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Abstract
The class structures of European and other mature capitalist societies is undergoing a profound transformation. However, progressive policies and politics still focus on advantaging or aiding sections of the residual working class. The industrial working class is not only numerically diminished,  but has divided into those with access to financial assets, such as home ownership and pensions entitlements and many more, across the occupational and employment spectrum, unable to acquire such property. These social strata resemble the indebted populations  that have existed throughout history as the exploited counterpoint to creditors classes to whom they are indebted.
This analysis reprises that ancient historic structure of inequality. It shows how politics in the socialist and social democratic traditions mistook the conflicts between industrial workers and industrial capitalists as the essence of capitalism and the route towards its abolition or reform.  Now, however, the financialisation in Europe and in other western capitalist societies has also reshaped the business class as financial capital has become more dominant than industry. These two class groupings now confront each other as a new, indebted proletariat and an exploitative creditor class of rentiers. After a comparative analysis of evidence of this exploitative relationship in different countries I examine existing and potential policies and movements that could emancipate the  debt-stricken asset-poor and/or reform the dominance of rentier interests.  

				***************
Introduction
	Oranges and lemons,
Say the bells of St Clement's.

You owe me five farthings,
Say the bells of St Martin's.
When will you pay me?
Say the bells of Old Bailey.

	When I grow rich,
Say the bells of Shoreditch.
When will that be?
Say the bells of Stepney.

I do not know,
Say the great bells of Bow.

English Nursery rhyme,circa1650 CE


Progressive political analysis and activity have mainly followed and focused on conceptions of a working class as both principal victim and potential change agent of market capitalism. However, the rise of late twentieth century feminism, the international dispersion of manufacturing industry and technological transformations have cast doubt on the centrality of the iconic (usually male) factory or manual worker. As will be shown below, these trends have interacted with and been accentuated by changes in the culture and interests of political parties and movements. Essentially these have downgraded the salience of working-class interests and related policies. Policies have  instead often come to focus on ethnic, disability and gender disadvantages. Yet , irrespective of these cross-cutting inequalities and the decline in manual industrial work, inequalities of wealth and incomes have intensified. The key development being the ascendancy of neoliberal policies and interest groups that have ‘financialised’ public and social resources. Thereby benefiting financial capital and penalising those dependent on wage labour or the diminishing generosity of the state (Phillips 2006, Dore 2008).
These changes raise two critical questions for those on the left of the intellectual and political spectrum. 1) Is it increasingly wrong to focus on and prioritise production relations and the related occupational structures? 2) Should they look beyond industrial work and the wage labour relationship to more basic class relationships; bluntly: to that between the owners of financial assets versus the ‘propertyless’? This paper argues for the second proposition, while explaining that the reasons for supporting the first one lie in the pan-historic condition of the subjection of the propertyless by the owners of financial assets. This latter story begins in the next section with the ways that Marx and Engels centred class on the occupational sphere by refocusing from asset asymmetries onto the industrial division of labour. A perspective that has turned out to be mainly specific to only one historical conjuncture.

1. Productivist vs Market Concepts of Class 
’The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guildmaster and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight . . .’​
So wrote Marx and Engels in their 1848 Manifesto of the Communist Party. A text which ended by predicting that class struggles formed by conflicts within manufacturing industry would propel the industrial working class into the leading role for political and social change. However, this historical sweep conflates different kinds of class division and exploitation.
In particular it conflates legal financial inequalities with production relationships. In ancient society those divisions between patricians and plebeians arose from legal-constitutional codes. The grunt work In mines, farms and workshops was mostly done by enslaved workers. In ancient Roman society, slave status often resulted from indebtedness to patricians. The original ‘proletariat’ in the city of Rome itself were freemen (fewer as free women) who had lost land holdings and subsisted on either earnings from urban trades or from state-financed rations of grain: popularised in Juvenal’s famous phrase about political bribery as ‘bread and circuses’. 
 	Marx transferred this concept of  the classical proletariat to contemporary wage workers as dependant because both lacked property of any kind; no tools, no land, no capital. Proletarian status in Roman society often resulted from peasant-farmers’ migration to the cities because they fell into debt and had to surrender their land. Slavery, the principal labour source  also arose from indebtedness. However, the Communist Manifesto, primarily a political treatise, does not make clear the importance of the legal-financial nature of these relationships.​
Instead the Manifesto skates over these conditions, asserting only that ‘Modern bourgeois society with its relations of production, of exchange, and of property . . .’ [which:] ‘… has also called into existence  . . .the modern working class—the proletarians. Transplanted into the economic dynamo of ‘modern industry’, according to Marx and Engels, the industrial proletariat experiences the inequalities and hardships of manufacturing as ‘slaves of the machine’ creating ‘hateful’ and ‘embittering’ attitudes which evolve into demands for change in the entire system of wage work. Allegedly. So the Manifesto and later writings reduce the dependent working class to the particular locus of manufacturing industry; as forces of production. Other exploitative relations under capitalism are subordinated or downplayed.
It has been left to other writers to identify and explore these residues. Max Weber was one of the first to emphasise the importance of financial over employment relations. In his magnum opus, Economy and Society, he wrote:
 	The creditor-debtor relation becomes the basis of 'class 	situations' . . . where a 'credit market,' however primitive, with 	rates of interest increasing according to the extent of dearth and a 	factual monopolization of credits, is developed by a plutocracy. 	Therewith 'class struggles' begin. (Emphasis added)
	(In Gerth and Mills (eds.) 1993, p183)​
In other  words, creditor-debtor relations are the underlying and more fundamental source of the class divisions expressed in the sphere of production.
Michael Hudson is a radical heterodox economist with practical and academic familiarity with credit markets and debt. He has studied their long-term history as far back as the ancient, pre-Roman and Greek Sumerian civilisations. He has identified similar conflicts and divisions of interest across all these societies continuing into the modern era. Hudson reached similar though independent conclusions  to Weber.
‘The defining economic character of any era is how it deals with the dynamics of debt and loss of the debtors’ means of livelihood. . . . public intervention from ‘above’ . . . to prevent creditors from impoverishing debtors. But the rentier classes fight to gain control of the political and law-making sphere and prevent . . . governments from . . . checking their self-seeking.’ (Hudson 2023, p. 422).

