California system manifested this indebted fugitive public. Turn-
ing not only to the student movement’s praxis (specifi cally the tac-
tic of building occupation) but also to its theory (the manifestos, 
pamphlets, and other self-refl exive documents produced by student 
activists), I argue that student protestors understood themselves as 
debtors and in solidarity with other debtors. Reading this move-
ment in this way allows us to excavate the political possibilities of 
“mutual debt” as a form of political affi liation and to situate this 
politics at the conjunction between student debt and the forces of 
fi nancialization. In my conclusion I suggest that the absolute un-
payability of today’s debt may be its most transformative property.

Privatization: Student Loans and Finance Capital

The arriving freshman is treated as a mortgage, and the fees 
are climbing. She is a future revenue stream, and the bills are 
growing. She is security for a debt she never chose, and the cost 
is staggering.3

The relationship of student borrowing to privatization and fi nan-
cialization has, as Morgan Adamson argues in “The Financial-
ization of Student Life,” been given “surprisingly little attention” 
even by academics concerned with the privatization of higher edu-
cation. As Adamson points out, the rise in student debt is rare-
ly situated within larger economic changes but rather appears in 
most criticism merely as “yet another symptom of the death of 
the welfare state.”4 Adamson describes student debt as “existing 
within forms of power that exceed the public/private duality,” and 
she focuses largely on the portion of student debt that is extended 
by privately traded corporations like Sallie Mae but insured by the 
state. With these kinds of loans, she points out, the state makes 
private market institutions the mediator between the state and stu-
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dent borrowers, while also serving as the hedge of last resort for 
those institutions.

However the largest increase in student lending has actually 
been in the fully private sector, in speculative lending: according 
to the College Board, private education loans grew from $3 billion 
in 1997–98 to $19.1 billion in 2007–8; as of 2010 they accounted 
for over 12 percent of all student lending, up from approximately 3 
percent at the beginning of the 2000s.5 By one estimate, these types 
of loans are on track to outpace federal loans within the next fi f-
teen years. Furthermore, the market in securitized student loans has 
been central to transformations in fi nancial markets, and the pri-
vate student loan market features a set of now-familiar fi nancial ac-
ronyms: collateralized debt obligations (CDOs), asset-backed secu-
rities (in student lending, SLABs), and credit default swaps (CDSs).

Initially, most private education loan borrowers were middle- 
and upper-middle class students—those who fell in the gap be-
tween need-determined aid and increased college costs, and who 
were likely to have the higher credit scores once required by pri-
vate lenders. However, because securitization allowed loan origi-
nators to pass on the risks of credit to speculative investors, or to 
hedge their exposure with CDSs and other derivatives, the mar-
ket has now grown far beyond this relatively low-risk pool. Dur-
ing the same period that the subprime market in home mortgages 
boomed, “fi nance lenders”—lenders who were not deposit-collect-
ing banks—emerged as a major player in the student loan market. 
Finance lenders borrow at a low interest rate and loan the money 
to students at a higher rate, or sell the loans to issuers who pack-
age them in SLABs. As with subprime home loans, the variable 
interest rates on these private student loans are typically three to 
fi ve times higher than the fi xed rates on federal student loans—for 
some low-income or “high-risk” borrowers, interest rates may be 
as high as 20 percent.6 Because of the extensive media marketing 
of these loans, many students take out private loans even when 
less-expensive federal loans are still available to them. A report 
from the American Association of State Colleges and Universities 
(AASCU) noted that providers of private loans “aggressively target 
potential borrowers, regardless of their eligibility for or utilization 
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of federal loans.”7 Indeed, according to the AASCU approximately 
45 percent of private borrowers have not used up their full federal 
loan eligibility—a fi gure almost precisely the same as the number 
of prime-qualifi ed mortgage borrowers who unnecessarily ended 
up with subprime loans. And, also like subprime mortgages, pri-
vate loans are increasingly likely to be taken out by students of 
color—the percentage of African American students taking out pri-
vate loans quadrupled between 2003 and 2007 alone.8

