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Abstract: More than half a million Dutch households struggle with problematic debts. They are stuck in an industry that takes small debts and turns them into big ones that are nearly impossible to repay. This thesis attempts to account for the emerge of this thriving debt industry in the Netherlands. Based on a historical materialist framework, it theorizes debt as a form of class-based exploitation rooted in the wider dynamics of capital accumulation. A critical analysis reveals that the shift towards a debt-led regime of accumulation necessitated the reproduction of the growing surplus population through a system of debt assistance and debt enforcement. Debt was redefined as an equal contractual relation and debtors were reconceptualized as irresponsible consumers, thereby legitimizing their exploitation.
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Almost one in every twelve households in the Netherlands struggles with problematic debts. They are unable to pay for basic needs – such as health insurance, electricity, and housing – and are confronted with overdue bill after overdue bill (Westhof et al., 2015; p. 23; CBS, 2020). Research shows that debts of this sort have been on the rise for decades, especially after the financial crisis. The number of households that requested debt assistance increased from 34.500 in 2003 to 44.100 in 2008 and then grew exponentially to 78.986 in 2010 (Tiemeijer, 2016, p. 21). It reached an all-time high of 94.200 requests in 2017 and has yet to drop below 75.000 (Schut, 2023). The total number of troubled debtors, however, is even higher. It has been estimated that there were close to 200.000 households with problematic debts near the turn of the century (Melkert, 1995). This figure increased to an estimated 452.000 in 2012 and reached a total of 661.860 households in 2016 (Westhof et al., 2015, p. 16; CBS, 2021). The number of severely indebted households has stagnated since then. Whereas the economic recovery following the recession reduced poverty nearly to pre-crisis levels, it made only a dent in the population of debtors (CBS, 2023e). It is testament to the immense difficulty of getting out of debt, and reveals an entire industry that has a stake in the prolonged indebtedness of financially vulnerable households. Debtors are plunged into a downward spiral created by creditors, debt collectors, courts, social workers, and financial administrators that keep piling on interest, fines, and administrative fees. 
A debtor’s first encounter with the debt industry is usually extrajudicial debt collection, that is debt collection that does not require a court order. Creditors either send notices themselves or outsource this task to a professional debt collection company. If the debtor does not pay within fourteen days of the first notice, the creditor or the debt collector can charge a fee that is set by the government (Rijksoverheid, n.a.). It is currently set at a base level of 15% for debts below 2.500 euros with a minimum fee of 40 euros (Rechtspraak.nl, 2020). The law also allows the creditor to charge an annual interest rate of 6% (Schuldinfo, 2023a). Notices are almost always sent automatically and the actual costs involved in producing them are negligible (Strop, 2019b). Debt collectors have furthermore been proven to use unsavory practices to maximize their earnings, such as charging illegal fees, using threatening language, and going after expired bills (ACM, 2015). If a debtor ignores the notices and does not pay, the creditor can resort to judicial debt collection, which is even more costly. A bailiffs will acquire a court order to confiscate the debtor’s income or property. Every legal act that is performed by the bailiff comes with a price tag: 106 euros for the subpoena, 116 euros for serving the ruling, 221 euros for laying claim to a wage, 365 euros for auctioning off someone’s belongings, and so on (SchuldInfo, 2023b). These costs are added to the original debt. Moreover, they provide a perverse financial incentive for bailiffs to confiscate as much as possible and charge additional fees for it, even if it means that the debtor will be forced further into debt (Strop, 2019b). The debtor will at last also be required to pay a court fee ranging from 86 to 693 euros. The actual costs for the court system tend to be much lower (Muntz et al., 2018; Strop & Hamming, 2019). As problematic debts have become a source of profit, the market for ‘non-performing loans’ has flourished. Large debt collectors – such as Direct Pay, Vesting Finance, Lindorff, Intrum, and Hoist Kredit – buy household debts for as little as 5% of their nominal value and go to great lengths to collect them (Muntz et al., 2017; Heuveling van Beek, 2018; Strop, 2019b; Jungmann, 2020, p. 12). The size of this segment of the industry is unclear, but according to an insider purchased debt now constitutes around 60% of the largest collection agencies’ portfolios (Geijsen et al., 2019, p. 19). Because they have no customer relation with the debtor, they can go after them in a way that the original debtor most likely would not dare to (Muntz et al., 2017). Small debts are turned into tradeable financial assets and collecting them is turned into a business model in which not the repayment of the original debt but the inflation of interest and fees is the most desirable outcome. 
Debtors can turn to the local government for debt assistance, but will be confronted by its many pitfalls. Assistance providers will attempt to bring back some order to the debtor’s finances and will seek to agree on a repayment plan with the creditors (Jungmann et al., 2018, p. 13). If the situation is really severe, then this agreement with the creditors will require part of the debt to be forgiven. This is also referred to as the voluntary route to debt forgiveness, because creditors are within their rights to decline the proposed agreement and proceed with the collection of the debt (ibid.). One of the biggest problems with the voluntary route is therefore that creditors and debt collectors often refuse to cooperate (Van den Berg et al., 2020, pp. 17-18). They do not respond in a timely manner, withhold important information, and decline repayment proposals. It is more profitable for them to avoid debt forgiveness as long as possible. Debtors have also complained about the insufficient quality of debt assistance. They are confronted with judgement, long waiting lists, employees that are difficult to reach, and a general lack of expertise (Van den Berg et al., 2020, pp. 18-20). The numbers support the experienced inefficiency: on average only 22.000 of the 87.500 annual applicants will reach an agreement (Van den Berg et al., 2020, p. 10). Not until after having tried and failed to come to a voluntary agreement with their creditors can debtors file for a form of personal bankruptcy with the court (Van den Berg et al., 2020, pp. 12-13). The debtor will be forced to pay back as much of the debt as possible for a few years, while the creditors will be forced to forgive the remaining debt. This is referred to as the legal route to debt forgiveness. It is the most certain way out of debt, but it is also experienced by debtors as a difficult and infantilizing process (Van den Berg, 2020, p. 29). Despite a growing number of households with problematic debts since the financial crisis, the number of people admitted into this process has declined dramatically from nearly 15.000 in 2011 to less than 2.500 in 2021 (CBS, 2022b). The remaining debtors either drop out of debt assistance completely or get stuck in financial administration, which has grown into an industry of itself. Financial administrators had control over the financial affairs of 242.000 people in 2018, compared to 97.000 in 2009 (Kuijpers et al., 2018). There have been many instances of negligence and even fraud, whereby administrators consciously maintain the debtor’s indebtedness in order to keep earning their monthly fee (ibid.). 
The debt industry as such resembles a value chain. It is a sequence of ‘productive’ operations – from the creation to the management and enforcement of debt – whereby each step ‘produces’ additional value (Suwandi et al., 2019, p. 8). Debt collectors and financial administrators add new costs to the bill that must eventually be paid by the debtor, while assistance providers often perpetuate rather than solve indebtedness. The creditor then fulfills the role of a lead firm in the value chain (Selwyn, 2019, p. 79; Strop, 2019b). They receive the maximum payout against the lowest possible costs, whereas most other service providers in the debt industry such as bailiffs operate at a near loss (Strop, 2019a). Banks, large debt collectors, health insurance providers, utility companies, and land lords are therefore among the main beneficiaries of the system (CBS, 2021). The largest owner of problematic debt, however, is the national government (ibid.). The Netherlands has a complex system of social security benefits that are paid in advance and often need to be paid back later (Van der Vlucht et al., 2013). Low-income households cannot afford this and become indebted to the government. These debts – when taken together with unpaid taxes, traffic tickets, and student loans  – are potentially worth billions (ibid.). The government has even developed far-reaching debt collection competences of its own. The Dutch Tax and Customs Administration for example can withdraw up to a thousand euros from a debtor’s bank account in order to settle a debt, even if this results in a negative balance, without prior permission from a judge (Van der Vlucht et al., 2013; Jungmann, 2020). Research has shown that this method of debt collection often leaves people living below the subsistence minimum, which is possible because the government is in many cases exempt from the law which states that debtors must always be left with enough money to live (Tuzgöl-Broekhoven et al., 2019). 
All of these elements combined thus constitute a value chain that generates an annual revenue of 17 billion euros, based on a total debt of only 3 billion (Fransman & Bakker, 2020). The question arises what enabled the emergence of such a thriving debt industry. Unfortunately, academic research into the systemic causes of problematic debt in the Netherlands is limited. Public research institutes, independent regulatory bodies, and universities of the applied sciences have produced the majority of the empirical literature, combined with the work of a few independent journalists. Besides the publications already cited above, there are several other studies about the number of households with problematic debts and their characteristics (Van Ommeren et al., 2009; Kerckhaert et al., 2013), the market for extra-judicial debt collection (Geurts, 2012; 2018), the role of debt collectors and bailiffs (Van der Winkel, 2009; Jungmann et al., 2012; Denkers, 2017), the problems with debt assistance (Vogelpoel et al., 2014; Berckhout et al., 2019; Tuzgöl-Broekhoven et al., 2019), and the role of the government in perpetuating problematic debts (Moerman & Oberzaucher, 2014; Van Helden et al., 2014). This body of literature provides valuable insights into the technical details of the debt industry, including the laws and regulations that support it, but cannot account for the political and economic processes that enabled its emergence in the first place. 
This thesis aims to account for the emergence of the debt industry in a way that moves beyond the limitations of the largely apolitical Dutch literature on problematic debts. The next chapter draws on historical materialism – supported by a critical realist philosophy of science – to construct a theoretical framework suited to the study of the debt industry. It conceptualizes debt as a form of money that conceals a social relation of power as an equal relation of exchange. The particular content of this power relation is exploitation: a claim on future surplus value still to be produced by labour that is enforced within the sphere of exchange. It is furthermore argued that the expansion of debt is rooted in the wider dynamics of capital accumulation and serves to temporarily suspend the tensions associated with overaccumulation, specifically the lack of profitable investment opportunities and living wage jobs. The theoretical framework then builds on this foundation with insights from Gramscianism, Poulantzas’ state theory, and regulation theory. It accounts for the role of classes and class fractions, acting both outside of and through the capitalist state, in securing stable and consent-based capital accumulation. The third chapter provides the philosophical and methodological underpinnings of the thesis. It outlines a critical realist epistemology with an emphasis on the emancipatory potential of scientific enquiry, while introducing retroduction and abstraction as the main analytical strategies. The chapter closes with the operationalization of the main theoretical concepts. The fourth chapter contains the analysis. The general pattern of accumulation and regulation in the Netherlands is discussed before moving on to the more concrete regulatory and discursive processes that produced and reproduced the exploitation of debtors. The final chapter concludes by identifying two general mechanisms underlying the emergence of the debt industry. The shift towards a financial and extensive regime of accumulation produced a growing surplus population that needed to be reproduced within the confounds of debt-led growth. A system of debt assistance and debt enforcement was developed by the state in response. Additionally, the new regime of accumulation gave rise to a hegemonic discourse that redefined debt from an unequal relation of power to an equal contractual relation. 
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Theory should always be grounded in a philosophy of science, which in turn can only begin with the question of ontology. There can be no meaningful discussion about the way the world works without first making assumptions about what the world is. The theoretical framework of this thesis draws on historical materialism and is therefore confronted with a considerable limitation, namely that historical materialism never developed a ‘full-blown’ philosophy of science (Brown et al., 2002, pp. 2-4). Various works have been produced on the subject, but attempts to combine them into a comprehensive whole have been few in number and unsuccessful in their efforts (ibid.). This leaves historical materialist theories and practices without a clear ontological basis, making them vulnerable to attacks from other philosophies of science, and placing them at risk of misinterpretation by Marxists themselves. This chapter therefore departs from critical realism, which on the contrary is a complete philosophy of science. It is argued here that critical realism is compatible with historical materialist thought and can add to its dialectical materialism, thereby providing it with a more secure ontological foundation, without replacing its central principles (ibid.). This section uses critical realism to support several philosophical dimensions of historical materialism and explains the ways in which this helps to distinguish historical materialism from positivist and constructivist theories.
Historical materialism assumes the existence of processes and relations that are real and yet not tangible or visible. Marx’s foundational text Capital, for example, begins with an analysis of exchange relations in order to reveal that value as socially necessary labour time is embodied within the commodity. This value is not material nor empirical, but it is real in the sense that it has a causal impact on the exchange value of different goods. Critical realist ontology substantiates this view and argues that there is a real world out there, but that this world cannot be fully observed by us. There is an intransitive dimension of reality that exists independent of our observation, and a transitive dimension that is defined by our knowledge of it (Dean et al., 2006, pp. 8-10). Not everything that is real is directly observable, and not everything that happens is actually observed. A distinction is therefore made between the real, the actual, and the empirical (ibid.). The real comprises all structures and mechanisms that have causal power, the actual contains the events that emerge from those structures, and the empirical refers to those events that are observed. The goal of scientific enquiry becomes the discovery of the real underlying structures and mechanisms that generate social phenomena (Dean et al., 2006, pp. 8-10). Critical realism emphasizes that structure has both material and ideational dimensions. The one cannot be fully understood without reference to the other. Ideational structures – such as identities, norms and perceptions – have causal power, but their production and reproduction is rooted in material structures – such as the natural environment, the physical means of production, and the institutions of government. Likewise, the subjective meanings that are attached to material structures shape their (re)production and mediate their impact on social phenomena. This particular understanding of the nature of social reality distinguishes critical realism from positivist and constructivist approaches. Positivists argue that a real world exists, but assume that this world is completely observable (Dean et al., 2006, pp. 5-6). They posit that social reality functions according to universal laws that manifest themselves as regularly occurring empirical phenomena. The positivist fallacy, according to critical realism, is that the real is wrongfully equated with the empirical, and in turn often with the material (Wigger & Horn, 2016, pp. 43-46). Constructivists argue that social reality is not independent of human perception and consciousness, but is pre-conceptualized by it (Dean et al., 2006, pp. 6-7). They reject the existence of universal laws and focus instead on meaningful and historico-culturally specific social activity. This leads to another fallacy, however, which reduces the intransitive dimension of reality to the transitive dimension, and thereby to the ideational. Critical realism overcomes these instances of reductionism by acknowledging the unobservable and the observable, the material and the ideational.
