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How to Think Realistically about Public Debt

Janosch Prinz and Enzo Rossi

Abstract: To what extent are questions of sovereign debt a matter for political rather 

need not boil down to the crude Realpolitik of debtor-creditor power relations—a 

conclusion that would leave no room for normative theory, among other problems. 

Rather, we argue that (iii) in a democratic context, a realist approach to politics 

deliberative approach to the normative evaluation of public debt policy options.

Keywords:

Introduction

In this paper, we put forward an argument for politicising public debt in ways 

compatible with the requirements of democratic politics. Sovereign (or public) 

debt1 2 Policy initia-

stable is widely viewed as a technical question best answered by economics. 

-

sidering debt that is owed to the other branches of the state.

argument to polities characterised by a democratic ideal of popular sovereignty.
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a context in which democracy purportedly matters.

-

public discourse since the Great Financial Crisis (GFC) was labeled a sover-

eign debt crisis (for arguments that this way of addressing the overall crisis is 

-

are hence morally debased, or as households which live beyond their means. 

In technocratic narratives, states are urged to heed advice about sustainable 

-

-

(Roos 2019: 301). These narratives tend to claim to be above the political fray: 

they aim to displace politics with technical administration or with the applica-

range of reasons. Politics cannot be eliminated from questions of public debt 

distortions.

Our alternative proposal is that, to counter the danger of ideology, public 

debt must be politicised all the way down (and that is to say, as we will seem 

Realpolitik

default, enforcement, and so on. That picture would leave little room for a 

-

Realpolitik of public debt. 

-

retical space open, without lapsing into either technocracy, or moralism, or 

that, in a context in which democracy purportedly matters, the politics of pub-

-

alistic, power-centric—as opposed to moral-status-centric—conception of de-
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Attention to sovereign debt has been sparse in political theory3 until a 

-

ner 2018).4

that sovereign debts have to be paid in full no matter what (“pacta sunt ser-

-

-

-

Best 2016, 2018). The suggestions for remedies have included a shift from 

purely technical rules and procedures for transparency and accountability, to 

shaped by a view of political philosophy as applied ethics, and so focused on 

intra-institutional deliberation.5 Political economists (Roos 2019) and histori-

detail, though those disciplines mostly refrain from engaging with normative 

-

moral commitments (mis)construed as pre-political.

discourse about, and governance of, sovereign debt displaces politics, is the 

-

-

normative consequences of sovereign indebtedness in terms of the self-determination of 

George (1992) and recent development economics.

The Philosophy of Debt (2016) provides a more general philo-

sophical treatment of the institution of debt which also reaches into macroeconomics, pub-
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-

the term.6

to entail, namely that public debt should be politicised all the way down. That 

will allow us to return to our initial case study and show how, in a way, what 

used to bypass a complicated issue in democratic theory—i.e., the social and 

-

More precisely, the ideological conception of public debt led to the wrong 

a two-pronged approach to reform the politics of public debt in a democratic 

direction.

Moralism and Technocracy

-

 An initial rescue 

Greece adopting an agenda of austerity, labour law liberalisation, and large-

-

6. For an insightful, undogmatic and accessible discussion of the notion of ideology, see Fin-

layson 2016: chapter 3.

the concentration on sovereign rather than private debt at the centre of the crisis narrative 
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grammes and the Memorandums of Understanding between Greece and the 

-

vices, public pensions, and overall economic activity drastically reduced for 
8

spending most of the bailouts on foreign debt service9 and through the pro-

-

verted from 80 percent private and 20 percent public to 20 percent private and 

80 percent public, whilst the relative magnitude of domestically held public 

debt rose as well (see Roos 2019: 263–68). It is worth noting that members of 

10

-

parliament were in doubt (e.g., through rule by decree and the installation of an 

8. Overall, the population was hit hard by the crisis. Disposable income fell by 40 percent on 

-

10. Roos (2019: 238) suggests that “[a]fter an initial period of dithering and denial, the French 

and German governments . . . decided that they should prevent default at all costs: they 
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2015, which ended the longstanding duopoly of the conservative (ND) and 

-

with 61.3 percent voting against the terms (at a turnout of ca. 62.5 percent). 