The growth in student debt is not simply due to the staggering 
increase in university tuitions over the last decade. Rather, as UC 
Santa Cruz professor Robert Meister has suggested, universities 
feel they can raise fees even in times of economic crisis precisely 
because of the availability of private as well as federally insured 
student loans. Meister writes that the UC’s plan “to increase rev-
enue through tuition growth is feasible only because the federal 
government still allows students to borrow more for education de-
spite the greater likelihood that they will not be able to repay—
student loans may be the last form of subprime credit available 
in our economy.”9 The increased availability of student loans and 
the steady normalization of massive student debt as the price of 
an “investment in the future” conceal the fact that the social sur-
pluses that once paid for public education are no longer available. 
This, then, is at least part of what Moten and Harvey mean when 
they say that “credit is a means of privatization”: the securitization 
of student debt (the transfer of credit relationships to speculative 
markets) and the privatization of public higher education (the as-
tronomical increase in tuition) are part of the same process, just as 
the increase in housing prices had everything to do with the avail-
ability of cheap mortgages, itself a consequence of the securitiza-
tion of that credit on speculative markets.

To describe credit as violently asocial has theoretical conse-
quences as well as historical ones. As I have already suggested, 
much humanistic scholarship on credit relations tends to see credit 
as the basis for a modern, horizontal form of sociability and mu-
tuality. Following Marcel Mauss’s infl uential account of the pre-
modern gift/credit matrix, scholars writing about credit relations 
in capitalist economies have likewise argued that the credit con-
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tract forges what Mauss describes as the “bond[s] of alliance and 
commonality” that constitute the social order.10 By training eco-
nomic actors to read and evaluate the credibility of those around 
them, these scholars claim, credit served to humanize an economic 
system otherwise experienced as vast and alienating, forging what 
one critic in the Maussian tradition describes as “webs of obliga-
tion” and ensuring that “economic values are embedded within so-
cial systems and shaped by cultural beliefs.”11 The credit contract, 
we are told, both presumes and makes possible equitable social 
relations, uniting free and consenting subjects in a nonhierarchi-
cal form of exchange. Credit thus brings together the personal and 
the impersonal, reassuring economic actors of the stability of the 
economic order and encouraging the belief that private profi t is in 
the public interest.

By considering the relationship between student loans and the 
destruction of the public university, however, we can see that credit 
has today become the weapon with which private interests attack 
the public sphere. Indeed, credit itself has been transformed: once 
a necessary part of circulation, providing liquidity and allowing 
transactions to take place over great time and space, credit is now 
the basis for accumulation, as securitization has created forms of 
arbitrage and leverage capable of producing massive profi t. The re-
sult is an economy of credit and debt that removes the economic 
from the social—no longer are faith, trust, and obligation relevant 
economic affects, since the use of credit-rating algorithms and other 
disembodied techniques of information gathering have replaced the 
face-to-face encounters that once defi ned credit markets. As eco-
nomic sociologist Donncha Marron puts it, “The production of 
consumer credit as a profi t-making enterprise within an advanced 
capitalist economy represents . . . the disembeddedness of transac-
tions from social relations.”12 Today’s credit seeks to destroy the 
public and remake it in the image of a disaggregated, microsocial 
private. If once credit risk was socialized, mitigated by being shared 
evenly among economic actors, now the very nature of risk has 
changed—today’s credit seeks out risk, exploits it, passes it on. As 
my account of subprime lending suggested, credit even creates risk, 
seducing with its promises and then withdrawing from the scene 
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in a catastrophically self-fulfi lling cycle: when capital leaves spaces 
deemed too risky, credit appears in its stead; when debtors cannot 
make payment, credit seizes its collateral and then “dries up.”

The dominance of these new forms of credit has an ideological 
effect as well, which is made particularly visible by student debt. 
The temporality of student debt preemptively disciplines students: 
by deferring the moment at which students will have to pay the 
cost of their education, credit threatens to suck the urgency from 
student movements against higher tuition. It discourages the “im-
practical” major, the exploratory year off, the radicalism that can 
lead students to be antagonists of the very authorities who require 
them to take out ever-larger loans. Far from being a consensual ex-
change between equals, the credit “extended” to the student is ac-
tually a form of force: precisely as the labor market becomes tight-
er and smaller, higher education appears as an ever-more-necessary 
“investment in the future.” The meaning of higher education is 
thus postponed to a distant horizon, its “value” visible only after 
the fact, when the bill comes due. For the creditor, by contrast, the 
uncertainty of the credit is hedged, distributed, and passed on; the 
loan is conjured—“as with the stroke of the enchanter’s wand,” in 
Marx’s evocative phrase—into an asset. All public values become 
possible sources for private profi t, and the burden of repayment is 
shifted fully onto the individual debtor, who is both persistently 
cajoled into securing more credit and perpetually forced to accu-
mulate ever-more-unpayable amounts of debt.