Historical materialism studies social reality as constituted of both structures – such as social relations, modes of production – and agents – including classes and class fractions. Marx famously noted that men do make their own history, but not in circumstances of their own choosing (Patomäki & Wight, 2000, p. 230). Critical realist ontology clarifies the relationship between these two categories. Although critical realism locates causal power within structures and mechanisms, it does not succumb to determinism. Critical realists have a tendential or probabilistic understanding of causality (Dean et al., 2006, pp. 8-10). The causal mechanisms of the real generate the events of the actual, but only under certain conditions, due to the dynamic interaction between different causal tendencies over time, and because of the interaction between structure and agency (Dean et al., 2016, p. 12). As Patomäki and Wight argue: ‘Every social act, event, or phenomenon is only possible insofar as the conditions for action exist as well as the agents which act’ (Patomäki & Wights, 2000, p. 230). Social structures constrain and enable human agency and are at the same time produced and reproduced by the activities of human agents. Vice versa, human beings are capable of intentional, imaginative and transformative actions that allow them to change the structures in which they are embedded, but the array of possible actions is nevertheless shaped by the structural context. Here too, critical realism aims to overcome the limitations of positivism and constructivism (Dean et al., 2016, p. 11-12). The former treats individuals as mere bearers of causal relationships determined by universal laws. The latter ignores the possibility that individuals are affected by objective structures beyond their own subjective understanding. They resort to mechanistic materialism and idealistic voluntarism respectively, whereas critical realism resolves the artificial structure-agency dichotomy by stressing their mutual constitution (ibid.). The dialectical interplay between structure and agency means that history is dynamic and open-ended (Wigger & Horn, 2016, p. 44). 
The emphasis on both the material and the ideational, and on both structure and agency, is vital to historical materialism and its commitment to human emancipation (Dean et al., 2006, p. 13). Marx’s intent was to reveal the exploitative nature of capitalism and consequently to mobilize the working class as a revolutionary subject that could replace capitalism with a superior form of life (ibid.). He approached theorizing as praxis: a self-conscious and intentional form of action meant to promote a critical awareness of the world and inform transformative action (Dean et al., 2006, p. 21). Critical realism enables praxis by simultaneously presenting material facts as value-laden and values as factually embedded (Patomäki & Wight, 2000, p. 234). This allows for a truly reflexive moment that places the production of knowledge itself at the heart of scientific enquiry without descending into relativism (ibid.). Moreover, an open-ended history implies the possibility of social change (Wigger & Horn, 2016, p. 15). Critical realism helps to illuminate the ways in which human beings can become aware of oppressive structures, imagine more equitable alternatives, and realize those alternatives through their own agency. Historical materialism is therefore not only complemented by critical realism where it lacks explicit ontological foundations, but also strengthened in its most significant advantage: its emancipatory potential. 
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This section constructs a historical materialist framework to facilitate a deeper understanding of debt and the emergence of the debt industry. The aim is to pierce through the appearance of debt as a contractual relation between two equal parties – a view that cannot account for the powerlessness experienced by debtors – and reveal its inner content as a form of class-based exploitation rooted in the wider dynamics of capital accumulation. It is in laying bare these underlying relations and causal mechanisms that the explanatory power of historical materialism lies. Marx constructed his theory on the building blocks of Feuerbach’s materialism and Hegel’s idealism. From the former, he took the notion that human beings produce their own historically concrete societies from nature (Van der Pijl, 2009, pp. 196-199). The production of the means of subsistence is essential to human survival and the way in which this collective effort is organized therefore establishes the material basis for all forms of social existence, a basis which in turn affects all other aspects of social life (Wigger, forthcoming, p. 4). In other words, the material in historical materialism refers to the premise that the mode of production posits certain social relations between classes (ibid.). From the latter, he took the idea that history develops through opposites, that is, in a dialectical fashion (Van der Pijl, 2009, pp. 199-204). The historical in historical materialism thus refers to the idea that modes of production of social relations change over time, as they are constantly transformed through contradiction and class struggle (Wigger, forthcoming, p. 4). Building on this theoretical foundation, Marx developed historical materialism as a critique of classical political economy. He sought to build a theory that would demystify capitalist society as a historically specific rather than naturally occurring phenomenon and deconstruct its intellectual categories – commodities, money, prices, and so on – as appearances or fetishes that obscured the underlying relations of domination (Soederberg, 2014, p. 16). This section subjects debt to a similar historical materialist critique by focusing on three aspects of debt: debt as a form of money, debt as a form of exploitation, and debt as a function of capital accumulation.
Debt or credit is a form of money. Contrary to physical money which is produced by the state, it is privately created money that is produced whenever a financial institution grants a loan (WRR, 2021). A complete theorization of debt therefore requires a theorization of money. According to Marx, money is a fetish that plays a pivotal role in concealing the social relations of power that underpin capitalism. Capitalist society is characterized by the masking of social relations between people as the exchange of things in the market place with money as the universal equivalent (Soederberg, 2014, pp. 16-17; Harvey, 2018, pp. 41-42). We do not know the people that produce our clothes or grow our food, for example, nor the conditions under which they work. We have a personal relation to the workers that contribute to our daily sustenance, and yet we only see the product and its price expressed in monetary terms (ibid.). Put differently, money destroys relations of personal dependency and replaces them with relations of objective dependency between individuals who relate to each other through market prices and transactions (Soederberg, 2014, p. 23). When money becomes the most important mediator of social relations, it thus dissolves the community and establishes a community of money in which social relations of power between people appear as the free exchange of equivalents by equal parties (ibid.). This diverts attention away from the sphere of production, where the value that money represents is actually produced, and towards the sphere of exchange, where domination and exploitation are less visible (ibid.). The community of money is supported by notions of individualism, liberty, freedom and equality that are entrenched in laws of private property, rights to appropriation and the freedom of contract (Soederberg, 2014, p. 17). These fetishisms legitimize relations of domination and conceal that most individuals are in fact not free and equal. Most importantly, if they prefer to have a roof over their heads and food on their table, then they cannot refrain from selling their labour nor can they dictate the terms of the exchange (Soederberg, 2014, pp. 23-24). The exploitation of labour is masked by the seemingly fair exchange of equivalents in the labour market, and precisely that is the social power of money. Debt as privately created money carries the same social power and reproduces the community of money (Soederberg, 2014, p. 34). It is able to reduce the complex and power-based personal relationship between creditors and debtors to a simple and objective contractual relationship between equal parties, one which presents the payment of interest as a natural exchange of equivalents (Soederberg, 2014, p. 37). 
Part of the social power of debt thus lies in its ability to present itself as a source of wealth that does not rely on exploitation (Soederberg, 2014, p. 34). The interest and additional fees paid by the debtor appear as a natural price for the risk taken by the creditor. This creates the impression that money by itself can make more money. A historical materialist interrogation, however, reveals that this is not possible. Debt is not tied to value embodied in existing commodities (Soederberg, 2014, pp. 35-36). Rather, it is tied to value that is still to be realized, that is to the future repayment of the original sum plus interest and fees (Fernandez & Wigger, 2017, pp. 4-5). Since the realization of value is always uncertain, the value that debt entails is fictious (Soederberg, 2014, pp. 35-36). Moreover, the additional money must ultimately come from somewhere, and this somewhere can only be the source of all value, namely labour in the sphere of production. Seen from this light, debt is a claim on future surplus value and future labour. The payment of interest and fees constitutes a form of appropriation. Here it is important to distinguish between two types of debt, because the distinction matters for the way in which surplus value is appropriated in practice (Soederberg, 2014, pp. 35-38). When debt is extended to a firm for the purpose of acquiring the means of production, it enters into the production process and acts as fictious capital (ibid.). Debt as capital exercises its claim upon future surplus value through the expanded reproduction of capital, stylized as M-C-M’, and appropriates value through the wage relation or the non-compensation of labour time. This is referred to as the primary form of exploitation within capitalism. Given that the debtor is a firm, it is more readily apparent that the origins of the appropriated value lie in the sphere of production. When debt is extended to individuals for the purpose of consumption, on the other hand, it does not act as capital, but as money (ibid.). As money, debt does not enter the sphere of production and cannot rely directly on the wage relation to perform the act of appropriation. Instead, it remains in the sphere of exchange and relies on secondary forms of exploitation that appropriate value through exchange relations. It is this type of debt – consumer debt – that is of interest to this thesis. Secondary exploitation depends on the ability of the owner of an asset to leverage that asset into income by lending it to someone else in exchange for consecutive payments (Wigger, 2021, p. 452). This ability depends on the asymmetrical power relation between the owner and the taker of the asset, in this case the creditor and the debtor, obscured by a seemingly equal exchange relation (Wigger, 2021, p. 453). Remember that debt does not entail value, and therefore does not have a natural price (Soederberg, 2014, p. 38). The price of debt is constructed instead through the relation between the creditor and the debtor (ibid.). This relationship is often based on the fact that the debtor is in dire need of money to cover the costs of living, and has no other choice but to accept the terms that are set by the creditor. The power imbalance between the creditor and the debtor is also shaped by a complex set of regulative and rhetorical processes, following from the strategies of both private and public agents, which impose market discipline on debtors to secure the payment of principal and interest to creditors, whilst reconstructing and normalizing the increasing reliance of low-income households on debt (Soederberg, 2014, p. 37; p. 46). These processes should be understood in the light of the regulation of capital accumulation in general and will be elaborated upon in the final section of this chapter. Finally, despite the ability of debt to create the appearance of profit that is made without producing, stylized as M-M’, secondary forms of exploitation are firmly rooted in the expanded reproduction of capital. Both primary and secondary forms of exploitation appropriate part of the value that is produced by labour. The difference is that the latter modifies real income indirectly through the costs of living, in this case through the costs associated with debt, and not directly through the wage (Wigger, 2021, p. 452). 
The history of secondary forms of exploitation provides additional insights into the roles of consumer debt and the debt industry in the accumulation process. Marx draws our attention to primitive accumulation, or the abusive use of power that secured the initial conditions for capital accumulation (Harvey, 2018, p. 293). These forms of exploitation preceded the existence of capitalism and occurred outside of the wage relation. There are three basic conditions for the accumulation of capital, although this list is not exhaustive. The first and most important condition is the presence of sufficient and compliant wage labour (Soederberg, 2014, p. 32). Capital depends on the availability of labour as a commodity (Harvey, 2018, p. 293). It cannot appropriate surplus value if it does not encounter wage workers in the market place who will work for less than what they produce. Wage labour is not a natural phenomenon, however, but has to be produced and reproduced (ibid.). The violent separation of latent populations of workers from their non-capitalist livelihoods to force them onto the labour market should be seen as a form of primitive accumulation and as a historical prerequisite to capital accumulation (ibid.). A prominent example is the enclosure of the commons, whereby English peasants were aggressively deprived of communal land and forced to turn to the urban industries for work (Harvey, 2018, pp. 296-298). Once wage labour exists, a surplus population of workers must be maintained. This industrial reserve army – which includes those who are unemployed, underemployed, or have never been employed – serves as a mass of human material always ready for exploitation by capital in the interest of capital’s own changing requirements (Soederberg, 2014, p. 39). When the times are good, a capitalist enterprise must be able to find enough new workers to grow. When the times are bad, it must be possible to dispose of unnecessary employees, lower their wages, or make them work harder. The surplus population ensures this flexibility of labour. Not only does it secure a reliable supply of eager workers, it also imposes discipline on the employed via the threat of unemployment (Soederberg, 2014, p. 40; Wigger, forthcoming, p. 7). The second condition of capital accumulation is the availability of the means of production, which include everything from infrastructures, buildings, and machines to intermediate products and raw materials (Soederberg, 2014, p. 39). Primitive accumulation, by severing latent labour from the means of production, did not only create the wage-relation, but also the capital-relation (Harvey, 2018, pp. 293-294). The commons became capital in the hands of large landowners. The same is true for the resources that were appropriated from people in the global south through colonial violence (Van der Pijl, 2009, p. 211). The third condition is a market that can absorb the growing number of commodities produced (Soederberg, 2014, p. 39). A commodity needs to be exchanged for money in the market place for the value that is embodied within it to be realized and for new rounds of capital accumulation to be able to take place. Primitive accumulation helped secure this condition as well, most notably by forcing open new markets in colonial territories (Harvey, 2018, p. 300). It should not be taken from this section that primitive accumulation is confined to the prehistory of capitalism. Harvey points out that contemporary forms of primitive accumulation, which he calls accumulation by dispossession and which have been referred to here as secondary forms of exploitation, have grown in importance and are increasingly prevalent in the core of global capitalism (Harvey, 2018, p. 312). This resurgence has been particularly marked in the expanding role of the credit system and financial appropriations, such as is the case when banks engage in predatory lending practices that end in foreclosures and evictions (Harvey, 2018, p. 337). Secondary forms of exploitation continue to play an important role in securing the conditions for capital accumulation. Debt in particular serves to temporarily suspend the contradictions inherent to the accumulation process (Soederberg, 2014, p. 27). 
The central contradiction of capitalism exists between the production and the realization of value (Harvey, 2018, pp. 353-354). Two of the basic conditions of capital accumulation as described above are irresolvably incompatible. The production of surplus value requires that the capitalist raises the level of exploitation of labour, particularly through the depression of wages (Harvey, 2018, pp. 328-331). However, the value instilled in the commodity during production can only be realized through exchange. The commodity needs to encounter a buyer in the market, which means that the realization of surplus value ultimately depends on effective demand. Since demand is largely the result of working-class consumption, to maximize the production of value means to undermine the conditions of its realization. The resulting disproportionality between production and consumption, also referred to as the problem of overproduction or underconsumption, will eventually culminate in a crisis when the unsold commodities are incurred as losses (ibid.). If the conditions for the realization of value are optimized, on the other hand, then the production of surplus value will be at risk (Harvey, 2018, pp. 353-354). An absolute shortage of labour or one caused by the intervention of a strong labour movement can increase wages and thereby increase effective demand (Harvey, 2018, pp. 320-322). At the same time, the rising wages will diminish the capacity of capital to extract surplus value from living labour through the non-compensation of labour time. Profits will fall and the possibility of a crisis arises. This is referred to as the problem of the profit-squeeze (ibid.). Overproduction may eventually lead to overaccumulation. The process of capital accumulation requires that the accumulated surplus capital is reinvested in the sphere of production to create even more surplus capital (Wigger, 2021, p. 453; Wigger, forthcoming, p. 7). If production is struggling to produce surplus value, however, it will not be possible to absorb the totality of surplus capital in expanded production. This lack of profitable investment opportunities poses a serious problem, since ‘capital must circulate continuously or die’ (Harvey, 2014, p. 73). Overaccumulation is associated with a range of other issues as well, including an excess of money, a falling rate of profit, a further decline of demand, and not least a growing surplus population (Soederberg, 2014, p. 32-33). 