However, shortly afterwards, the Tsipras government—under strong pressure 

-

-

count) should not paper over the fact that wage levels have not yet reached 

For the purposes of our critical exercise, it will be important to identify the 

analysis of public discourse on this issue reveals a two-pronged notion. Public 

debt would be, ostensibly, an obligation incurred by a state that, as such, sim-

ply must be repaid (i) because it is a promise, and (ii) because failing to do so 

would lead to economic catastrophe for all involved, and especially the debtor 

moralising frame, and (ii) the technocratic frame for 

debt to private debt, and focused either on grounding the obligation of Greece 

debt, e.g., whether full or reduced repayment is required, as a form of technical 

administration to be determined by economic theory rather than politics. These 

discourses sought to provide normative orientations for how to deal with pub-

show that either moral or technical norms, rather than political power, shape 

Our contention is that neither the moral nor the technical claim was epis-

temically tenable at the level of certainty at which it was uttered (which itself 

claim in line with the actual practices of those putting it forward. If that is the 
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case, there are at least two senses in which public debt is not what it seems, 
11

-

tions. Technocratic frames support a depoliticised approach to how obliga-

tions should be discharged. Moralising and technocratic frames are in a very 

close relationship, because moralist frames circumvent public discussion of 

payment obligations, the acceptance of which prepares the ground for using 

technocratic frames for the administration of payments that also circumvents 

debt apolitical,12

-
13 despite the fact that in 

mainstream economics, accounts of debt the probability of non-repayment is 

discounted in the interest rate as a matter of course.14

-

payment obligations as categorical, playing on an analogy between the person-

agreements between states as similar to promises between individuals (or indi-

vidual households). It tied the above-mentioned trope of private irresponsibil-

-

11.

that if a political actor relies—consciously or not—on epistemically questionable narra-

tives to buttress their position, then there is reason to consider their position ideological 

protects and/or reproduces the power relations of the status quo, or reinforces the position 

-

12. The Economist 

has for the past 60 years sought to contrast its reason-based approach to economics with 

the supposed irrationality of politics.

13.

bolsters the technocratic framing.

14.

and, given the desirability of a certain amount of uncorrelated assets, even advises acquir-

for pointing this out to us.
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under which Greece should be provided with liquidity would be set unilater-

[crisis], and every time the members meet, its own existence, and especially 

of the countries in need of loan programmes should not participate in the 

negotiation because we trust in the institutions with the most expertise, with the 

15

“can vote however they want, but whatever election result we have will change 

-

politics post-GFC).16

debt by the creditors—both for their domestic audiences and in their attempts 

their behaviour. This is true of both the moralising and the technocratic frame, 

though it is perhaps most evident in the former case, and most relevant too, 

insofar as a deceptive behaviour by those claiming the moral high ground is 

15. -

forms to become competitive, otherwise Greece will never be able to stand up to the ex-

third Memorandum of Understanding], and if the program gets implemented decisively 

2015).

16.

the start of the GFC.
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particularly callous. Decisions about public debt were framed as a matter of 

and McNamara 2015). Yet actual decisions were made on the basis of political 

expedience and relative power of creditors and debtors, contrary to the morali-

-

state and economy.  In other words, the moralised discourse was inconsistent 

-

tors18 -

19

In addition to being inconsistent with the actual practices of their support-

ers, both frames are also epistemically untenable, at least relative to the degree 

of conviction with which they were advocated. In the case of the moralising 

-

monsensical bourgeois respectability and morality: “One should simply have 

-

nhold 2010).20

-

18.

2011.

19. Alexander Douglas has shown that the moralist argument for balanced budgets is self-

defeating. In as far as the state is ultimately responsible for the viability and the moral 

standing of the institution of debt, under capitalism its legitimacy is tied to the provision of 

20.