Socialization: Student Debt and Militant Organization

Our faith in a future abstraction was not renewed; it was replaced 
by faith in one another in the present.13

Radical student movements have sought to combat this depoliti-
cization and disaggregation of the public sphere precisely by ren-
dering debt itself public, collective, and social. As Richard Dienst 
observes in The Bonds of Debt, indebtedness does not present itself 
as a social relation but rather as “something not quite visible,” as 
“a world where nothing ever really belongs to itself.”14 The forms 
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of affi liation made possible by a notion of mutual indebtedness 
render debt visible again, turning it from an absence or lack into 
the very condition of public belonging. Mutual indebtedness can 
function as a form of radical solidarity, I want to suggest, insofar 
as it cleaves in two Mauss’s “indivisible” dyad between creditors 
and debtors. In the place of this fantasy of an equal and circular 
exchange, mutual indebtedness creates forms of affi liation that are 
dependent not only on a shared experience of debt but also on an 
active antagonism to the very logic of credit.

In a recent issue of Reclamations, an online journal of activist 
theory from UC Berkeley, a photograph of campus graffi ti made 
clear student activists’ engagement with the problem of debt.15 A 
poster from the UC advertising department with the text “Thanks 
to Berkeley . . .” followed by a series of banal promotional enco-
miums was defaced: fi rst, text was added to make it read “Thanks 
to Berkeley . . . I’m in debt forever”; a second, palimpsestic addi-
tion changed it again to produce “Thanks to Berkeley capitalism 
. . . I’m in debt forever.” Despite—or perhaps because of—its sim-
plicity, the graffi ti makes an important point. By replacing “Berke-
ley” with “capitalism,” it reminds us of the inextricability of the 
university from the economy in which it exists. It is debt, more-
over, that makes this link manifest: because the invisible depen-
dence of students on credit obscures the lack of public funding for 
higher education, rendering debt visible reveals this latent political 
and economic crisis. In the manifestos, reports, and communiqués 
written by and circulated among UC student activists during 2009 
and 2010, the condition of being in debt opens up a perspective 
from which to view the connection between the university and the 
economy. One student manifesto, aptly titled “We Are the Cri-
sis,” argues that “the massive personal debt required to keep the 
university and its building projects churning along indicate[s] the 
unsustainability of current class relations over the long-term.”16 
No Capital Projects similarly observes that “student fees are be-
ing securitized and repackaged exactly like the toxic assets that 
triggered the latest economic collapse” (NCP, 18). Student debt 
appears here in its collective form, as an aggregation of soon-to-be 
unpayable loans: it connects the “crisis of the university” to crises 
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in the economy as a whole, and it also is itself a kind of promissory 
note for crises yet to come.

Countering the asocial logic of credit requires that we rethink 
debt in this aggregate form, as the bringing together of a set of 
political interests and affi liations. Financialized credit evacuates 
the political and reduces the collective to isolated and instrumental 
parts—to credit scores, risk assessments, interest rates. Further, it 
inscribes debt—particularly unpayable debt or defaulted debt—as 
shame and guilt (in Aramaic, the words for debt and sin are the 
same, hence their fi gural interconnection in both Jewish and Chris-
tian theology). Defying the isolating shame of debt, the solidarity 
of mutual indebtedness must “inscribe the ‘we’ as both symptom 
and prescription,” as “We Are the Crisis” puts it (“WA,” 2). Like 
Marx’s proletariat, who are both a requirement of and a threat to 
developed capitalism, the “we” of mutual indebtedness is a col-
lective subject self-constituted over and over again under the sign 
of crisis and precarity, of unpayable debts—a “we” of the radi-
cally subprime. In this way, economic forms like SLABs become 
weaponized: the drawing together of debts that takes place in the 
process of securitization also makes possible the imagined interde-
pendence that is the basis of class consciousness and political af-
fi liation.17 Against credit’s deferral of the future of repayment, and 
the political quietism this postponement encourages, being-in-debt 
links students’ presents to their futures while refuting the fantas-
tic teleology wherein indebted students are magically transformed 
into self-suffi cient producers who can pay their debts.18