Overaccumulation thus forces capital to find a fix, and the expansion of debt appears as one way in which the problem may be temporarily suspended (Clarke, 1990, p. 460). Debt always plays an important role in capitalism. It eases the strain placed on physical money as a store of value and helps capitalists deal with the periodic stresses of the accumulation process (Soederberg, 2014, p. 33). One can imagine that without access to credit, a capitalist could not deal with temporary drops in demand or the sudden need to replace costly machinery (ibid.). The extension of debt to the unemployed and the underemployed on the other hand is related specifically to the problem of overaccumulation. Overaccumulation – characterized by low wages, precarious employment, long-lasting unemployment, and insufficient social security – puts the social reproduction of the surplus population at risk (Soederberg, 2014, pp. 41-43). The industrial reserve army must at least be able to reproduce itself, however, in order to fulfill its function. It must also be able to do so in a way that upholds the appearance of a free and fair community of money from which all members stand to benefit (ibid.). Consumer debt thus acts as supplement to what was once a living wage or an adequately funded social program, so that the inactive parts of the working class remain ready for exploitation and continue to be a source of demand. It reintegrates the unemployed and the underemployed into the community of money as debtors (ibid.). Moreover, the expansion of consumer debt provides an outlet for the accumulated capital that cannot be reinvested in the sphere of production and enables it to appropriate future value without ever having to enter the production process. The result is a highly unstable, debt-led mode of accumulation. Claims on future surplus value can be made infinitely on paper (Fernandez & Wigger, 2017, p. 6). They are not based on the actual capacity of the sphere of production to produce value, but on a complex system of self-referentiality in the sphere of exchange (ibid.). Debt-led accumulation thus has the inherent tendency to claim more fictious value than real production can deliver. It ends up intensifying the contradictions that it seeks to suspend. Consumer debt in particular relies on the uncertain future interests and fee payments of vulnerable debtors. It disciplines workers into accepting any form of paid employment, yet the opportunities for paid employment will be increasingly scarce. If enough debtors default on their loans, a crisis will ensue. 

[bookmark: _Toc142949160]Securing stable and consent-based accumulation

The previous section provided a theory of debt as a social relation of exploitation, disguised as an equal contractual relation. It eluded to the class-based nature of this relationship, whereby capital appropriates part of the future value to be produced by labour, and to the role of public and private actors in the reproduction of the power asymmetry between creditors and debtors on which this relationship rests. It also discussed the contradictory nature of capital accumulation and the resulting tendency towards overaccumulation, to which the expansion of debt serves as a highly unstable solution. What is still missing from this framework is a theorization of the political and ideological processes that enable the temporary stabilization of the accumulation process through secondary forms of exploitation based on debt. How is the reliance of the surplus population on debt legitimized and normalized? How are their payments of interest and fees to creditors constructed and secured? How is accumulation stabilized in the face of its contradictions? This section adds conceptual tools from historical materialism, Gramscianism, regulation theory, and Poulantzas’ state theory. It aims to account for the role of class agency, operating both through and outside of the state, in pursuing stable and consent-based capital accumulation.
The organization of production in capitalist society gives rise to conflict between two main classes: capital and labour. Although, it should be note that the delineation of these categories is not set in stone, nor are the categories themselves internally homogenous (Wigger, forthcoming, p. 6). Different class fractions exist and change over time due to the different axes and stages in the dynamic accumulation process (ibid.). While the position within the mode of production constitutes a class by itself, the members of a class must articulate common positions, identities, and strategies in the process of exploitation and resistance in order to evolve into a class for itself (ibid.). Class agency is conditional upon class consciousness (ibid.). The relationships between different class fractions will change over time as well, as capitalist competition continually pits capital and labour against each other and against themselves, sometimes leading to social antagonism and at other times resulting in new alliances (Wigger, forthcoming, p. 6). Secondary forms of exploitation, even though they are not the primary axis of exploitation, are an important source of class conflict. Harvey (2018, pp. 314-315) draws our attention to the resurgent struggles against dispossession that exist alongside the more traditional working class movements. A more detailed understanding of the intersection between different forms of exploitation, the articulation of common position and strategies by debtors, and the potential for a closer alliance between debtors and the working class movement will be necessary to properly analyse the debt industry. It would complement the more advanced understanding of different capital fractions, money capital in particular, that is already present in the historical materialist literature. This brief conceptualization of class, which emphasizes class struggle, also begs the question how one class can come to dominate and exploit another class in a way that is perceived as legitimate by most of society, as has been argued is the case with the debt industry. This thesis turns to the Gramscian concept of hegemony to account for consent-based class rule.
Hegemony is defined as a power relation that is based on a combination of consent and coercion, but with consent at the forefront: the ruled must approve of their own subjugation (Cox, 1983, p. 164). Hegemony must furthermore always be understood as being rooted in the power of a dominant social force or class (Bieler & Morton, 2004, p. 89). A dominant class can attain hegemonic power only if it manages to articulate a hegemonic project and forge an historical bloc. This means that a dominant class must integrate its own interests and the interests of contending classes into an economic, political, intellectual and moral unity that can be articulated as the universal interest of society, but that in practice subjugates contending interests to that of the dominant class (Bieler & Morton, 1983, p. 90). Such a hegemonic project should be able to draw a variety of allies into an historical bloc of social forces, consisting of both a dominant class and a supporting social base, which forms the foundation for a social order of consensual class rule, that is, hegemony (Robinson, 2005, p. 6-7). Gramscian thought ascribes particular importance to discourses and intellectuals in securing consent. Discourses are defined as structured sets of ideas - often in the form of implicit assumptions, values, norms, identities, and other social constructs – upon the basis of which agents can formulate and legitimate their strategies (Hay & Rosamund, 2002, p. 151). Intellectuals create this discourse by translating the structural interests of the class forces to which they are organically related into a collective common sense that binds together the members of a class or historical bloc (Bieler & Morton, 2008, p. 121; Miller, 2008, p. 202). Ideas, together with material institutions such as the legal system, together constitute the integral state (Cox, 1983, p. 168). 
The integral state is defined as ‘the entire complex of practical and theoretical activities with which the ruling class not only justifies and maintains its dominance, but manages to win the active consent of those over whom it rules’ (Gramsci, 1971, p. 178; p. 244). It encompasses both the traditional concepts of the state and civil society and is most accurately described as a social relation (Jessop, 1999, pp. 50-51). According to Poulantzas, the state is the product of class struggle (ibid.). It is the material condensation of the balance between class forces, and politico-ideological domination is therefore inscribed in its material forms (ibid.). This rules out several other notions of the state. It is not a monolithic entity, an independent subject, a neutral instrument accessible to all classes, nor a political extension of the dominant class (Jessop, 1999, p. 48; 54). The state should instead be seen as a complex institutional ensemble that has some relative autonomy, but that is ultimately conditioned by its dependence on resources controlled by the dominant social forces (Jessop, 1999, pp. 55-56). It consists of different apparatuses, departments, and networks that serve as bases of power for different class fractions and together constitute a field of class struggle that is skewed towards the political strategies of dominant fractions (Jessop, 1999, p. 48). In other words, the state is imbued with strategic selectivity. The structure of the state privileges ‘some actors, some identities, some strategies, some spatial and temporal horizons, some actions over others’ (Jessop, 1999, p. 51). It offers unequal opportunities to different class forces to act within and through the state for different political purposes.
The entrenchment of hegemony in this superstructure poses significant challenges to any class that wishes to challenge the existing social order. Gramsci himself observed that a revolution could not succeed by merely overthrowing the government: ‘When the State trembled a sturdy structure of civil society was at once revealed. The state was only an outer ditch, behind which there stood a powerful system of fortresses and earthworks’ (Gramsci, 1971, p. 238). Overthrowing hegemony thus necessitates a ‘war of position’ (Cox, 1983, p. 165). A contending class must first become conscious of its subordination, construct a counter-hegemonic project within an established hegemony, enter into alliances with other subordinate groups to form a new historical bloc, produce institutions and ideologies strong enough to replace incumbent structures, and attain dominance in civil society before it can wage a ‘war of movement’ (ibid.). The war of position thus takes place to a large extent on the uneven terrain that is the integral state. Classes and class fractions can be aware of the strategic nature of their environment and use it to make their own strategic calculations (Jessop, 1999, pp. 51-52). While the strategic selectivity of the state favors dominant classes and class fractions, it may also contain counter-hegemonic strongholds and provide strategic opportunities to counter-hegemonic forces. This is to say that the balance between class forces is actively constituted by the strategic selectivity of the state, but in the end escapes state control and is understood to have primacy over it (Jessop, 1999, pp. 46-47). The dialectical interplay between class agency and the structure of the state produces dynamic and open-ended outcomes, which means that hegemony will never be able to negate the revolutionary potential of the subjugated class completely. In the face of the recalcitrance of counter-hegemonic forces, hegemony must constantly and actively be maintained, renewed and re-envisioned (Hall, 2011, pp. 727-728).  
Gramsci’s concept of hegemony and Poulantzas’ understanding of the state together illuminate the ways in which capital accumulation is stabilized in the face of class antagonism. They cannot, however, account for the relative stability of capital accumulation itself, given its tendencies towards overaccumulation and over-indebtedness. Regulation theorists arrived at answers to this matter in their attempts to explain the period of relative economic stability leading up to the crisis of the 1970s (Bieling et al., 2016, pp. 55-56). Rejecting structuralist notions regarding the reproductive coherence of capitalism, and instead emphasizing the partial, temporary and unstable character of the capitalist economy, they found that particular modes of regulation can suspend capitalism’s contradictions and crisis tendencies in historically and spatially specific ways to sustain particular regimes of accumulation during limited periods of time (ibid.; Jessop, 2000, pp. 154-155). When regulation is no longer capable of alleviating the irresolvable tensions inherent to the accumulation process, a crisis will unfold (Bieling et al., 2016, p. 57). A crisis that cannot be solved within a given mode of regulation will eventually lead to new forms of regulation, which may or may not allow for a stable regime of accumulation to be resumed (ibid.). Regulation theory thus relies on concepts at an intermediate level of abstraction – regimes of accumulation and modes of regulation – to analyse the spatio-historically specific ways in which capitalism deals with its own contradictions more concretely (Bieling et al., 2016, p. 56). A regime of accumulation can be defined as ‘a complementary pattern of production and consumption which is reproducible over a long period’ (Jessop & Sum, 2006, p. 301). Three typological axes are distinguished along which the regimes can be identified. The first axis is that of productive versus financialized accumulation (Becker & Jäger, 2012, p. 172). Productive regimes direct investment towards the circuit of production, meaning that surplus value is reinvested in factories, machinery and the like, whereas financialized regimes channel investment into the financial circuit and fictious capital. The second axis concerns the form of accumulation in the productive sphere and differentiates between intensive and extensive regimes of accumulation (ibid.). Intensive regimes are able to increase surplus value through high levels of productivity growth and the cheapening of wage goods, or the mutually reinforcing dynamic between mass production and mass consumption. Extensive regimes rely on higher degrees of exploitation through the extension of the working day or the intensification of work. The third axis is that of introverted versus extraverted accumulation (Becker et al., 2010, p. 227). It refers to economies that are primarily concerned with the domestic market and economies that are more oriented towards foreign markets, respectively. Extraverted accumulation regimes can be active and export-oriented, or passive and import-oriented.
A mode of regulation is consequently defined as ‘the structural forms of intervention that address the contradictions and social tensions of capitalism in a historically and spatially specific way’ (Becker et al. 2010, 226). Structural forms are in turn approached as ‘sets of institutions which evolve through class struggles within specific social relations of production’ (Becker & Jäger, 2012, p. 173). It should be noted that the concept of regulation is not limited to government intervention as might be assumed based on the colloquial use of the term. Instead, it refers to a wide range of economic and extra-economic mechanisms that interact to legitimize the conflictual course of capital accumulation (Jessop & Sum, 2006, p. 15). These mechanisms can be institutions, networks, procedures, norms and so on (Jessop, 2000, pp. 154-155). Regulation theory generally identifies three structural forms, namely the wage relation, the form of competition and the monetary constraint; or the organization of production, exchange and money respectively. The wage relation refers to the relationship between capital and labour. It pertains to organization of the production process, the determination of the wage, the length of the working day, the working conditions, and matters of social security (Becker & Jäger, 2012, p. 173). It should be noted that the wage relation transcends the boundaries of the work place. The state plays a significant role in the regulation of wage formation and working conditions, and directly influences the social wage through its social policies including unemployment benefits and old age pensions (ibid.). The form of competition refers specifically to the relationship between individual capitals and class fractions (ibid.). A fortification of creditors’ rights in corporate bankruptcy law, for example, could alter the relationship between money capital and productive capital. The monetary constraint is the third and final structural form and is defined as the institutional configuration of money as the universal equivalent that enables capitalist exchange (ibid.; Bieling et al., 2016, p. 57). It is shaped by the interest rate, the regulation of credit and finance, and the exchange rate among other things (Becker et al., 2010, p. 227-228). A mode of regulation consists of specific variations of these three structural forms. If a mode of regulation is appropriately fitted to a particular regime of accumulation, it can temporarily stabilize and reproduce capital accumulation.  
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The previous chapter began by stating that knowledge about reality cannot exist without assumptions about the nature of that reality. If ontology is necessary to define what there is to know about the world, then epistemology and methodology are necessary to define how that knowledge can be acquired in theory and in practice. This chapter thus takes the discussion one step further by moving on to the epistemological and methodological principles of critical realism. First and foremost, critical realism argues that the relationship between ontology, epistemology and ontology is irreducible and directional (Wigger & Horn, 2016, pp. 46-47). The sequence should always be coherent and consistent (ibid). It is in this respect that other philosophies of science such as positivism and constructivism tend to fail, as the ontology section briefly pointed out. Positivists aim to discover the universal laws of social reality through the empirical observation of regularly occurring phenomena, often by means of quantitative methods (Dean et al., 2006, pp. 5-6). This approach rules out anything that is not empirically observable, from ideas to social relations, as a potentially valuable explanation for a social phenomenon. Constructivists seek to understand the meaning that people give to the world, often by using qualitative methods (Dean et al., 2006, pp. 6-7). They view the world as socially constructed and reject the existence of facts that lie outside of subjective human experience. Both give primacy to epistemology and methodology over ontology, by limiting their understanding of what the world is to what they argue can be known about it, and what can be known to what they believe can be observed or experienced (Patomäki & Wight, 2000, pp. 217-218; Wigger & Horn, p. 43-46). Several aspects of social reality are excluded from scientific inquiry, which is why positivism and constructivism are deemed anti-realist (Patomäki & Wight, 2000, pp. 216). Critical realism is realist, on the other hand, because it prioritizes ontology. It acknowledges the existence of structures and mechanisms that cannot be perceived directly and nevertheless exist independent of our perception. The goal of scientific inquiry according to critical realism, then, is no longer a matter of ‘explaining’ empirical regularities or ‘understanding’ meaningful activities, but of discovering the real underlying material and ideational structures and mechanisms that generate social phenomena through their interactions with human agency (Dean et al., 2006, pp. 8-10). 
