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Debt That Cannot Be Paid in Western Niger
SakumA Yutaka®

Abstract

Against a backdrop of the European debt crisis and a series of widespread financial crises that
started with the 2008 bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers, the debate regarding debt has been steadily
intensifying in recent years.

The book Debt: The First 5000 Years (2011) by David Graeber made substantial use of an
enormous number of ethnographic resources. In his book, Graeber proved that debt is not merely an
economic phenomenon; it also involves the social dimensions of obligation and indebtedness. Graeber
made it abundantly clear that the global movement of financial capital is not merely the pursuit
of personal gain; it is also buttressed by the morality of the idea that “one has to pay one’s debts”.
Although it was a tremendous achievement, Graeber’s argument has a weakness in that it reduced
to economic debt that can be quantified using money, which he modeled after modern Western
Europe, as well as excessively segmented social debt, which he modeled after non-Western European
countries.

This paper focuses on the complicated intertwining of the economic and social debts that were
generated in a specific place. The dynamism of debt will also be clarified.

In this paper, I describe the following case that I personally experienced in February of 2018 in
Niamey, the capital of the Republic of Niger. I called my former research assistants who lived in the
village to Niamey. I was able to experience an emotional reunion with them, and we spent some quiet
time together. However, the situation became completely different after we said our goodbyes. Over
the phone, my former assistants expressed their dissatisfaction about how they had shouldered a
debt for my sake. With obvious concern, I went back to where they were and offered to take over the
debt. However, they refused my offer and did not even inform me of the debt’s amount.

What had been behind their behavior? I interpreted the interactions as follows: Clearly, the
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economic theory of “maximizing one’s own gain” was not the reason behind my former assistants’
actions. Instead, their actions had been motived by the peculiar brand of logic called “maximizing
the other person’s social debt (indebtedness) and minimizing your own social debt”. If correct, this
theory, due to something that cannot be said or paid, goes against Graeber’s point of view that the
characteristic of debt can be quantified and that the potential of debt as something that strengthens

social ties can emerge instead.
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