To form political publics around debt, however, requires more 
than merely rendering visible the previously repressed fact of one’s 
indebtedness. The networks of mutuality that draw together the 
subprime indebted must also be understood as the precise obverse 
of the false and impersonal mutuality between creditor and debtor. 
Another student-written pamphlet, The Necrosocial, powerfully 
describes the “civic life with its talk of reform, responsibility, and 
unity” as a form of “social death” (TN, 14). This civic-life-as-so-
cial-death is the credit-based sociability imagined in the Maussian 
tradition, according to which creditor and debtor stand face-to-
face in indivisible contractual equality, unifi ed by shared respon-



McClanahan: The Living Indebted 65

sibility. In fact, however, the creditor/debtor relationship is a po-
tential site of political intervention precisely because it is unequal, 
exploitative, violent.

Understanding the exploitative nature of today’s credit relation-
ships requires that we understand privatization not simply as the 
reduction of the “value” of education to a commodity or a person-
al investment, but also as the transformation of students’ future la-
bor into a revenue stream. Seeing students as debtors—seeing that 
they are able to purchase this “product” only by selling themselves 
to a future coercion, only by agreeing to become the embodied col-
lateral of the collateralized debt obligation—constitutes them as a 
political class with shared interests. It also discloses the inherent, 
if often ideologically obscured, political antagonism between stu-
dents and the forces of privatization. Consciousness of their shared 
indebtedness thus allows students to become Moten and Harvey’s 
“fugitive public,” the living emblems of the economic crisis as well 
as the potential agents of a resistance to the conditions of debt.

In the fall of 2009 it became increasingly clear that students saw 
themselves this way. At the UC system and across the state of Cali-
fornia, a series of building occupations and sit-ins were organized 
to protest layoffs, fee increases, budget cuts, and other forms of 
privatization. In September there was an attempted occupation at 
UC Berkeley following the massive faculty, staff, and student walk-
out, and a successful library occupation at California State Univer-
sity Fullerton. In October there were two occupations at UC Santa 
Cruz, one of which lasted a week, and a library sit-in at California 
State University Fresno. Most dramatically, during the three-day 
UC Regents meeting in November (at which a 32 percent tuition 
increase was approved), occupations took place at UCLA, UCSC, 
San Francisco State University, UC Davis, CSU Fresno, and UC 
Berkeley. In December, occupations took place again at UC Berke-
ley, UC Irvine, and SFSU, in part to protest the repressive police 
response to November’s events. In February 2010, study-ins were 
held to protest library closures at City College of San Francisco, 
UC Davis, and UC Irvine, and at UC San Diego students sat-in 
at the Chancellor’s House to protest acts of racism on campus. In 
March, attempted occupations took place at CSU Fullerton and 
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CSU Fresno, and students blocking entrances at UC Santa Cruz 
shut down the entire campus for a full day. In May, students and 
union activists at UC Berkeley held a ten-day hunger strike protest-
ing layoffs and demanding that the administration denounce Ari-
zona’s recently passed anti-immigration law.19

There were, of course, many other actions during this period, 
from letter-writing campaigns and petitions to walk-outs, from fo-
rums and rallies to union-led strike actions (including sympathy 
strikes by graduate student employees and adjunct faculty). I am 
attending here specifi cally to building occupations in part because 
participants in occupations and sit-ins most frequently articulated 
the crisis at the university in terms of larger economic and politi-
cal forces. Occupiers of the San Francisco State (SFSU) Business 
School, for instance, described the reclamation of space as an ef-
fort to make clear that “The real power exists here, at the site of 
exploitation.”20 In claiming ownership over the spaces of the uni-
versity, moreover, student occupiers refused the abstraction and in-
strumentalization of education—its transformation, by way of the 
ideology of student credit, into an “investment in the future”—and 
imagined the university instead as a physical space and as a series 
of present, ongoing, and immediate communal encounters. The 
right of the public to reclaim public space was an explicit response 
to the privatization of public institutions.