Critical realism is also critical, because it rejects the radical separation of object and subject that is propagated by positivism and constructivism (Dean et al., 2006, p. 7). Positivists believe that it is possible and desirable for the researcher to remain value-neutral in their approach to the research object (Dean et al, 2006, pp. 6). They are ostensibly able to disassociate themselves from their position in society, rid themselves of their personal point of view, and take ‘a view from nowhere’ (Dean et al., 2006, p. 6). Constructivists reject the concept of value-neutrality as they argue that the situatedness of scholars within a pre-conceptualized world makes it impossible for them to be objective (Dean et al., 2006, pp. 6-7). Nevertheless, constructivism perpetuates an artificial divide between the researcher and the researched by denying the existence of the object outside of the experience of the subject. Whereas positivism situates science outside of society, constructivism situates society outside of science (ibid.). The philosophical separation of object and subject is especially problematic, because the production of knowledge cannot be separated from the reproduction of social relations of power and domination. Any theory inevitably ‘ignores certain problems, people and situations while giving disproportionate attention to others’ (Wigger & Horn, 2016, p. 45). Theories that ignore unequal social relations can only legitimize and consolidate them (Wigger & Horn, 2016, pp. 41-42). It follows that the decision to work with a particular theory is inherently value-laden. Critical realism thus encourages researchers to make the norms and values that underpin their research explicit, and to engage actively with society in a way that promotes human emancipation (Dean et al., 2006, p. 13). This does not make critical scholars more or less normative than their non-critical colleagues. To the contrary, it means that they recognize that all philosophies and theories are normative in their point of departure, and therefore choose to employ scientific inquiry in a way that reveals how things could be different and better (Wigger & Horn, 2016, pp. 40-41).
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The search for the real causal structures and mechanisms that generate empirical events can be guided by the method of retroduction, which has been referred to as the central mode of inference to critical realism (Patomäki & Wight, 2000, p. 223). The term method here is meant to describe a general methodology or analytical strategy, rather than a concrete method for data collection (Wigger & Horn, 2016, p. 47). Retroduction does not ask which independent variable caused a change in a dependent variable as tends to be the case with deduction and induction. Instead, it asks what the conditions of the real world must be like for a particular explanandum to be actualized (ibid.). This question, in a nutshell, defines the method of retroduction. It moves from the level of the social phenomenon, through the continuous confrontation between theoretical presumptions and empirical statements, down to the underlying strata of reality where the causal mechanism is located (Wigger & Horn, 2016, p. 45). This process begins with the formulation of an explanandum, or the empirical phenomenon that requires an explanation (Fletcher, 2017, pp. 184-185). Theory can guide this search, but any commitment to a specific theory should be avoided based on the recognition of its fallible nature. Explananda often take the form of demi-regularities (ibid.). Critical realism denies the existence of law-like regularities due to the dynamic nature of history, but the identification of rough trends and broken patterns with clear spatio-temporal demarcations can serve to specify the object of study (ibid.). The growth of the debt industry in the Netherlands since the late 20th century is such a demi-regularity. It is a complex, contradictory and non-linear development that is at the same time unmistakable and significant. In terms of theoretical guidance, a critical perspective aimed at explaining social injustices and enabling emancipatory action informed the selection of this explanandum. However, there was no commitment a priori to a specific critical theory. When the explanandum has been identified and described, it is redescribed in theoretical terms (Fletcher, 2017, p. 188-189). This is not a linear process. It requires active thought experimentation and intensive engagement with both the theoretical concepts and the empirical material. The researcher must move back and forth between the abstract and the concrete to reiteratively develop the theoretical concepts until they form a fitting explanation that can be laid out as an explanatory narrative (ibid.; Wigger & Horn, 2016, pp. 45-47). In so doing, retroduction moves from the manifest phenomenon to the essential processes and relations that necessitate it, and attempts to make inferences about real albeit unobservable causal mechanisms (Fletcher, 2017, p. 189). The writing of this thesis therefore did not move from introduction to conclusion in a straightforward manner. Theoretical concepts and their operationalizations were adapted at various points throughout the process. To give one example, the initial analysis revealed the importance of property rights and the freedom of contract in legitimizing the debt industry, which necessitated a stronger emphasis on the fetish character of debt as money. Concepts and empirical facts were tailored to each other in such a way as to reach a deeper level of understanding. These attempts are always fallible and theories are therefore never conclusively confirmed or completed. Critical realism demands instead that theory is consistently scrutinized and realigned with an ever-changing reality (Fletcher, 2017, p. 190). 
If the method retroduction is the central mode of inference of critical realism, then dialectics or the method of abstraction is the cornerstone of historical materialism. There are a lot of similarities between them, but it is argued here that a better understanding of the act of abstraction itself is necessary. Understanding this requires a very brief return to ontology. Dialectics departs from the historical and relational nature of reality (Ollman, 1990, pp. 30-33). Historical, because our world is constantly subjected to change (ibid.). If the object of study is always changing, then it cannot be defined by a single moment in time. The past and potential future of the object must be part of its being. Relational, because change can only occur through the interaction between different elements, and the relations of one object to all the others must therefore also be part of its being (ibid.). Put crudely, everything is related to everything. This presents the social sciences with a difficult problem. For to study social reality in its entirety – its past, present and future, as well as the totality of relations between its different elements – is an impossible exercise. Hence, all social scientists consciously or unconsciously practice the method of abstraction (Ollman, 1990, pp. 27-28). According to Marx, this method must start from the real concrete (social reality in all its complexity), proceed through abstraction (breaking it down into fathomable pieces), and to the thought concrete (when the pieces are united so that the real concrete is present in the mind as theory) (Ollman, 1990, p. 27). So far, the connection to retroduction is clear. The question, however, is how abstraction or ‘the separation in thought of what is inseparable in reality’ can be carried out in such a way as not to violate the historical and relational nature of the world (Dean et al., 2006, pp. 23-24). An important step is to recognize that abstractions are indeed only abstractions. The biggest mistake a social scientist can make is to confuse the abstraction with the social entity it is meant to represent and stop the thought process there, that is by ontologizing the abstraction (ibid.). The result is a world viewed as a collection of clearly demarcated objective entities which exist independently of each other, and the relationships between them as a either false dichotomies or false unities (ibid.). We can see how Marx deals with the problem of abstraction by focusing on his use of dialectics, specifically on his use of the terms ‘moment’ and ‘form’ (Ollman, 1990, pp. 34-36). Dialectics is his way of understanding change and interaction. It replaces the notion of ‘thing’ (as something with external relations to the past, the future, and other ‘things’) with notions of process (which contains its past and potential futures) and ‘relation’ (which contains its connections with other relations) (ibid.). Moments can be abstracted from processes for the practical purposes of analysis, but must always be understood as temporary and incomplete (ibid.). For example, the moment of exchange upon further analysis always turns out to be part of the process of capital accumulation. Forms can be abstracted from complex social relations, but cannot be understood as independent entities (ibid.). Money capital, for example, is shown to be only one form of capital as it undergoes various metamorphoses throughout the accumulation process and is revealed to be a social relation, as all forms of capital are ultimately claims to future labour. By recognizing that his abstractions represent processes and that each process is only a supplementary part of other processes bound together as a cluster of relations, Marx unites in thought what is united in reality (Ollman, 1990, p. 36). 
By being aware of the necessity to abstract, treating abstraction as a conscious activity, and remaining mindful of the limitations of abstractions, researchers can gain greater control over the process. (Ollman, 1990, p. 39-40). It sets them apart from other scholars for whom abstraction is often an unconscious act based on common sense notions of the ‘things’ that appear to constitute our reality. According to Ollman, Marx applies three modes of abstraction in his work, which can assist researchers in abstracting consciously (Ollman, 1990, p. 41). The first is abstraction by establishing an extension (ibid.). The object of study needs to be delineated in time and space in order to make clear what is and what is not part of the analysis. Marx tends to favour large extensions that allow him to develop broad concepts which are often two sides of the same relation, such as labour and capital, the forces and relations of production, base and superstructure, and so on (Ollman, 1990, p. 43). The second mode of abstraction concerns the level of generality (Ollman, 1990, p. 41). Picture a microscope that can be adjusted between different levels – ranging from the individual, to modern capitalist society, to capitalist society in general, to class society, to human society in general – to bring smaller elements either in or out of focus (ibid.; Ollman, 1990, p. 52-53). Marx spends most of his attention on the functioning of capitalism in general, but he also at times approaches capitalism at a lower level of generality, for example to discuss the financial crises of his own time, or at a higher level of generality to discuss the different class-based societies that have existed throughout history. The third mode of abstraction is that of selecting a vantage point (Ollman, 1990, p. 42). A complex set of relations looks different depending on the relation from which you view the others. Capital as seen from the perspective of production may be divided into constant and variable capital, whereas capital as seen from the point of view of circulation may be divided into productive capital, commodity capital and money capital (Ollman, 1990, pp. 60-61). The analysis of the debt industry then requires abstractions that bring contemporary manifestations and country-specific features into focus without losing sight of the historical and transnational context. It depends on a study of the concrete experiences and actions of debtors, creditors and public institutions at the level of modern society without separating the debt industry from the general dynamics of capital accumulation. These abstractions are used as analytical tools rather than definite research objects. As Marx shows, it is by continuously altering the abstractions and looking at the world from different angles that the organic and historical development of capitalism is most effectively analyzed.
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As mentioned above, retroduction and abstraction are analytical strategies rather than concrete methods. For the actual collection of data, this thesis draws on data triangulation. Critical realism as a philosophy of science is pluralist with regard to methods (Wigger & Horn, 2016, p. 47). It follows from the primacy of ontology that research needs to depart from the explanandum, from the structures and mechanisms it seeks to uncover, and not from the methods it prefers to use. Any method is deemed appropriate as long as it serves the research goal (ibid.). Moreover, a combination of data sources can provide different insights, improve the validity and completeness of information, and promote a more elaborate understanding of the social phenomenon (Carter, 2014; Downward & Mearman, 2007). This thesis draws primarily on data derived from an extensive study of scientific and popular publications, policy documents, legal texts, and so on. It also utilizes statistical data to assess social and economic trends. This final section discusses the operationalization of the core theoretical concepts and specifies the data sources used for different parts of the analysis. 
As a concept, the regime of accumulation has three axes: financial vs. productive, intensive vs. extensive, and introverted vs. extraverted accumulation. The third axis is not operationalized here, as it not of direct theoretical relevance to the debt industry, and considering that the international mobility of money will already be discussed in relation to financialization. A financialized regime of accumulation refers to a situation in which surplus value is appropriated through investments in financial assets (including equity or shares as well as forms of credit, such as obligations and mortgages) that appear as financial liabilities on the balance sheets of others. It also more generally refers to the growing importance and profitability of the financial sector in relation to the rest of the economy. At the same time, it implies that surplus value is not appropriated through investments in production that employ and exploit wage labour directly. Here too, it implies that the productive or industrial sector is declining in terms of profitability and overall economic relevance. The financial dimension of the first axis is therefore measured by calculating the financial assets and liabilities of financial corporation, non-financial corporations and households as a percentage of gross domestic product, based on the information provided by the ‘Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek’ or the Dutch government's statistical office (CBS, 2023a; CBS, 2023b). There are no data available for the years prior to 1995. A second indicator of the growth of finance is created by calculating the value added by financial and insurance services at current prices as a share of gross domestic product, based on information provided by the United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD, 2022). Since GDP refers to the totality of value added by all sectors, this indicator reflects the contribution of a finance to overall GDP. The productive dimension of the first axis is measured by calculating the stock of capital goods as a percentage of GDP, again by using data supplied by CBS (CBS, 2023a; CBS, 2023c). The share of total value added by manufacturing, mining and other industrial activities is included as an indicator to assess the economic relevance of productive activity (UNSD, 2022). Furthermore, the operationalization uses gross fixed capital formation as a percentage of GDP, which is a world development indicator created by the World Bank to measures the relative annual outlays on additions to a country's fixed assets such as real estate, infrastructure, and machinery (World Bank, 2022). The combination of an inflated financial balance sheet and a low level of productive investment is taken as an indicator of overaccumulation. 
The second axis also has two dimensions: intensive and extensive. They are opposite poles of the same spectrum. An intensive regime of accumulation is characterized by high levels of productivity growth and high levels of income growth. It is compatible with a declining number of working hours. An extensive regime is marked by the intensified exploitation of labour in the face of low productivity growth: people need to work more for less. Productivity is commonly measured as labour productivity or the total value of domestic production divided by the total number of hours worked (CBS, n.a.). The analysis draws on two publications to describe the development of labour productivity in the Netherlands (Koopmans, 2021; Smid, 2005). The development of real incomes is operationalized by looking specifically at the minimum wage and the average collectively bargained wage, as they relate more directly to the working class as the source of value (Koopmans, 2021). Both are corrected for inflation. The labour share of income is subsequently used as a more general indicator of the intensified exploitation of labour (ibid.). It measures the portion of the value produced by labour that is actually received by labour. Two additional sources are used for data on the provision of labour time by the Dutch work force (Al & Selten, 2004; Ebregt et al., 2019). The focus lies on the total number of working hours, rather than the number of working hours per person, given the level of generality of the regime of accumulation as a concept. Finally, since incomes are determined not just by the wage but also by the income redistribution of the government, the analysis includes a brief overview of the development of government expenditures and the distribution of the tax burden (CBS, 2023d; Van Essen et al., 2022). 