-
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is no doubt about the fact that a household budget is not a good analogy to a 

The epistemically untenable character of the technocratic narrative is 

highlighted by the fact that the supposed consensus among economists about 

-

tional) political economy and heterodox economics, the supposed consen-

sus view on debt repayment and austerity is actually highly contested (Blyth 

2012). And even within mainstream macroeconomics, there are fundamental 

-

-

tions within the IMF opposed extending a loan to Greece under the conditions 

debt.21

22

Moralisation and technocracy are political strategies whose appeal stems 

to possess extra-political foundations and uncontroversial validity. As we have 

seen, however, moralisation and technocracy do not possess such uncontro-

versial validity. Rather than providing the most morally sound and rational 

political actors actually deal with public debt, as we will see shortly.

Now, if mainstream public discourse on debt is not what it seems, what is 

-

tion engendered by both the moralising and the technocratic frame. Both mor-

alisation and technocracy treat states as unitary actors, which is a distortion, 

ways for the extent of public debt. Indeed, we want to show that the politics 

class war in service to very particular interests, as demonstrated by some of the 

most authoritative reconstructions of the events in Greece between 2010 and 
23 Simplifying somewhat, we maintain that 

21.

22. Other critical notes from within broadly technocratic views include Buchheit and Gulati 

2020).

23. Realpolitik is, after all, typically the politics of treating the state as a unitary actor, on be-
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states—a problem of power concentration, not of moral standing, as we will 

see below.24

of public debt can be understood as composed of two related types of reduction 

to mere power relations, beyond the reach of democratic politics: (i) a reduc-

tion of the force of the loan agreement to the power relations between debtors 

and governmental elites.

crisis. The oligarchic mechanism can be schematically reconstructed as fol-

sense of the concrete implications of this course of events, consider that, as a 

-

the actual politics of public debt, in spite of the moralistic and technocratic 

rhetoric that would have the public believe otherwise.25

24. Our argument is compatible both with the view that contemporary liberal-democratic states 

tendencies are the result of elite capture of a state that is not already committed to wealth 

25. The realist literature treats beliefs, political discourse, and even philosophical arguments 

whether it is successful in persuading a population, so we can remain neutral on how ef-

Southern one).
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How to Politicise Public Debt Democratically

In the previous section we painted quite a grim picture. Here we will outline an 

alternative politics of public debt—one that politicises public debt all the way 

down in a democratic manner. But before we can do so, we need to explain 

why such an alternative is even possible, and why it is required. Indeed, some-

one sympathetic to an old-fashioned version of political realism may welcome 

our unveiling of the Realpolitik

leaves of moralism and technocracy, and laid bare what politics is all about, 

namely (elite) power.26 This would mean that there is no normative conver-

sation to be had, except one about the instrumental rationality of incentives 

that, somewhat paradoxically, this hard-nosed understanding of the politics 

of public debt misses important opportunities for politicisation, at least if we 

understand politics in context, which in the case at hand means that democratic 

aspirations are a necessary element of politics. In other words, and despite 

appearances, oligarchic Realpolitik does not politicise public debt all the way 

down, at least not in a democratic context.

-

-

liams maintains that normative political questions should not be addressed by 

a particular context. That is to say, polities must provide order in ways that 

-

tion grounded in a moral conception of the person similar to those found, e.g., 

in the public reason literature (Rossi 2013), but rather a requirement derived 

from a conceptual distinction between politics and suspended warfare, or brute 

coercion: politics inhabits a distinctive sphere between quasi-voluntary coop-

-

-

tions of the power are not conditioned by the power itself, i.e., that it is not 

26.
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one we use here).

sensitive way.

realist politicisation of public debt. The relevant context, as we noted, is that of 

recognition of the political order as authoritative in the relevant—in our case 

-

of technocracy and moralism. The question then becomes: would removing 

-

the Realpolitik of public debt: the actors at play are exclusively governmental 

as going beyond the 

assertion of power in a democratic context

elite (note that, importantly, a policy can be acquiesced to without the overall 

Realpolitik -

tics for the current democratic context, as it leads to a consolidation of elite 

power which clashes with the promise of democracy to disperse power.