The political collectivities formed by occupations were built 
outside the regimes of production that have historically been the 
primary sites of resistance to capital. As a result, students were 
a kind of “union of the indebted” that was able to halt institu-
tional “business as usual” without at the same time closing off 
the public space of the university (in the way a strike action does 
with a factory). If, as Gilles Deleuze famously suggested, we have 
moved from control-by-enclosure to control-by-debt, the reposses-
sion and occupation of public space represents the form of protest 
most appropriate to this historical conjuncture, as protest shifts 
from the counter-enclosure of the picket line to the fl uidity and 
mobility of the indebted “we.”21 Although they were frequently 
planned and conducted by a small group, the occupations quickly 
became public events allowing for spontaneous forms of solidar-



McClanahan: The Living Indebted 67

ity, as when thousands of students, workers, and faculty gathered 
outside Wheeler Hall for hours in the rain to protect the occupiers 
inside from a violent police presence.22

These occupations also represented a new and unfamiliar form 
of political activism, because unlike the strikes and sit-ins of the 
past they frequently did not come with a set of negotiable de-
mands. At SFSU, for instance, demands ranged from a call to end 
the wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Gaza; to a demand 
that money used to bail out the fi nancial system be returned “to 
the people who lost their homes” and that “student loans be for-
given”; to a demand that SFSU rehire laid-off unionized painters. 
As the SFSU occupiers themselves acknowledged, these demands 
were a provocation, not a “realistic” set of requests for the univer-
sity administration.23 During many of the aforementioned actions, 
students either refused to negotiate or made what organizers at 
UC Davis described as “total demands” similar to those at SFSU. 
Indeed, one of the most common critiques of the militant student 
movements was the “unrealistic” or overreaching nature of these 
demands. Writing in the magazine N+1, Nikil Saval argued that 
“In the fl ightiness of their demands, [the SFSU occupiers] were 
representatives of the student left, and a California left more gen-
erally, that has been torn from the roots that once made it the 
hope of the rest of the country.”24 Saval’s rebuke implies that the 
tactics of 1960s-style activism were abandoned because today’s 
student activists are unaware of the history of civil disobedience, 
but I would suggest that the change in tactics was a response to 
the historically specifi c problem of student debt. In rejecting the 
administration’s language of “shared sacrifi ce,” the occupiers re-
fused to accept the notion that privatization was an inevitabil-
ity whose burden could only be accepted and shared.25 They also 
pushed back against a kind of restorative logic under which dif-
ferent sectors of the public sphere compete with one another for 
scarce resources. Against the liberal rhetoric of negotiated com-
promise and redistributive justice, student militants retorted “Oc-
cupy Everything. Demand Nothing.” Demands, explains No Cap-
ital Projects, “defi ne those who utter [them] . . . determining who 
is and who is not in solidarity with a given fi ght” (NCP, 18). Not 
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making demands, it suggests, makes possible a form of solidarity 
outside of political “representation.”

The forty students occupying Wheeler Hall on the UC Berkeley 
campus in November did articulate a set of very specifi c and lo-
cal demands, among them the somewhat “self-abolishing” demand 
that the occupiers not face legal sanctions for the occupation.26 Here 
too, criticisms were raised: an op-ed in the San Francisco Chronicle 
claimed that “If students want to engage in civil disobedience that 
trespasses on the university’s vital education function, they should 
be ready to pay a penalty. . . . [T]he occupiers of Wheeler Hall . . . 
must think they have a right to dodge consequences.”27 Similarly, 
University of Wisconsin–Madison professor Donald Downs, writ-
ing for the higher-education blog Minding the Campus, contrasted 
the Berkeley demonstrators to “conscientious practitioners of civil 
disobedience [such] as Martin Luther King and Gandhi, [who] paid 
tribute to the forms of liberty by accepting their punishments and 
by . . . show[ing] due respect for others and the rule of law in gen-
eral.”28 In the language of responsibility and obligation, of penance 
and “facing consequences,” we see the language of the creditor, the 
association of sin and guilt with debt and of redemption with “pay-
back,” whether voluntary or punitive.29 The rejection of demands 
and the “self-abolishing” demand for amnesty are thus both refus-
als of credit’s contractual agreements, its pretense that debtor and 
creditor enter into the agreement as equals. To demand nothing (or 
to demand everything) is to reassert the antagonism between ex-
ploiter and exploited, an antagonism that cannot be resolved by 
contractual negotiations precisely because it has never been a basis 
for social mutuality. Chanting “Free Our Friends,” the students, 
faculty, and workers amassed outside occupied Wheeler Hall ar-
ticulated a form of affi liation and even obligation that was the pre-
cise obverse of this false mutuality. In this way, the “unrealistic” 
demands of the student protestors represent their most demand-
ing political gesture: expressing broad affi liations across all types 
of confl icts to reveal those confl icts’ hidden origins in the logic of 
credit capitalism, while also calling for the very exceptional sta-
tus (excepted from punishment, excepted from repayment) that has 
heretofore been the sole privilege of the creditor classes.
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The “non-realistic” nature of the students’ demands raises inter-
esting questions not only about radical tactics but also about radi-
cal aesthetics—about forms of theory as well as forms of praxis. 
As literary historians have persuasively argued, modern credit—
its contractual certainties, its calculus of credibility, its creation of 
a system of social classifi cations—shares much of its history with 
literary and aesthetic realism.30 The communiqués and pamphlets 
produced out of the student movements, as well as Moten and 
Harvey’s lyrical and aphoristic “Debt and Study,” share a literary 
or aesthetic disposition that is very distinct from the realist tradi-
tion. They are characterized instead by an intensity, even a hyper-
bole, of imagery and language, and by a form of direct address 
that at once enjoins and constitutes its audience. Insisting on the 
power of the text to produce the political affi liations it describes, 
these manifestos are not simply argumentative, prescriptive, or de-
scriptive, but a combination of all of those, shot through with the 
antagonistic drama of history and the power of the image to shock 
the reader to her senses.