The operationalization of different modes of regulation requires that a distinction is made between regulation at two levels of generality: the level of capital accumulation in general and the level of the debt industry. De Rijk (2018a; 2018b) provides a succinct overview of the regulatory processes that contributed to the changing nature of capital accumulation in general in the Netherlands. This account serves as the backbone for the first section of the analysis. It considers the regulation of the wage relation (collective wage bargaining, minimum wage and social security benefits, flexibility of labour contracts, availability of migrant workers, and so on), the form of competition (corporate governance standards, competition policy regarding mergers and acquisitions), and the monetary restraint (barriers to the transnational movement of capital, capital requirements for banks, monetary policy, etc.) (ibid.). The regulation of the debt industry in particular is operationalized along the same three axes, based on secondary sources such as academic papers and other research publications, as wells as primary sources such as policy documents and legislative texts. Regulations that touch upon the wage relation have a direct impact on the income of the debtor. They concern the relationship between creditors and debtors: consumer protection legislation, the interest rates and administrative fees that creditors and debt collectors are allowed to charge, the rules regarding debt collection and in particular the confiscation of income and property, and the procedures that govern the routes toward debt forgiveness. The form of competition refers to the relationships between firms, most importantly in the debt collection market and the secondary debt markets. The implementation of market-based competition among bailiffs, the emergence of a ‘no cure, no pay’ system, the self-regulation administered by the KBvG and the NVI, the entry of the government into the debt collection sector, and the efforts of the European Union to stimulate secondary debt markets should all be seen in this light. There is a considerable overlap between these two axes and the third axis, which is the monetary constraint. All the abovementioned regulations have an affect on the creation and the enforcement of household debt and as such on the institutional configuration of money as the universal equivalent. 
The sources of agency within the debt industry can be classified into roughly three categories. First, there are creditors and other actors such as debt collectors that benefit from the exploitation of debtors. They are understood as a type of money capitalist. A number of professional associations and other interest groups exists through which their political activities are organized, including but certainly not limited to the KBvG (bailiffs), NVI (extra-judicial debt collection), NVB (Banks), and the VFN (Other financiers). Second, there are debtors who are understood to be part of labour and in many cases of the surplus population. This is a difficult category to operationalize. Debtors are largely absent from the policy process as well as from public debate, unless they are actively involved by policy makers and journalists on an occasional basis. There appears to be no formal organization that indicates that debtors constitute not just a class fraction by itself, but also a class fraction for itself. Debtors affected by the ‘toeslagenaffaire’ are a notable exception. They have organized several protests and have established a foundation that helps victims of the scandal find a specialized lawyer (NOS, 2021; STOP Ongekend Onrecht, 2023). The lack of engagement with debtors through interviews and other qualitative methods is a significant shortcoming of this thesis. It could have provided valuable insights into the unrecorded activities of debtors and the barriers that prevent them from organizing and articulating their class interests more noticeably. Debt assistance providers – such as the NVVK (municipal banks), LOSR (legal counselors), and VNG (municipal governments) – are often the closest thing that debtors have to a form of representation. This is problematic considering that their independency vis-à-vis the debt industry is questionable, especially in the case of the NVVK which also represents financial administrators. Additionally, most providers of debt assistance are either part of the government or funded by the government. It would therefore be more accurate to place them within a third category, namely the integral state. They exercise the (bounded) agency of the capitalist state, together with other government organizations such as the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Social Affairs, and the Tax and Customs Administration. This is not to say that state actors cannot act in the best interest of debtors. The strategic selectivity of the state simply means that different parts of the state can be expected to be more or less susceptible to different interests, as will be shown in the final part of the analysis. The analysis of class agents is based on a document analysis of their contributions to legislative consultations, their statements in the media, and other forms of communication such as publications on their websites. It also looks at the descriptions of their actions provided by the secondary literature. Particular attention is paid to the ideational component of these communications and the ways in which they might come together to form a hegemonic discourse. Several organic intellectuals are identified throughout the text. 
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[bookmark: _Toc142949166]Accumulation and regulation in the Netherlands

In order to contextualize the emergence of the debt industry, this section provides a brief overview of the general pattern of accumulation and regulation in the Netherlands. It is argued that national and European legislation facilitated the development of a financialized and extensive regime of accumulation. From the 1970s onwards, the power of capital was bolstered by the elimination of barriers to the transnational flow of money (De Rijk, 2018b). This was the result of concrete political decisions, including the dismantling of the Bretton Woods system and the gradual achievement of free capital movement through European integration (Van Riel, 2015, p. 14). Mobility improved the bargaining position of capital vis-à-vis labour unions, government institutions, and other stakeholders (De Rijk, 2018b). It enabled investors to take their business wherever wages were lowest and regulations were weakest. At the same time, new legislation, such as the Tabaksblat Code in the Netherlands, empowered the shareholders of large corporations (ibid.; Van der Zwan, 2014, pp. 107-110). They were given the authority to decide over mergers, acquisitions, and matters of corporate governance. Shareholders consequently tightened their grip on executive management through reporting requirements, appointments to the board, and executive compensation in the form of company stocks (ibid.). The shareholder value doctrine became common sense. Short-term profits for impatient speculators replaced long-term company goals (De Rijk, 2018b). The majority of profits was no longer reinvested in production, but spent on dividends, stock buy-backs, the acquisition of competitors, or held in reserve. The transfer of competition regulation to the European level and its subsequent liberalization facilitated the emergence of large multinational corporations with monopoly and monopsony power (Buch-Hansen & Wigger, 2010; De Rijk, 2018b). This allowed for the realization of even higher profits through the intensified extortion of workers, suppliers, and consumers (ibid.). The (de)regulation of the financial sector – for example by lifting capital requirements, removing caps on interest rates, and maintaining a low rate of inflation – lead to the significant expansion of speculative debt-backed financial assets, which provided an outlet for the accumulated capital that was no longer invested in real production (De Rijk, 2015; De Rijk, 2018b). Corporations themselves became increasingly indebted to financial markets following their efforts to appease shareholders and develop profitable speculative activities, whereas commercial banks shifted their activities to consumer finance (Lapavitsas, 2011, p. 620-622). 
The expansion of the assets and liabilities of households and corporations on the one hand, and the lack of investment in real production on the other, provide ample empirical support for this condensed account of overaccumulation and financialization in the Netherlands. According to the IMF, the ‘uncommonly large’ financial balance sheet is a defining characteristic of the Dutch economy (Chen, 2021, pp. 1-2). Its relative value peaked in 2017 at more than 2000% of GDP, which is considerably higher compared to the balance sheets of France, Germany, and even the United Kingdom (ibid.). Financial corporations account for the biggest share and are the main contributors to the balance sheet’s expansion. Private financial sector assets increased from 612% of GDP in 1995 to 1486% in 2017, especially due to improved equity positions (CBS, 2022a; CBS, 2022b). This largely reflects the presence of multinational corporations and shell companies in the Netherlands and their role in foreign direct investment (Chen, 2021, pp. 7-8). During the same period, private financial sector liabilities increased in roughly the same measure from 630% to 1487% of GDP (ibid.). This trend is paralleled by the growth of value added by financial and insurance activities as a percentage of GDP, which increased from 4.4% in 1971 to 6.5% in 2017 (UNSD, 2022). Again, the Netherlands scores considerably higher than most other advanced economies, with the exception of major financial centers and tax havens such as Switzerland (ibid.). Following the lead of financial capital, non-financial corporations increased their financial assets from 191% of GDP in 1995 to 351% in 2017, whereas their liabilities went up from 392% to 474% of GDP (CBS, 2023a; CBS, 2023b). The relative deleveraging of non-financial corporations was not so much achieved by actually paying off debts, but rather by increasing equity positions in and lending more money to other corporations (Chen, 2021, p. 9). A closer look at the non-financial companies listed on the Dutch stock exchange reveals that they borrowed a total of 587 billion euros between 1988 and 2018, most of which was spent on dividend payments and share buy backs, 438 billion and 147 billion respectively (Wigger & Fernandez, 2021, p. 41-42). The companies’ financial reserves, which refer to retained profits that are invested in financial assets, increased from 37 billion to 246 billion during the same period (ibid.). In 2019, the president of the Dutch Central Bank commented on the fact that most of the country’s saving are held by corporations. Apparently, he explained, they do not see sufficient opportunities to invest and instead hoard their profits (Hagens, 2019). Finally, Dutch households’ assets increased from 247% of GDP in 1995 to 337% of GDP in 2017, whereas their liabilities amounted to 77% of GDP in 1995 and 113% of GDP in 2017 (CBS, 2023a; CBS, 2023b). Dutch households are not only amongst the most indebted, but also among the wealthiest households in the world, especially due to the high value of their pensions and insurances, and as a result make a considerable contribution to the Netherlands’ net creditor position (Chen, 2021, p. 6; p. 11). The distribution of wealth among households, however, is also among the most unequal in the world and second only to that of the United States (Van Geest, 2022). A tenth of Dutch households owns 60% of total household wealth (ibid.). 
One might expect the exponential growth of the national balance sheet to have been accompanied by a similar growth in investment and the value of the means of production. This has not been the case. Gross capital formation declined from nearly 30% of GDP in 1970 to just over 20% of GDP in 2017, where it had been hovering for decades (World Bank, 2023). In the case of listed non-financial corporations, the value of capital as a percentage of total assets was nearly halved during roughly the same period (Wigger & Fernandez, 2021, p. 42). The total value of the national stock of capital goods likewise declined from 304% to 284% of GDP between 1995 and 2017 (CBS, 2023a; CBS, 2023c). Since financial firms are considerably less dependent on capital goods, their growing economic importance places further downward pressure on productive investment (De Rijk, 2018a). The lack of productive investment is related to the loss of value added from manufacturing, mining and other industrial activities, which fell from 25.1% of GDP in 1971 to 13.6% of GDP in 2017 (UNSD, 2022). The growing assets and liabilities of Dutch corporations and households appear to be completely detached from investments in production and point towards a financialized regime of accumulation. 
The concentration of large quantities of highly mobile capital in the hands of a small group of powerful shareholders that is able to extract profit through financial rather than productive channels is only one side of the equation. A financial regime of accumulation goes hand in hand with the intensified and state-regulated exploitation of labour. For about forty years since the early 1980s, the doctrine of wage moderation dominated collective bargaining in the Netherlands (De Rijk, 2018b). Employer organizations, labour unions, and the government collectively argued that lower wages would make companies more competitive and create more jobs (ibid.). A defining moment was the signing of the Wassenaar Agreement in 1982, whereby the labour unions agreed to lower wages in exchange for reduced working hours. The government also contributed to wage moderation by freezing minimum wages and related social benefits, declining to approve overly generous collective bargaining agreements, and cutting the salaries of public sector employees (ibid.). To this day, collectively bargained and government regulated wages are lower in real terms than they were in the late 1970s, despite historically low but nonetheless steady advances in labour productivity until 2009 (Koopmans, 2021; Smid, 2005, p. 4). The income share of labour deteriorated as a result, from 58.7% in 1975 to 47.9% in 2019 (Koopmans, 2021). This figure would have been much lower had the top income deciles been excluded. A recent study shows that the lowest earning half of the population brings home only 19% of national income (Van Essen et al., 2022, p. 2). Contrary to the promises of the Wassenaar Agreement, the moderation of wages was not accompanied by a reduction in labour time. The number of hours worked per member of the productive population actually increased from the 1980s onwards (Al & Selten, 2004; Ebregt et al., 2019). The Dutch population still works slightly less per person then it did in the 1950s, but mainly due to the increased labour participation of women and people aged over 55 the total labour time provided by Dutch workers has grown (ibid.). State policies played a significant part in expanding the work force. The gradual increase of the retirement age and the implementation of student loans made going to work a necessity for both the oldest and youngest members of the productive population (De Rijk, 2018b). Social security programmes became more restrictive and less generous. Getting the unemployed back to work became their number one priority. Additionally, European legislation aided the arrival of cheap migrant workers. Without a social safety net, and with intensified competition on the labour market, many people were forced to accept low-quality jobs, thereby contributing to the downward pressure on wages (ibid.). Such jobs tended to offer little security. The Netherlands became the ‘champion’ of outsourcing and flexible labour contracts, once again facilitated by national and European legislation (ibid.). Even though the collective work force received less pay and less security for more work, the government increasingly shifted the tax burden from capital to labour, whilst at the same time imposing austerity measures on the welfare state. Dutch government expenditures amounted to over 60% of GDP in 1983 and declined to 42.1% in 2019 (CBS, 2023d). Cuts to social security and education contributed significantly to this reduction of the government budget (Bos, 2006, p. 10). Lower expenditures disproportionately benefited the wealthiest members of society through lower taxes on profits, wealth, and high incomes (De Rijk, 2018a). A recent report shows that the lowest earning half of all households pays an effective tax rate of 55%, whereas middle class households pay a 40% tax rate, and the highest earning ten percent of households pays only 36% of their income to the state (Van Essen et al., 2022, p. 2). Based on the modest levels of productivity growth, the declining income share of labour, the increased labour participation, the growing precariousness of work, and the relatively high taxes levied on wages, it can only be concluded that the Dutch regime of accumulation is extensive and depends primarily on the intensified exploitation of labour. This exploitation does not limit itself to the wage relation. On the contrary, given the lack of investment in productive capacity and the expansion of the financial balance sheet, capital accumulation in the Netherlands appears to rely increasingly on secondary forms of exploitation based on debt. Debt-led accumulation constitutes the structural context within which the debt industry has been able to emerge. 
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The normalization of household debt

This emergence has a long history. Prior to the 1970s, household debt was seen by most people as a sign of poverty. If you wanted to buy a car or a washing machine, you were expected to save (Jonker, 2018). If you were unable to save in the first place, you should not be able to take out a loan at all. Household debt was therefore not seen as a normal part of daily life, but rather as a matter of public concern, not in the least because it was often offered by usurious pawnshops. Government intervention, however, was hindered by the opposition of lawyers and their defense of the principle of contractual freedom (Jonker et al., 2017, p. 119-121). The financial crisis of the late 19th century provided a new impulse and led forces within the government to harden their opposition against household debt: a threat that had to be contained and against which the poor had to be protected (Van den Borne-Verheijen, 2017, p. 24). Hence, at the initiative of five social democratic members of parliament, the ‘Geldschieterswet’ was finally adopted in 1932 to limit usury through the implementation of a permit system administered by municipal governments (ibid.). It prohibited malpractices including lending to someone who is intoxicated and lending without a formal agreement. It also placed a limit on interest rates and other costs. In addition, many municipal governments established their own banks to provide the poor with an alternative to loan sharks. The ‘Nederlandsche Vereniging voor Volkskredietwezen en Bestrijding van den Woeker’ was founded in the same year to coordinate the new public credit system and the fight against usury (ibid.). The regulation of consumer debt spurred the growth of ‘buy now, pay later’ schemes, leading the government to extend regulation and adopt the ‘Wet op het afbetalingsbedrijf’ in 1936 (Jonker et al., 2017, pp. 123-124). 