To understand that claim in the context of our argument we can turn to 

recent developments in realist democratic theory. The general idea of inter-
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of democracy is power-centric, and thus not grounded in abstract moral no-

tions such as freedom or equality (Christiano 2008), nor in some epistemic 

these crucial democratic institutions is best understood in terms of the power it 

denies to various elites, and which is thereby retained by various groups of or-

of democratic institutions because it is power-centric: it is grounded in the 

political as opposed to the moral characteristics of democracy, or in political 

as opposed to moral values.28 The oligarchic characteristics of the Realpolitik 

we need a politics of public debt that does not require the cover of ideological 

-

may be acquiesced to).29

To translate that point into a set of desiderata for a democratic politics 

disperse power among those over whom it is exercised. Such a democratic 

politics would politicise public debt all the way down in a non-moralistic way, 

while avoiding the perils of Realpolitik.

At the very least, a democratic politics of public debt must neither turn out 

to be ideologically distorting nor further the concentration of elite power. The 

more a politics of public debt meets these desiderata, the better its chances are 

-

can only formulate the conditions in rather general terms here: especially in 

light of our methodological commitments, we eschew detailed blueprints and 

maintain that concrete implementation should remain a matter of democratic 

political struggles.30

public debt-related power and (ii) the quality of deliberation on public debt. 

The hope is that if the two desiderata are co-realised, a revised conception of 

28. There is a growing literature on realism and the distinction between moral and political 

articulated by Jubb and Rossi (2015), Sleat (2016), and Jubb (2019).

29. Note that this contextualist move is not a way to smuggle in a moral presupposition in order 

-

30. For a detailed discussion of this methodological point, see Rossi 2019.
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public debt which emphasises that public debt is a means to serve public pur-

poses (and not the other way around) may develop.31

-

lated power under democratic control. This control needs to be appropriate 
32 For this control to be 

would not only need to incorporate the relationship between creditors/lenders 

public debt as safe assets, as has been shown in debates about monetary policy 
33 and with how states are 

actors, which in turn gives these actors power that is of limited public account-

large extent, on popular control over setting rules for entering into debt agree-

ments and for issuing loans (underwriting), and would also need to extend to 

the review of the status of present loans. This would include the power to hold 

accountable those who decided to lend or borrow, at the very least to investi-

gate to what extent these decisions were furthering the public purposes of the 

Another important aspect of public control is the role of what have come 

-

cal fray (typically by relying on technocratic narratives). In other words, we 

-

ing public debt a mainstay of public concern, rather than a topic reserved for 

-

cussion about public debt is either ideologically distorting or inappropriate 

for the democratic context, and has barely advanced beyond the false choice 

between depoliticisation (moralism and technocracy) and the Realpolitik of 

public debt.

31.

Braun and Downey (2020).

32. -

actors. This is arguably not the case in the most powerful monetarily sovereign countries 

33.

than by the balance sheets of each state.
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(ii) Deliberation must put the public at large into a position to non-ideolog-

ically evaluate whether the regime of public debt (either in the role of debtor or 

creditor or both) furthers public purposes or not (and hence supports or threat-

can neutralise power—it cannot, as ample evidence on motivated reasoning 

shows (Bagg 2018a).34 Deliberation is needed because the selection of public 

debt policies must be both public (in a non-ideologically distorted way) and 

open-ended. But, given the poor quality of current public discourse on debt, to 

formulate a proposal for deliberation on public debt we have to start more or 

less from scratch.35

have seen above, in ideologically distorting moralist and technocratic terms 

-

these purposes.36

-

cratic terms, we expect that their legitimacy would be severely challenged by 

a democratic politics of public debt that meets our desiderata (Clegg 2013), in 

Deliberation on public debt should further have recourse to (but not neces-

sarily be directed by) the best available evidence which will be a combination 

 That is to say, technocratic 

-

suited to proper public deliberation—a point familiar from debates on the role 

of science in public reason, grounded not in ideals of equal respect for fellow 

Our emphasis on the importance of deliberative quality for a democratic 

-

cratic politics of public debt into deliberative democracy in a narrow, technical 

34.

that deliberation will at least contribute to the dispersion of power.

