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When following public debates on over-indebtedness and financial stability
in South Africa, the story seems to be plain and easy to understand. Too
many citizens are living beyond their means, so they drift into indebtedness.
Their fate derived from behaving in an irrational way. The lesson of this plot
comes forward clearly: everything would be fine if they would only follow
the intended ways of the credit market.

In such a context, the multifaceted analysis of Deborah James, Money
from Nothing: indebtedness and aspiration in South Africa provides
important insights into the social dependencies and mutual obligations,
which cannot be manipulated by individuals at their own convenience. Her
focus lies on the middle class as the typical stratum of society that drifts into
financial stress. She aims at complementing the aseptic model of a ‘contract-
centred, market-oriented’ economy (which has been abandoned by most
economists long ago, but enjoys a second life in many business newspapers
and, unfortunately, political discourses) by adding stories from the lifeworld
of ordinary citizens. The South African household as a place in which
economic planning, consumption, reproduction and redistribution takes
place, reflects complex conflicts that derive from historical heritage as well
as from contradictory demands of contemporary society.

The book comprises seven chapters that cover quite different topics,
which can be discussed here only in part. The first shows the impact of
personal money lending on the social identity of the post-apartheid middle
class and vice versa. The social advancement of many interviewees had been



based on two factors: the investments of their parents’ generation in
education; and on an allegiance to the post-apartheid state as main provider
of well-paid jobs. The consequence, however, consists quite often in a
multitude of pretensions from the family. Not only that keeping the own
nuclear family in the middle class is an expensive endeavour; South African
social conditions usually result in demands of the less lucky relatives. In this
regard, marriage turns out to be an unviable venture for men and women alike,
because the finances of a couple get stressed from a whole range of claims
like bridewealth, support for family members and the necessity to defend a
social status in the community. This is the main reason why the precocious
recommendations of commentators, indebted people should abandon their
conspicuous consumption, is wasted. James reveals how domestic thriftiness
can go hand in hand with indebtedness.

The second chapter turns to the societal negotiation of the topic, with an
inevitable focus on the environment in which the Marikana killings took
place. It is no longer a secret that money lenders chose the tightened living
conditions around the mines as a profitable market area. The remarkable
thing about the Marikana protests was that a social problem, which usually
is treated as the destiny of isolated individuals, was taken up as a topic of
collective action of solidarity by the miners.

Of special importance are James’ results on the debt counselling industry.
Often confronted with non-compliant debtors and unwilling creditors, their
power is restricted to the mediation of new time frames of repayment
schemes. This presents absolutely no solution to the really over-indebted.
Internationally, South Africa takes an exceptional position by offering no
option of debt relief (Niemi et al 2009). Debt discharge is to the advantage
of debtors, creditors and society alike. Debtors can get back into social life,
creditors benefit because debtors receive new incentives to earn money and
pay back at least a part of their financial obligations, and society is relieved
from the need to support people who have no prospect of an autonomously
led life (Kilborn 2007). By insisting on the absolute defence of property
rights in the National Credit Act, the whole debt counselling procedure is
turned into a fruitless but expensive rescheduling operation. Real help for
the over-indebted needs a debt relief mechanism that burdens some more risk
on creditors, a move which would also make them more careful in their
lending practice. However, according to the Policy Review Framework 2013
of the Credit Act by the government, this still seems not to be intended
(Government Gazette 36504 of  May 29, 2013, and relating media releases).
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In her remarks on the historical legacy of land dispossession James points
out that  dispossession resulted in a very specific profile of the South
African credit landscape, depriving a majority of the population of any
accumulated assets. Its effects are not limited to the distribution of property
alone, but also effected in confrontational and, at times, violent relations
between borrowers and lenders. Indebtedness had always been a tool to
create dependency and force people into harsh working conditions in South
Africa.

In a further section, James sheds lights on what she and colleagues call
‘popular economies’, which deals with complementary practices to formal
finance (Hull and James 2012). It has its focus on stokvels and other informal
monetary practices, without reducing them to a mere traditional remnant of
the past. Stokvels show their ability to teach financial literacy, and some
projects try to make use of this, for example by helping urban dwellers that
are in arrears with their rent. Instead of excluding them from social life,
stokvels may lead them back to an autonomous control of their monetary
affairs. Additionally, stokvels themselves change their forms, and many of
them serve the aspirational wants of a new middle class, for example by
investing in financial markets or by developing growth-oriented business
models (Krige 2014). James points out that these clubs can be places of social
distinction and hierarchy as well as a realm of mutuality and solidarity (125).

The book continues with reflecting on the intermingling of different
formal and informal instruments, making the financial realm a very complex
one for ordinary citizens. Here, loans of one source are used to repay debts
at a different point. Credit providers aggressively advertise their offers,
concealing the long-term consequences in the small print of contracts.
Especially after the financial crisis of 2007, no conspicuous consumption
was necessary in order to fall victim to the debt trap. Yet, in South Africa no
lender has to fear the loss of his principal, so why should they embrace fair
play in their business with inexperienced consumers?

In her final chapter, James deals with the influence of religion on the
financial life of South Africans. Churches are presented as another realm in
which redistribution and aspiration mix with each other, and produce
paradoxical outcomes. Christian churches turn out to be not only places of
charity, but also an important impetus for competition in social upward
mobility. More than a few sermons sound like lessons of a neoliberal
motivational coach. Therefore, the switch to another church may represent
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the ambition to distinguish oneself from the past in the same way as loyalty
may express solidarity with the neighbours of the childhood.

One of the themes James considers is the degree the aspiration of social
upward mobility backed the turn from apartheid to democracy, an ambition
that did not always fit well into the collective invocation of political
liberation. As a consequence, these aspirations often were left to individual
initiatives, making use of new market opportunities, and resulted in variegated
attempts to reconcile them with family obligations, community life and
cultural traditions. Less successful strategies ended in long-term
indebtedness. However, the strength of the study brings weaknesses with
it. The emphasis on the interpenetration of household-based informal
finance and the new formal market options seems to neglect the clear
tendency that dominates this relation. Latest figures of 2014 show that 12.79
million South Africans are in arrears with registered formal lending institutions,
and the category ‘long-term indebted customers’ in particular grows
constantly (Credit Bureau Monitor June 2014). Much-praised micro-credit
plays an inglorious role in this story (Bateman 2014). The formal lending
business is a primary social trouble spot of South Africa. Although the
daunting dynamic of this problem was mentioned by James, it does not
receive a central position in the overall picture of her study. The consumer
credit market drives socially more flexible and careful lending practices out
of business. James’ study remains indispensable in demonstrating the
diversity of the financial landscape of South Africa nevertheless.
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