The new laws did not settle the debate on debt. Theodore Rees van den Ende, a prominent banker and Christian democrat, presented himself as an early organic intellectual that came out in support of consumer debt (Van der Most et al., 2018). He found the ‘Nederlandse Vereniging voor Gezinskrediet’ and the ‘Europese Organisatie voor Financieringsmaatschappijen’ to help him plead his case nationally and internationally. He argued that it was in no one’s best interest to postpone purchases; not in the interest of the consumer that would have less time to enjoy the product, and not in the interest of the producers that would have trouble selling their commodities when supply outgrew demand (Van den Ende, 1948, pp. 359-360). Consumer debt would also provide a new and profitable investment opportunity in a time when the returns on government bonds and corporate loans were low (ibid.). It would make consumer goods available to the masses and help the Netherlands achieve the same economic success as the United States (Van der Most et al., 2018). Van den Ende thus redefined lending as a way of saving in hindsight (Van den Ende, 1948, p. 357). After all, the consumer would have to put some money away each week or each month to pay back the loan. Does that not sound like saving? Not everyone was convinced by his pleas. Thomas Fruin, a social democrat and president of the association of municipal banks, emerged as an organic intellectual on the other side of the debate (ibid.). He argued that saving offered more security than lending and worried about the harm that debt would bring to the financial stability of the household and the country. 
The latter view would continue to dominate public opinion for some time, but consumer debt continued to expand in a post-war society marked by increasing wealth and consumerism (Theunissen, 2015, p. 44; Jonker et al., 2017, p. 124). Cars, washing machines, and other durable consumer goods became available to the masses and were often bought on credit. This development was aided further by the entry of main street banks into the world of consumer finance (Jonker, 2018). Banks were confronted with a growing demand for corporate debt, but were still subjected to strict capital requirements at this point (Van Riel, 2015, p. 13). This led to a scramble for household savings as a foundation for the further expansion of debt and inspired the proliferation of new financial services aimed at consumers (ibid.). The total of extended consumer debt then increased from only 12 million euros in 1941 to 55 million in 1955 to 814 million in 1970 (Theunissen, 2015, p. 44; Jonker et al., 2017, p. 128). The changing societal attitudes towards debt also found their way into politics. The government first replaced the malfunctioning ‘Wet op het afbetalingsbedrijf’ with the ‘Wet op het afbetalingsstelsel’ in 1961. It tightened the regulation of ‘buy now, pay later’ schemes, but it also gave birth to the idea that the supply of debt to people of little means can be left to the market given the right conditions, for example by demanding that creditors check the creditworthiness of their lenders. Dutch banks followed suit in this attempt to prevent ‘over-indebtedness’ by establishing the ‘Bureau Krediet Registratie’ in 1964 through which they could exchange information about households’ debts. The replacement of the ‘Geldschieterswet’ with the ‘Wet op het consumptief geldkrediet’ in 1972 solidified the evolving norms in both politics and society (Jonker et al., 2017, p. 127). It is a development that should be understood in part as a response to the economic malaise of the early 1970s, which the government, corporations and households all tried to muddle through by taking on more debt (Van Riel, 2015, p. 66). The government declared that credit was no longer seen as a threat to low-income households, but as an indispensable part of modern life (Jonker, 2018). Consumer debt was redefined as a way of saving for a product after having already purchased it: a crafty conceptual turn-around reminiscent of the ideas of Rees van den Ende. 
This legal milestone in the normalization of debt reconceptualized citizens as consumers, all equal before the law, and the preoccupation with protecting the weak was replaced with a new emphasis on consumer protection (Jonker et al., 2017). Information became the key to making sure that consumers would make rational and proper decisions. The European Communities formalized this idea with the adoption of the Information Paradigm in 1975 and the European consumer credit directive in 1987 (Jonker et al., 2017, p. 129-131). Creditors were subjected to minimum service standards and mandatory information duties. They ought to inform clients about the legal and practical aspects of the agreement, and themselves about the creditworthiness of the client. There is of course a flip side to this paradigm. If creditors have taken all the right precautions, then consumers are responsible for their own decisions and their own indebtedness (ibid). As such, the normalization of debt as an everyday consumer good reinforced the social power of debt as a form of the money fetish. The idea that people who struggle to make ends meet are vulnerable to various forms of usury disappeared into the background, at least temporarily, and made way for a view of debtors as people who freely enter into a contract and should bear the consequences of their own actions. 
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Social insecurity, debt assistance and the clean slate principle

The rise of consumer finance produced a growing number of households with problematic debts that they could not repay, during the 1970s and especially during the 1980s. Unemployment levels were high whilst wages and social security programmes were subjected to the moderation politics described in the first section of this chapter. As a financial and extensive regime of accumulation began to take shape, the surplus population increased. The number of households living on or below the social minimum more than doubled in less than ten years and reached 830.000 in 1987, of which 140.000 households were facing severe financial troubles including problematic debts (Engbersen, 1991; Theunissen, 2015, p. 49). Three types of organizations began to provide debt assistance in response: municipal banks, social security services, and social workers (Jungmann, 2006, p. 21). Municipal banks, once established as an alternative to predatory loan sharks, were increasingly outcompeted by commercial banks (Jungmann, 2006, pp. 21-22). Their activities shifted from lending towards debt relief, for which there was a growing demand. Debt relief meant that the public bank paid off all the creditors at once. The debtor still had to pay off their debt to the bank, but on more favourable terms and with a prospect of debt cancellation. Social security services, tasked with getting the unemployed back to work, began to provide debt assistance when problematic debts became a growing obstacle to entering the labour market (Jungmann, 2006, pp. 22-24). Creditors were only allowed to seize wages and not benefits, which made going back to waged work particularly unappealing to debtors. It became necessary to solve clients’ debt problems in order to get them back into paid employment. Social workers, responsible for the wellbeing of their clients, likewise began to offer debt assistance once the detrimental psychological and social impacts of debt became more evident (ibid.). 
The organizations offering debt assistance entered unfamiliar territory. Problematic household debt was a relatively new phenomenon, especially at this scale. In the early stages, there were almost as many different approaches as there were organizations (Theunissen, 2015, p. 63). Whereas most municipal banks approached the issue from a more financial perspective, social security services and especially social workers were more likely to emphasize the importance of personal development. Research into this new policy area pointed out that debt assistance was largely ineffective, partly because the approaches of the various organizations were so very inconsistent (De Greef et al., 1989; De Greef, 1992). There were several attempts at self-regulation, including the ‘Gedragscode Schuldregeling van de Kredietbanken’ on the part of the municipal banks in 1979 and the ‘Handleiding Schuldhulpverlening voor Sociale Diensten’ on the part of social security services 1987 (Jungmann, 2006, pp. 22-23). These attempts were supported by the financial sector, represented by the Dutch Banking Association (NVB) and the Dutch Association of Finance Companies (VFN), out of concern for the growing number of defaults (ibid.). In 1992, the government published a policy document in which it postulated its own views on the growing number of problematic debts (Ter Veld, 1992). The document established that the social minimum – that is the lowest possible income guaranteed by the minimum wage and the social security system – was sufficient to cover the basic costs of living (Ter Veld, 1992, pp. 3-4). Problematic debts were therefore avoidable. Raising the social minimum was ruled out as a potential solution. It was deemed the responsibility of each household to manage their finances appropriately and to fulfill their financial obligations (ibid.). Nonetheless, the government acknowledged that the growing number of severely indebted households required a response. Two of the main concerns outlined in this paper were the negative effects of problematic debts on labour market participation and the costs of payment arrears for creditors (Ter Veld, 1992, p. 3). Budget coaching and debt assistance were seen as the best instruments to prevent and solve over-indebtedness (Ter Veld, 1992, pp. 4-5). This would require a more coherent approach across all debt assistance providers. The Minister of Social Affairs trusted the Boorsma Commission with the responsibility to develop concrete policy proposals. The commission presented its findings in 1994, which led to the creation of the ‘Landelijk Platform Integrale Schuldhulpverlening’ a year later (Jungmann, 2006, p. 24). This coordination mechanism produced a higher degree of uniformity across the country, although the decision to leave the responsibility for debt assistance with local governments consolidated a degree of regional variation (Jungmann, 2006, p. 25). It appears that the national government wanted to address the growing surplus population, but without compromising the interests of employers and creditors, and without taking on too much responsibility itself.
The development of debt assistance gave rise to another discussion. Municipal banks, social security services and social workers could not force creditors to cooperate with a debt repayment plan. There was also effectively no statute of limitations on debt, which meant that debtors who could not take the voluntary route had no real prospect of a debt free future (Jungmann, 2006, pp. 30-31). The law was based on the principle that ‘financial incompetence’ was not a sufficient legal ground for the cancellation of a debt. To do so would be an excessive infringement on the rights to property and contract. It was argued by critics, however, that some debtors would therefore be condemned to a life ‘akin to serfdom’ (ibid.). Several proposals were made to change the law and allow for some kind of debt forgiveness or at least the mandatory cooperation of creditors. The most influential of these proposals was published in 1986 and argued that the Dutch government should adopt a law similar to the American Bankruptcy Reform Act (Jungmann, 2006, p. 31). Debtors would be offered a clean slate if they committed to a few years of paying back as much of their debt as possible. In the same year, the Minister of Justice tasked the Mijnssen commission to review the ‘Faillisementswet’ and look into the problem of personal debt (Jungmann, 2006, pp. 32-33). It should be noted that the ‘Wet beslag loon, sociale uitkeringen en andere periodieke betalingen’ had just been adopted to end the positive discrimination of unemployed debtors (ibid.). It would henceforth be possible to confiscate social benefits, as was already the case for wages. The blow that would inevitably be dealt to unemployed debtors increased political pressure and called for a more adequate way to deal with problematic debt (ibid.). This lead a large majority in the House of Representatives to adopt a motion in 1989 and declare that it would be desirable if a personal debt were forgiven after some time and under certain conditions (ibid.). The Mijnssen commission presented its findings not much later and supported the idea of a clean slate for debtors as described in the 1986 proposal. 
Given the strong political support, a draft version of the ‘Wet schuldsanering natuurlijke personen’ (Wsnp) was presented in 1992 (Huls, 2022, p. 3). A long legislative process followed in tandem with a public debate between several organic intellectuals. Stutterheim, a law professor and advocate of stronger consumer protections, supported the new law. He emphasized that low-income households could no longer afford the normal standard of living and were therefore forced to rely on debt in order to keep participating in social and economic life (Stutterheim, 1994). The problem was that certain people were placed on the sidelines of society. The clean slate principle was part of the solution. A prominent critic of the law, lawyer Van Hees, published several articles in which he argued that the court system would not be able to handle the large number of expected applications (Huls, 2022, p. 4). Moreover, the proposed legislation would make it too easy for debtors to shirk their legal duties (ibid.). Van Hees referred to the law as ‘completely idiotic’ and said that it would reward people that made a mess of their own finances (Algemeen Dagblad, 1998). The concerns for the limited capacity of the courts lead to new political resistance against the proposal. A committee formed by the president of the insolvency lawyers association proposed a number of solutions, which were eventually incorporated into the proposal by the Minister of Justice (Huls, 2022, p. 4). Most importantly, debtors were required to attempt the ‘voluntary route’ toward debt forgiveness, before being allowed to take the ‘legal route’ created by the new law (ibid.). 
The adjusted proposal was finally passed into law in 1998, by which time the number of households with problematic debts had already grown closer to 200.000 (Melkert, 1995). It still represented a notable improvement of the legal status of the debtor (Jungmann, 2006, p. 43). The law had hitherto only supported the position of the creditor: a debt could not be forgiven without their consent, and nearly every legal instrument imaginable was at their disposal to collect such a debt. The Wsnp constituted, perhaps for the first time, a redistribution of legal rights and obligations from the creditor to the debtor (ibid.). It gave debtors the right to debt forgiveness if they had acted in good faith and in so doing placed their well-being above the interests of the creditor (ibid.). It recognized that debtors are often the weaker party in the exchange and directly intervened in the right to property and the freedom of contract. Legal principles aside, however, there are some sidenotes to be made on the law’s implementation and its impact on debt assistance. It did not take into account the possibility that the ‘legal route’ to debt forgiveness would cause problems for the ‘voluntary route’ (Jungmann, 2006, pp. 158-166). Part of the rationale of the Wsnp was that it would pressure creditors into accepting a voluntary repayment plan. The success rate of the voluntary route was expected to go up, but instead it went down. Jungmann argues that the Wsnp – a law written by lawyers rather than social workers – had unforeseen consequences for the social and organizational infrastructure of debt assistance (ibid.). Debt assistance providers could now threaten creditors with the prospect of the legal route, but for some creditors this route was actually quite attractive (ibid.). A financial administrator manages the finances and takes care of the payments, while a judge sees to it that the debtor complies with the agreement. When the personal problems of the debtor are more severe, the legal route is often the more reliable option, and the only additional cost for the creditor is the fee of the administrator (ibid.). Other creditors may have been more willing to cooperate, but it only takes one creditor who prefers the legal route to sabotage the voluntary route, because the latter requires the consent of everyone involved (Jungmann, 2006, pp. 158-166). The Wnsp has therefore both benefited and disadvantaged people with problematic debts. They can take their creditors to court if a voluntary agreement is not reached and have a better chance at achieving a debt free future, but reaching a voluntary and therefore less stringent agreement has itself become more difficult. The strict enforcement regime of the legal route can even be considered a new tool in the hands of creditors and debt collectors.