35.

that draw up their mandates.

36. None of the above guarantees that future debates about public debt will not turn out to be 

dominated by moralism or technocracy.
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sense, which is only partly compatible with our realist commitments due to its 

rather proposing a focus on the deliberative quality of the political processes at 

-

-

activism, protest, rhetorical confrontation, and public information campaigns. 

The more narrowly deliberative forms of exchange of reasons would only play 

a minor role, for realists still have ample reason to be cautious about the prom-

debt would need to come to terms with, amongst other things: the systemic 

in the wider dynamics of capitalist economies.38

38. -

stand them, that reinforces the need for broader public education on political economy and 

envisage that such a public discussion may proceed along lines such as those: the rough 

much more than it exports, and this, in turn, because the productivity of capital and labor 

-

(ii) the imbalance with foreign countries is not a one-way phenomenon: what can creditor 

-

economic contraction, contagion to other countries, etc., should Greece declare default, 

part of the calculation.) At this point the purely political and normative discourse begins: 

-
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Increased attention paid to, and increased popular control over, public debt 

39 -

of debt, which is, all things considered, a consequentialist case for produc-

that the political value of debt, in particular public debt, cannot be reduced 

democratic legitimacy. Such interest may spill over into the examination of, 

e.g., the public and (public-)private money creation, and the public basis of 

-

ham 2004). Indeed, understanding how such institutions are interwoven with 

some control over the system, which has arguably been a blind spot of much 

inter alia, about the viability and even the desirability of public debate on mat-

legitimacy need to be made understandable to the wider public, or they cannot 

coexist with democracy.40

To be sure, our approach is not exhaustive, nor can we promise it will solve 

the problem of the democratic legitimacy of public debt in two fell swoops.41 

-

39.

of credit.

40. For a more general argument on the problem of theoretical complexity in democracy see 

41. Another challenge for our approach would be to determine how a democratic politics of 

-

on reasonable expectation, have the potential to undermine the ability of a debtor state to 

maintain its democratic legitimacy. This returns us to questions about monetary solidarity 
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-
42 would 

not have the power to enforce the current global public debt architecture that 

discourages default (either as repudiation of debt or as restructuring) without 

-

agencies (e.g., through national legislation and through potential changes to 

the other two pillars).43 This means that the democratic politics of public debt 

would have considerable wherewithal over private creditors.

A Methodological Conclusion

of legitimate democratic politics, and so we put forward two ideas for how to 

ameliorate the situation.

In conclusion, it may be worth saying a little more about why our recom-

mendations are so tentative—a limitation that, we maintain, is at least in part 

due to our methodological stance. An obvious methodological lesson from the 

preceding discussion concerns the perils of ideology in political argument, 

in the body of the paper. However, an extension of that lesson may be worth 

highlighting here, namely a general caution about the limits of theory, and 

and scientistic overreach we have diagnosed in the moralistic and technocratic 

frames, respectively.44 So the realist moral of the story here is that when the-

transcend it. Besides, the very context-sensitivity that drives our argument for 

politicising public debt all the way down cautions against theorising policy 

42.

43. The rough idea here would be to ring-fence public debt issues as far as possible within 

domestic law, and to specify very demanding underwriting requirements.

44. Realpolitik sense 

described above, or in the more subtle ways examined in Aytac 2021.
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blueprints in quasi-algorithmic abstraction from local realities. In other words, 

should heed the realist call for philosophical modesty: in addition to reminding 

ourselves that the political philosopher is always socially situated, the lesson 

here is that a lot of the terrain often claimed by political philosophy should be 

left to the rough and tumble of politics.

Janosch Prinz Enzo Rossi

Maastricht University University of Amsterdam
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