Student organizers’ use of the language, the imagery, and the 
forms of address common to the manifesto is, I want to suggest, 
inseparable from their critique of privatizing forms of securitized 
credit and from their evocation of mutual indebtedness as the radi-
cal counterpoint to credit. In the superabundant futures of credit—
promised to us right now if we are willing to give up our future 
labor and future freedom—these manifestos see instead a form of 
negation: “a set of images more lavish and inhumane than any-
thing we ourselves would conceive, and equally beyond reach,” 
the Communiqué from an Absent Future writes. “No one believes 
in such outcomes anymore” (C, 7). Formally as well as political-
ly, then, the manifesto offers precisely what credit denies: a future 
restored of possibility, of social and political content. Conclud-
ing with powerful and confi dent injunctions in the future tense—
“We’ll see you at the barricades”; “We will fi nd one another”; “We 
will take whatever measures are necessary . . . to create, here and 
now, the world we want”31—these manifestos offer a self-fulfi lling 
and self-constituting claim on the future. As literary critic Martin 
Puchner puts it, the “particular performativity” of the manifesto 
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derives from the fact that it “does not merely describe a history of 
rupture, but produces such a history, seeking to create this rupture 
actively through its own intervention.”32 These “communiqués 
from an occupied California” imagine the present as a moment of 
rupture that is both inevitable and contingent, that is characterized 
both by the necessity of a coming crisis and by the potentiality of a 
radical movement to forward that crisis.

Crises of the Future

The credit system . . . [is both] the purest and most colossal form 
of gambling and swindling . . . [and] the form of transition to 
a new mode of production. It is this ambiguous nature which 
endows the principal spokesmen of credit . . . with the pleasant 
character mixture of swindler and prophet.33

The fi rst part of this essay concerned the present conjuncture in 
structural terms: recent changes in fi nancial markets have pro-
foundly affected the nature of credit, particularly the credit offered 
to students in the form of educational loans. The second part, by 
contrast, considered questions of political subjectivity: securitized 
credit calls for a rethinking of the socializing capacity of debt, and 
this rethinking has occurred most powerfully in the student move-
ments themselves. In closing, I want to suggest that the coming 
collapse in the student loan market allows us to articulate a more 
dialectical relationship between structure and agency, present situ-
ation and future possibility—a dialectic that comes into view under 
the sign of crisis.

Structurally, the student loan market is poised for a crash with 
or without political intervention. Contrary to the idea that neolib-
eralism imposes an economic rationality on the state and its citi-
zens, the student loan market has been profoundly irrational—as 
in the housing market, in student credit, risk management has been 
secondary to risk exploitation.34 Economist Robin Blackburn’s de-
scription of the origins of the subprime mortgage crisis can be ex-
tended to include student debt: “Risky debt,” he writes, “was po-
tentially far more profi table than good debt because the latter is 
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expensive to acquire and can never be worth more than par.” As a 
result, Blackburn explains, “the poor [were encouraged] to take on 
housing debt at the pinnacle of a property bubble” even when this 
debt was by all rational estimates unlikely to be repayable.35 The 
crisis in the housing market may in fact foretell the likely contours 
of the coming crisis in student loan default, but without collateral 
assets behind them, defaulted student loans may wreak even more 
damage. Private student loans currently have anticipated lifetime 
default rates as high as 50 percent. Although investors may have 
once believed that this risk could be repackaged, hedged, and made 
profi table, the current labor market is making that increasingly un-
likely. Even during the better employment market of the late 1990s 
and early 2000s the estimated default rate of borrowers attending 
the for-profi t institutions that dominate the private student loan 
market was close to 40 percent. This, in other words, is a market 
on the brink of collapse.