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Whereas the adoption of the Wsnp was considered a victory for the debtor, another law was adopted three years later that should be considered a significant loss: the deregulation of judicial debt collection, that is, of bailiffs. It is the most important regulatory shift in terms of the enforcement of debt claims. Bailiffs had hitherto operated under the ‘Deurwaardersreglement’ of 1960 (Van den Berg-Smit, 2013, p. 46). This meant that they could only execute their authority within their own ‘kanton’, which in turn was part of a larger ‘arrondissement’ corresponding to the geographical jurisdiction of a court . It also meant that the government set their prices for them. Bailiffs could therefore not compete with each other, neither on price nor in their respective jurisdictions. Moreover, they were subjected to the authority of the Minister of Justice. As early as 1973, the Koninklijke Vereniging van Gerechtsdeurwaarders (KVG) or the association of bailiffs began lobbying the government for a new law (KBvG, 2021). It made the argument that bailiffs had evolved from court servants to independent professionals that offered legal assistance to private parties regarding not only judicial but also extra-judicial debt collection (Van der Berg-Smit, 2013, p. 47). Bailiffs wanted to be recognized as a free profession with self-regulation and independent oversight, akin to lawyers and notaries. The government initially rejected the idea, based on the argument that bailiffs were civil servants and not independent actors (KBvG, 2021). In 1979, the president of the KVG met liberal MP Ed Nijpels at a party conference (ibid.). Nijpels agreed to propose a motion in parliament, which lead to a proposal for a new law in 1982. The KVG rejected the proposal, because it retained too much government oversight (ibid.). This play was repeated when the KVG approached liberal MP Max Tripels, who proposed another motion for a law inspired by the law for notaries (ibid.). The negotiations resumed, but the KVG walked out again in 1984, when it became clear that the state secretary would not consent to full independence (Van den Berg-Smit, 2013, p. 49). 
The lobby continued until the government finally agreed that, due to the changing nature of the profession and the entrepreneurial risks that were increasingly experienced by it, bailiffs should indeed be recognized as a free profession (Van der Berg-Smit, 2013, pp. 49-56). However, disagreement about the exact contents of the law persisted. A new window of opportunity was opened by a coalition of liberals and social democrats that had started the so-called MDW-operation, short for ‘Marktwerking, Deregulering en Wetgevingskwaliteit’, in 1994 (Van der Berg-Smit, 2013, p. 57). The purpose of this operation was to find a new balance between protection and dynamism fit for modern society, which in practice meant deregulation and privatization. A commission headed by liberal politician Ivo Opstelten once again considered the position of bailiffs and whether it would be possible and desirable to allow for market-based competition between them (ibid). The current system of local monopolies was thought to increase prices and disadvantage the ‘justice-seeking citizen’, more accurately described as the creditor (ibid.). The KVG was able to convince the commission that the liberalization of judicial debt collection could not be reconciled with ministerial oversight and should instead be based on self-regulation (KBvG, 2021). In 1997, the commission thus presented its final recommendations: abolish the limits on bailiffs’ geographical jurisdictions, establish market-based pricing with maximum fees for debtors and unregulated fees for creditors, create a public organization through which bailiffs can regulate their own profession, establish a disciplinary court and an independent financial authority for oversight (Van der Berg-Smit, 2013, p. 58). The recommendations were incorporated into a new legislative proposal that would allow bailiffs to operate nationally and compete with each other on the prices they charge creditors. The KVG would be transformed into a public organization with legal competences: the ‘Koninklijke Beroepsorganisatie van Gerechtsdeurwaarders’ (KBvG). The KBvG would regulate the sector, the independent ‘Bureau Financieel Toezicht’ (BFT)) would oversee compliance with the regulations, and the disciplinary court or ‘Kamer voor Gerechtsdeurwaarders’ would review complaints. The new law delivered what bailiffs had dreamt of for decades: independence and entrepreneurship (Breedeveld, 1993; Van Westhreenen, 1998; Berrevoets, 2001).
The design of this new market was and still is inherently flawed. It produces an asymmetry between the interests of creditors and debtors, as it requires that bailiffs combine two roles: a public servant that acts impartially towards the interests of both creditors and debtors, and an entrepreneur that makes a profit in a competitive market (Van der Winkel, 2009, p. 41). These roles contradict each other, but when the market rules, the customer is king (ibid.). Competition has produced a system in which the survival of bailiffs depends on their ability to please creditors, who are the main beneficiaries of this system. Large creditors in particular shop between different firms based on their prices and success rates and play them out against each other (Van der Winkel, 2009, p. 42). They have leveraged their market power into ‘no cure, no pay’ deals. When a bailiff is unable to collect a debt, creditors do not have to compensate them for their work. Bailiffs carry all the risk and many of them operate at a near loss as a result (Strop, 2019b). Even the president of the KBvG has admitted that the market mechanism has gotten out of control (Strop, 2019a). The Minister of Justice maintained that market forces were a good thing, because they provided a ‘natural incentive’ for ‘competitive prices’ (Strop, 2019c). 
This has a significant impact on the way bailiffs approach the debtor. Failing to collect a debt is not an option if it means that you are not getting paid, as one bailiff explains: ‘If you are truly independent, you can decide that confiscation will do no good. The incentive provided by the system is: Even if it does not earn me much, I should still confiscate their property, because then at least I will earn something. Every decision that a bailiff makes whereby he needs to think of his own wallet compromises his independence. It is as simple as that’ (Strop, 2019b). Performing unnecessary legal acts thus serves as a way to charge extra administrative fees and improve the bottom line (ibid.). Creditors have occasionally benefited from this too through ‘kick-back fees’ meaning a percentage of the fee paid by debtors (ibid.). There have been many instances where bailiffs threaten to confiscate things that they know are barely worth anything, not only because it entitles them too a fee, but also because it increases the pressure on the debtor (ibid.). The abolition of geographical restrictions on the activities of bailiffs also means that debtors are no longer confronted by only one local debt collector. Different bailiffs tumble over each other to claim what little is left, often trying to confiscate the same assets, and adding more unnecessary administrative costs in the process (Van der Winkel, 2009, p. 43). As a result, the lives of debtors are dominated by a seemingly never-ending procession of claims, notices, court cases, and confiscations. All the additional costs are added to their original debt, which becomes nearly impossible to repay. The law that is meant to prevent them from living below the subsistence minimum is often not enforced at all or applied incorrectly (Strop, 2019b). Many debtors are left impoverished and imprisoned by their debt. 
The deregulation of judicial debt collection begs the question how extra-judicial debt collection is regulated. The answer is: it is not. Debt collection agencies and other extra-judicial debt collectors have been the subject of much criticism. The Authority for Consumer and Market published a damning report in 2015, which stated that a significant number debt collectors had confronted consumers with false or outdated claims and illegal or poorly substantiated service costs, and threatened consumers with aggressive language and violent measures such as evictions (ACM, 2015, p. 2). The ACM can act against these debt collectors based on general consumer protection laws, but debt collectors themselves are not subjected to any legislation that specifically protects the rights of the debtor (ACM, 2015, p. 2). Anyone could start a debt collection company without having to meet any criteria. A number of large debt collectors thus founded the ‘Nederlandse Vereniging voor gecertificeerde Incasso-ondernemingen (NVI)’ in 1989 to organize self-regulation (Freudenthal, 1996, p. 80). The NVI has historically represented between 20 and 30 large extra-judicial debt collectors that together serviced an estimated seventy percent of the market, although this figure is disputed (Geurts, 2018, p. 3). It administers a quality mark, a code of conduct, and employee certifications. These are mandatory for NVI members and are supposed to make sure that they do not charge unnecessary fees, intimidate debtors, provide inadequate information, and so on (NVI, 2019a). The ACM shows, however, that both members and non-members are responsible for the observed malpractices (ACM, 2015, p. 2)  . 
The self-regulation organized by the NVI is therefore best understood as a political and ideological strategy. Several political initiatives to implement more stringent legislation have already stranded on the argument that self-regulation is enough. In 2013, for example, Minister of Justice Fred Teeven denied parliamentarians’ requests for state regulation by pointing out that the largest debt collectors were already part of the NVI, despite the fact that a lot of abuse occurs at the hands of non-members (Koops, 2014). More generally, self-regulation lends support to the argument that responsible debt collection is possible given the right conditions (Van Noordenne, 2015). The quality marks are used to make a clear distinction between good insiders and bad outsiders. Whenever abuse is reported in the sector, the NVI is always quick to report that this would not have happened if the debt collector in question had been subjected to its rules (Hovius, 1995; NVI, 2017). Whenever the NVI appears in the media, it calls upon the government to repress these ‘mala fide’ collectors, preferably by applying the NVI rules to the entire sector and giving the NVI formal regulatory competences (NVI, 2015; 2017; 2020, p. 2). Potential clients are advised to hire only certified members until then (Minkman, 2014). The distinction between good insiders and bad outsiders neutralizes criticism by equating non-members with everything that is wrong with the sector. While it may be true that certified members are less likely to commit outright fraud or abuse, it glosses over the fact that the NVI represents the largest debt collectors in the country, who are part and parcel of an industry that contributes to and profits from problematic debts.
This strategy is supported by a discourse which stresses the importance of debt collection in relation to the rights to property and payment. The NVIs self-declared motto is ‘if you buy something, you have to pay’ and is supported by the claim that ‘property is the ultimate right’ (NVI, 2018b; n.d.). The importance of these principles for the continuity and reliability of economic transactions in a credit-based society is repeatedly emphasized (NVI, 2018a, p. 2; 2021). The KBvG propagates a similar discourse. Its activities are centered around the motto ‘I will maintain’ or ‘I will enforce’. The KBvG stresses that debt collection is a form of law enforcement that plays an important role in upholding democracy and the rule of law (KBvG, 2016, p. 7). It portrays debtors as people who, willingly or unwillingly, forsake their commitments and burden society with their inability to pay (KBvG, 2021, p. 6). Members of both the KBvG and the NVI have historically accused debtors of ‘living beyond their means’, thereby perpetuating a powerful stereotype (Hovius, 1995; Van Nieuwstadt, 1996; Huinink, 1998; Klok, 2001; De Raat, 2007). The NVI in particular resists policies that infringe upon property rights and the freedom of contract, such as a relatively recent proposal to ban the buying and selling of consumer debts (NVI, 2018a, p. 2; n.d.). It even joined forces with three other credit management interest groups to protest the ‘erosion of creditor rights’ (NVI, 2021). They argue that the public interest in reducing poverty and problematic debts has led to the marginalization of the creditor, specifically through such policies as the new ‘beslagvrije voet’, which protects debtors against impoverishment by exempting part of their income from confiscation (ibid.). Similarly, their recommendations for debt assistance policy would make it easier to collect debts, for example by facilitating more information sharing, but shy away from measures that would make it harder, such as a ‘pause button’ that restrains creditors from filing new claims until debtors have had some time to recover (Positie Schuldeiser, 2021). The NVI therefore promotes an understanding of ‘responsible’ debt collection that ends where the interests of creditors begin. Debtors are entitled to clear communication and a friendly attitude, but are required to pay whatever they can spare, even if this comes at great personal or social cost. 
Despite the government’s emphasis on self-regulation, it still has a significant influence on the market for debt collection by determining the interest rates and fees that collectors can charge debtors. Pricing in turn has an effect on the distribution of surplus value within the value chain of the debt industry. It is a delicate dance. Most recently, the fees for legal acts performed by bailiffs were increased based on the advice of the Oskam Commission, which also denied that competition caused systemic problems (Strop, 2019c). The Minister seems to have met bailiffs halfway following their complaints about the ‘no cure, no pay’ system (ibid.). The government shapes debt collection in other ways as well: it has consistently supported the efforts of the European Union to stimulate financial markets for ‘non-performing loans’. Note that the term ‘non-performing’ takes the vantage point of the creditor: a loan does not perform its function of generating consecutive payments (Mertens & Metz, 2022, p. 169). The EU promotes this practice, which began to proliferate around 2005, as a way for banks to manage the problematic debts on their balance sheets (Jungmann, 2020, p. 12; Mertens & Metz, 2022, pp. 181-182). The overarching aim is that banks improve their stability and profitability by selling the loans to professional investors and debt collectors, who are better equipped to enforce the debt claims. The EU has taken steps to remove ‘undue impediments’ to secondary debt markets, even though its own impact assessment revealed that this would potentially have a very negative impact on debtors (ibid.). It has been observed that the Commission appears more closely aligned with the wishes of the European financial lobby – who were responsible for more than half of the contributions to the policy consultation, compared to only three organizations representing workers or consumers – than with its own policy on consumer protection (ibid.). Similar to the Commission, the Dutch government argues that secondary debt markets contribute to the efficient management of non-performing loans, and that professional investors will price the risks associated with NPLs appropriately (Dijsselbloem, 2017). Even if this were true, debt collectors that purchase non-performing loans must still compensate for the relatively high risk of default by buying the loans far below their nominal value and by using more aggressive enforcement methods than usual (Mertens & Metz, 2022, p. 179). They are therefore less likely to agree to a repayment plan, more likely to re-start an already failed attempt at collection (which entitles them to collect the administrative costs incurred by the former creditor in addition to their own), and more likely to take a debtor to court (Geijsen et al., 2019, p. 9). It is widely recognized that the international trade in consumer debts has made debt collection even more aggressive (Jungmann, 2020, p. 12). 
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Whilst deregulation and commodification were paving the way for the increasingly disciplinary enforcement of debt claims, the possibility of debt forgiveness came under attack. The clean slate principle established in 1998 was evaluated as early as 2001, before anyone could have even completed the three year-long process (Huls, 2022). The evaluations came to the tentative conclusion that the Wsnp had failed to increase the success rate of the voluntary route and instead admitted too many people to the legal route (Jungmann & Schuer, 2007, p. 27). It put too much pressure on the court system, particularly due to the complex cases of people that were deemed ‘not ready’ (Donner, 2004, pp. 1-3). Their psychosocial problems, such as depression or addiction, made it difficult for them to honour the terms of the repayment agreement and made it more likely that they would ‘relapse’ into debt (ibid.). In 2003, representatives of financial administrators and insolvency judges complained about the workload once again (ibid.). The Minister of Justice proposed a number of changes to the law to restrict access to the Wsnp to those who ‘were ready’, promote the use of voluntary debt assistance, and as such ease the pressure on the court system (ibid.). In the explanatory memorandum to the legislative proposal, he reiterated that debt cancellation is a serious infringement upon the property rights of creditors (Donner, 2004, p. 2). The societal benefits of debt forgiveness, specifically the reintegration of the debtor into society and into paid employment, must therefore outweigh the societal costs of the harm inflicted on the creditor. If a person was unlikely to be properly reintegrated, then debt forgiveness served no purpose. The new legislative proposal thus denied access to the legal route to people dealing with mental health problems, addictions, or homelessness, as well as people with a debt resulting from a felony, and people that had already tried the legal route before in the past ten years (Huls, 2022, p. 5). It also increased the burden of proof on all debtors to show that they were in fact ‘ready’ to start the process (Donner, 2004, p. 9). Those who were not ready were instead to receive care from the providers of voluntary debt assistance, which the proposal sought to improve. It was argued that by restricting the access to the Wsnp, debtors would work harder to successfully complete the voluntary procedure (Donner, 2004, p. 5). Furthermore, the proposal added new instruments to the toolbox of voluntary debt assistance (Huls, 2022, pp. 5-6). It gave judges the possibility to force difficult creditors to sign on to a voluntary agreement if they were blocking an otherwise decent proposal without good reason. Another addition to the toolbox was the ‘moratorium’, which temporarily prohibits confiscations and evictions to give debtors some time to come to an agreement with their creditors.
Debt assistance providers – NVVK, Divosa and VNG - and scientific experts were critical of the proposed changes (Donner, 2004, pp. 10-13). A supreme court ruling had already defined a preference for the Wsnp based on its reliability as a good reason for a creditor to decline a voluntary agreement, meaning that this part of the proposal would have only a minimal impact (Jungmann & Schruer, 2007, p. 27). At a more fundamental level, they rejected the idea that psychosocial problems should be addressed prior to debt forgiveness. Personal and financial problems reinforce each other and should be addressed jointly (ibid.). They wanted to improve the guidance of those entering the legal procedure, but the Minister of Justice maintained that this lay outside of his responsibilities (Donner, 2006a, p.6; Donner, 2006b, pp. 8). The Minister of Social Affairs would assume responsibility for the rejected group of debtors through voluntary debt assistance. However, the ‘Raad van State’ wrote that it was unclear whether voluntary debt assistance would be strengthened sufficiently to deliver on this promise (Tjeenk Willink & Donner, 2005, pp. 1-2). The proposal was met with enthusiasm, on the other hand, by the legal community based on the lower workload that would result from it (Donner, 2004, pp. 10-13). The Dutch Association of Banks (NVB) and the Association of Financing Companies in the Netherlands (VFN) also responded favorably to the measures restricting access to the Wsnp, although they protested the possibility of forced cooperation with the voluntary procedure (ibid.). The proposal was passed into law in 2008. A state secretary of justice later explained that the changes were related to the ‘quid pro quo’ nature of debt forgiveness (Huls, 2022, p. 6). Debtors are expected to pay back as much of their debt as possible. If they cannot do that, for example due to their psychosocial problems, they cannot earn a clean slate (ibid.). This line of reasoning then constitutes a paradox: debt forgiveness exists for those people who cannot pay back their debts despite their best efforts. Yet debt forgiveness is withheld from people who cannot pay back their debts, because of problems that lie at least partially outside of their control. This contradiction reveals that the interests of the creditor prevail over the interests of the debtor. It is once again made clear that debt forgiveness is not considered to be a right. If you cannot earn it, you do not deserve it. 
The adjusted Wsnp constituted a shift from legal to voluntary debt assistance. The ‘Wet gemeentelijke schuldverlening’ (Wgs) was adopted in 2012 in support of the latter’s growing importance. It made voluntary debt assistance the official responsibility of municipal governments and required them to formalize their debt assistance policies, but it did so in the wake of a financial crisis and without providing additional funds (Huls, 2022, p. 7; Jungmann, 2020, pp. 13-14). Local governments thus had to decide how to respond to the surge of problematic debts whilst also facing large budget deficits themselves. At this point, the total number of households with problematic debts had increased to between 373.000 and 531.000 (Kerckhaert & De Ruig, 2013, p. 8).  This created a financial incentive to further restrict the access to debt assistance in an attempt to control the costs, which is indeed what happened (Jungmann, 2020, p. 15). The adjusted Wsnp also constituted a shift from debt forgiveness and a clean slate to ‘stabilization’ and ‘manageable debt’. As the ministers of social and economic affairs wrote in 2016: ‘Since the change of focus in 2008 from debt free to manageable debt, creating a stable financial situation has increasingly become the main goal of debt assistance, instead of debt forgiveness. This change of focus came with the realization that debt forgiveness requires a number of conditions to be met, such as a stable living situation and a stable income, that are simply unattainable for some. The change of focus also had consequences for the organization of debt assistance, which has since been characterized by greater product differentiation aimed at achieving financial stability’ (Huls, 2022, p. 7). Voluntary debt assistance providers developed a new approach – ‘the new style’ – with a greater emphasis on stabilization (NVVK, 2008, p. 13; p. 15). 
The most important effect was the growth of various forms of financial administration. Initially, financial administration was mostly voluntary. Debtors could take back control over their finances whenever they wanted. This changed with the adoption of the ‘Wet wijziging curatele, bewindvoering en mentorschap’ in 2014. This law opened court-mandated financial administration, which until then was meant only for people who were legally incapable of handling their own finances, to people with problematic debts (Huls, 2022, p. 12). Once you are in, you will not regain control over your own finances without permission from a judge. The number of people in financial administration quickly outgrew the number of people partaking in voluntary and legal procedures towards debt forgiveness. It increased from 97.000 in 2009 to 242.000 in 2018 (Kuijpers et al., 2018). Financial administration functions as a closing entry on the balance sheet of debt assistance (ibid.). Debtors that do not meet the tightened criteria are stored there with no real perspective of a debt free future, especially because financial administrators do not have a financial incentive, nor a legal duty, to help their clients get out of debt (Van den Berg et al., 2020, pp. 32-36). In fact, they have an incentive to keep their clients indebted as long as possible. It allows them to keep earning their service fee, which is paid for either by the debtor or the local government. Financial administrators are still subject to self-regulation, even though there have been many instances of fraud and theft (Kuijpers et al., 2018).
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By the late 2000s, the debt industry as it exists today had mostly taken shape: a severely indebted surplus population, commodified household debts, an authoritarian debt enforcement regime, and debt assistance without a real prospect of a debt free future. The Dutch government then put a final nail in the coffin of the debtor by developing into the country’s largest creditor itself: one with extraordinary competences and an unforgiving anti-fraud policy. In 2006, a new system of means-tested social benefits or ‘toeslagen’ was adopted (Strop, 2019a; Van der Vlugt et al., 2013). The purpose of the toeslagen is to help people pay for basic needs including housing and health insurance, and their implementation coincided with a reorganization of the health care system based on private health insurance. The complex nature of the toeslagen means that they often need to be paid back (ibid.). When low-income households cannot afford this, they are forced into debt. As of 2009, private health insurance companies can charge customers that have more than six months’ worth of overdue insurance fees an additional monthly fee (Jungmann, 2020). This fee is used as a disciplinary instrument and is not used to pay off the debt. Those who cannot afford health insurance can usually not afford the additional fee either and are only pushed further into debt. In 2011, the government increased the fines for not paying traffic tickets (Van der Vlugt et al., 2015, pp. 8-9). If someone cannot pay for a ticket and ignores two notices, their total debt to the government will amount to 300% of the original fine. After that, the price of not paying is a week in prison, which happened to more than 80.000 people in 2014 (ibid.). In 2013, the ‘Fraudewet’ was adopted to combat social securities fraud (Van Helden, 2014, pp. 13-17). People who provide false information and wrongfully receive benefits as a result must pay back at least double the amount received, even if all they did was make a mistake. Furthermore, those who are convicted of fraud can no longer receive any form of debt assistance. The underlying idea is that forgiving debts that are the result of fraud would undercut the deterring function of the law (ibid.). The Fraudewet has since received significant criticism, particularly due to the ‘toeslagenaffaire’. Recipients of child care benefits were wrongfully accused of fraud and many of them ended up losing everything, even the custody of their children (Peters, 2021). In 2015, a new system of student loans replaced a system of scholarships, thereby forcing most students to rely on debt in order to finance their education. According to the most recent numbers, one out of every five former students is running behind on their payments (Van Put & Leblanc, 2019). These and other regulatory changes have contributed to the high number of households with problematic debts owed to the government: 92.980 due to toeslagen, 270.740 due to unpaid taxes, 207.580 due to overdue health insurance payments, 119.500 due to traffic tickets, and 80.610 due to student loans (CBS, 2021). All of these debts are potentially worth billions combined (Van der Vlugt et al, 2013). 
Furthermore, the government has acquired far-reaching competences as a debt collector (Jungmann et al., 2012). As of 2009, the Dutch tax authority can withdraw up to a thousand euros from a debtor’s bank account in order to settle a debt, even if this results in a negative balance, without prior permission from a judge (Van der Vlugt et al., 2013; Jungmann, 2020). Most government agencies responsible for collecting debts can also issue a warrant that allows them to confiscate income and property if the debtor does not respond within two days, without going to a judge first (Jungmann et al., 2012). Research has shown that this method of debt collection often leaves people living below the subsistence minimum, which is possible because the government is in many cases exempt from the ‘beslagvrije voet’ which is supposed to makes sure that debtors are left with enough money to live, for example when someone is accused of social securities fraud under the Fraudewet (Tuzgöl-Broekhoven et al., 2019). The government is also known as one of the most demanding clients among debt collection agencies and bailiffs. As one bailiff notes: ‘They give us thousands of outstanding debts and want us to collect as many as possible. They do not care what happens on the debtor’s doorstep. They are not interested in individual cases’ (Strop, 2019b). Lastly, it should be noted here that the government makes money from debtors in yet another way, namely through court fees (Muntz et al., 2018; Strop & Hamming, 2019). This only adds to the original debt and furthermore discourages low-income debtors from going to court and pushing back against abusive creditors (Heuveling van Beek, 2018). Cutbacks on pro bono legal assistance have likewise benefited the government budget whilst undermining the debtor’s ability to claim his or her rights (Muntz et al., 2018). For this reason, debtors have been referred to as the ‘cash cow’ of the Ministry of Justice (Strop & Hamming, 2019). 
The fact that several government institutions have a stake in the debt industry has a bearing on the strategic selectivity of the state as a whole. It adds to the already uneven terrain upon which the struggle between the interests of debtors and creditors takes place. Take, for example, the role of different ministries in the organization of debt assistance. The Ministry of Justice, which together with the Tax and Customs Administration derives the most revenue from debtors, is responsible for the legal portion of debt assistance. It is often more receptible to the arguments of lawyers and judges than it is to pleas of debt assistance providers (Huls, 2022, pp. 10-11; 13). These arguments tend to align more neatly with the organizational and financial interests of the Ministry. They stress the importance of protecting property rights, lowering the workload for the courts, and improving the efficiency of debt collection. Whenever a conflict arises between the well-being of the debtor and the enforcement of the law and its central principles, the Ministry of Justice chooses to uphold the latter. According to a study finance by the Ministry of Social Affairs, the Ministry of Justice and the Tax and Customs Administration are even more protective of the interests of creditors than the association of banks itself (Brummelkamp et al., 2006, p. 11). To the contrary, the Ministry of Social Affairs is much less dependent on the payments of debtors to close its budget. It is responsible for the voluntary portion of debt assistance and is most receptible to the arguments of debt assistance providers, which constitute the closest thing most debtors have to a form of representation in the policy process (Huls, 2022, pp. 10-11). Yet, the Ministry of Social Affairs has surprisingly little influence over the sector. Local governments are ultimately responsible for the implementation of debt assistance policy. Competences are distributed across different sections and levels of the government in a way that skews the playing field to the detriment of the debtor. 
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This thesis set out to identify the real, underlying structures that enabled a thriving debt industry to emerge. Two main mechanisms are identified here. The transition towards a financial and extensive regime of accumulation produced a lack of profitable investment opportunities and a growing surplus population which became increasingly indebted. This presented the state with the challenge of securing the continued social reproduction of the unemployed and the underemployed in a way that was compatible with the requirements of the new accumulation regime. Problematic debts had to be addressed in order to prevent the complete exclusion of debtors from the labour market. At the same time, the ability of creditors to extract surplus value through secondary forms of exploitation needed to remain intact, and the costs of the welfare state needed to be kept under control. The reliance of the surplus population on debt was therefore never questioned, but rather regulated and perpetuated. A system of debt assistance was developed to help households pay back their debts. Attempts to create a path towards debt forgiveness were repeatedly sabotaged, until those who could not pay back enough of their debts were pushed into a place of perpetual ‘stabilization’. Meanwhile, the debt-led accumulation regime required a regulatory shift in the enforcement of debt claims. The state put a hefty price tag on debt collection, introduced market forces into the judicial debt collection sector, stimulated the commodification and exchange of problematic debts in secondary debt markets, and turned a blind eye to the widely reported misconduct of debt collectors. Large creditors, including the government itself, could be certain of cheap and efficient debt collection, whereas the surplus population was subjected to intensified market discipline. The emergence of the debt industry should thus be seen in part as a product of the changing material structure of capital accumulation, translated into a mode of regulation through the active lobbying campaigns of lawyers and debt collectors, enabled by the strategic selectivity of the state, particularly the Ministry of Justice. 
The second mechanism is more ideological in nature, although it cannot be separated from the abovementioned material developments. The normalization of consumer debt in the early 1970s, combined with the development of consumer protection, reinforced the social power of debt as a form of the money fetish. Debt was no longer seen as the product of an asymmetrical power relation, but as an equal contractual relation. Debtors were redefined as irresponsible consumers that had freely entered into a financial obligation and would now have to bear the consequences of their own decisions. Creditors, on the other hand, became ‘justice-seeking citizens’ that were well within their rights to demand compensation. This discourse attained a hegemonic status. The government argued from the beginning that debtors were responsible for their own finances. Lawyers and legal scholars doubled down on the primacy of property rights. Bailiffs and debt collectors alike were eager to stress their role in upholding the rule of law. Even debt assistance providers largely accepted that their clients had a duty to repay their debts. This hegemonic discourse then supported the gradual erosion of the clean slate principle. Debtors that could not provide a ‘quid pro quo’ had no right to ask for forgiveness. It also legitimized the push for efficient and affordable debt collection. Whenever the hegemonic bloc crumbled, for example when bailiffs began criticizing free competition due to their own lack of profitability, the state stepped in to unite the bloc and reaffirm the discourse. 
These conclusions add a new perspective to the otherwise mostly apolitical literature on problematic debts in the Netherlands. However, the thesis also has several shortcomings that would need to be addressed in future research. First, the reliance on desk research has contributed to a lack of empirical data on the role of debtors in the debt industry. The observation that debtors are absent from most regulatory and discursive processes may have explanatory value by itself, but does not really contribute to emancipatory praxis. Future research should approach debtors more proactively, possibly through interviews, and explore the relationship between debtors and the broader working class movement. The seeming lack of engagement between labour unions and debtors needs to be problematized. Second, future research would need to address the more recent developments in the regulation of the debt industry. Increased media attention for problematic debts since roughly 2017 has contributed to shifts in public opinion. The government has responded to public criticism with several measures aimed at solving problematic debts. Although it appears that the measures will not affect the debt industry in any fundamental way, a focus on these recent developments might contribute to a more nuanced understanding. 
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