And yet crisis as a subjective condition—as the state of being-in-
default, as the affi liative promise of “We are the crisis”—suggests 
something more than simply the structural character of the current 
conjuncture. The specifi c tactic it suggests is mass defaults, and 
already a movement is building around this possibility. A group 
called Educational Debtors Union (EDU), for instance, is mobi-
lizing around debt abolition and mass default. The issue of stu-
dent debt makes possible new forms of solidarity and political con-
sciousness: as EDU puts it, “Factory workers go to work every 
day and transform capital into profi t by making products. Students 
transform capital into profi t when interest and penalties are added 
to a principle loan.”36 Imagining political affi liation around mutual 
indebtedness is thus not to replace the conventional sense of class 
antagonism as the grounds for political subjectivity. It is rather to 
understand the relationship of both fi nancial capital and produc-
tive capital to labor exploitation, whether present or future, and 
to assert the right of workers to keep the wealth they create, to 
oppose the domination of wage labor and the value form as such.

The link between workers and indebted students is more than 
merely conceptual, of course, insofar as workers themselves bear 
the burden of massive amounts of debt, encouraged and leveraged 
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by the same forms of securitization that have pumped up the pri-
vate education loan market. UC Davis professor Joshua Clover 
has recently pointed out the startlingly precise overlap between the 
locations of student militancy in 2009–10 and those places most 
devastated by home foreclosures. “We can now say,” he notes, 
“that higher education militancy proceeds in absolute solidarity 
with mortgage failure, bankruptcy, and foreclosure. Even if it does 
know this.”37 For both subprime mortgage borrowers and sub-
prime student borrowers, the very conditions of subsistence and re-
production are no longer affordable on the wage and are only pos-
sible through ever-increasing amounts of debt. And in both cases, 
the process of securitization has transformed this debt into income 
streams for those invested in speculative markets. If, as Clover sug-
gests, both students and workers now realize “that the value they 
are putting into the economic sphere will not be returning to them 
later”—that the promise of an “investment in the future” is not to 
be realized, has itself been “foreclosed”—this lays the foundation 
for a more radical and thorough refusal of the current economic 
order as such. Student loan debt is now the largest sector of the 
credit market, and mass defaults would likely bring about a com-
plete collapse of the fi nancial sector. This, then, is the meaning of 
“we are the crisis”: a call to seize upon the objective conditions of 
the present and turn them into a revolutionary opportunity.

In the fi rst half of the graffi tied line “Thanks to Berkeley capi-
talism . . . I’m in debt forever,” we saw a shift from a critique of 
the university to a critique of the capitalist totality within which 
the university resides. Yet we also need to attend to the second half 
of the sentence. Read in the context of a collective movement, the 
melancholic awareness that “I’m in debt forever” becomes a posi-
tive threat: “I’m in debt forever.” After all, the logic of credit is to 
defer payment into the future, but not to defer it forever: much as 
to “demand nothing” is also to demand everything, to be in debt 
forever is to refuse to be in debt at all. The tagging student’s cri 
de coeur thus evokes both the objective likelihood of a structural 
crisis in the credit markets and the subjective possibility of revolu-
tionary forms of mutual default. It robs credit of its calculability, 
its claim on the future earnings of the individual worker and of so-
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cial production as such. Refusing to be “realistic,” to balance the 
books, to pay one’s debt to society, “I’m in debt forever” offers in 
credit’s place a real sociability, an interdependence and a vertical 
mutuality that goes by the name of solidarity. Refusing to associate 
debt with guilt, it restores the antagonism between borrower and 
lender—scrawled anonymously on the university’s property, it is 
not so much solitary confession as collectively authored sabotage. 
Refusing the empty promises of a circular exchange, of the return 
of the loan to the creditor, it warns of a crisis that cannot be de-
ferred for long.
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