Return of the Rentier economy
Other, contemporary, analysts, with different aims have made similar assessments. Piketty’s famous pronouncements on inequality are premised on the thesis of an inexorable trend towards rentier economies in the capitalist heartlands (Piketty 2014). Mitchell has argued that, despite its burgeoning success, manufacturing was often seen as inconveniently competitive and unprofitable. Therefore owners of industrial capital became ‘more interested in becoming rentiers than the unrewarding work of manufacturing’. (Mitchell, 2026).  A switch stimulated and reinforced by the economic imperialism of countries like the UK; which invested in and extracted profit from infrastructure development abroad. The mushrooming of consumer goods manufacturing in the trente glorieuse after World War II seemed to have reversed this trend. However, late  twentieth, and early 21st century neoliberalism, with its globalisation and deregulation of finance capital, has enormously shifted capital back to rentier modes of profit-making.
 	In this return to rentierism both governments and many of their citizens are in hock to commercial lenders (see Pettifor 2025). Networks of credit and debt put ordinary citizens at the mercy of a variety of agencies, including the state. In the UK for example, in 2022, 6.2 million people owed money to national and local government through council tax arrears and other debts (BBC News 2022). Comelli and Skyrman
(2026) have shown that welfare states that emphasise family benefits and pensions diminish the importance of asset ownership. Conversely,poor pension and benefit provision encourages reliance on    financial sector engagement; e.g. in Australia and Canada. Soederberg has argued that this is a deliberate feature  of what she calls ‘debtfarism’. A strategy of neoliberalsed states; seeking to make the poor and financially insecure dependent on various arms of the financial sector; instead of the state (Soederberg, 2014). 
In Western and Northern Europe (France, Germany, UK) wage stagnation push middle- and low-income groups into reliance on credit providers to pay rising energy and living costs. Younger cohorts, shouldering student loan payments, escalating housing costs and consumer credit card debts have also become dependent on commercial lenders. Southern Europe (e.g., Greece, Spain, Italy) the deep welfare cuts prompted by post-crisis bailout packages for banks, created both citizens’ financial deprivation and a high volume of Non-Performing Loans (NPLs). Households here continue to deal with repayments of  basic consumption debts. Meanwhile in Central and Eastern Europe (e.g., Czech Republic, Poland) the overthrow of state socialism meant state protection for poor debtors was replaced with rules of commercial law. Debt enforcement industries were privatised with private bailiff networks strictly enforced creditors Eurozone Debt Crisis (Debt Justice 2022; Sitera 2023 ).
In North America and the UK tens of thousands of young professionals have similar debt levels to manual workers because of the loans taken out to pay for their higher education. In financial terms these ex-students are no longer part of the ‘middle class’ that flourished during the post World War II period. If the class categories of  industrial  capitalism were indeed part of a historical blip, Hudson’s diagnosis would seem to apply a fortiori to countries in the ‘Anglosphere’ but  eventually to E. U. states as well. 

The classical ‘working classes’:  now part of a bigger debtor class?
Are positions in employment and the occupational division of labour less important than one’s position in relation to debt, credit and financial assets? There is considerable, though often not fully explored, evidence for this proposition. The ongoing financialisation of entire economies has covered diverse sectors of national economies with nets of obligation, exploitation and dependence. A coverage that has coincided and interacted with the erosion of the industrial structures and processes that once dominated the economies of the capitalist North; especially those taken over by the extreme neoliberalisms of the English-speaking world. A scenario summed up by the campaigning researcher Jack Jeffrey; who depicts a:​
 	’decline in traditional employment and wage growth patterns  	[that has] coincided with a new participation in asset ownership  	and appreciation’ [which means] ’that class positions and life  		chances are now defined less by occupational status and more by  	relationships to assets.’ (Jeffrey,n.d.)
These are financial assets of which home ownership, pension entitlements, and investments are the most prominent. Of course, old inequalities and interest conflicts do continue, in more condensed forms, in the employment sphere. However, they are overlain by and often shaped by struggles to obtain or exploit assets that have financial value.
So, for example, waged workers’ security and life styles depend less on the size of the monthly pay packets. Possession of valuable housing removes them from some of the hazards and higher costs of the rental market, but provides a secure asset against which they can borrow for other purposes. As  Jeffrey puts it: ‘employment incomes are more significant for how far they facilitate wage earners’ involvement in the asset economy’. (Jeffrey, n.d.) The increasing financialisation of housing as a rent-bearing asset, mortgage debt or personal collateral means, in the words of Adkins, Cooper and Konings (2022,p19), the home ‘exists  no longer primarily as a unit of subsistence or consumption and increasingly as a balance sheet of assets and liabilities.’

Consequences for class analysis and politics
Three questions arise from the preceding analysis. How and with whom do asset rich wage earners identify politically? Do those in asset-poor classes align with more radical groups and parties, which in Hudson’s terms, could aim to curb their exploitation by the creditor classes and institutions? Alternatively, does the state act as a protective patron against such exploitation; or as a grudging and inadequate provider of forms of public credit?
Support for governments and parties that seek to maintain elements of what used to be the ‘welfare state’ has eroded and splintered in most western democracies. Which suggests that asset-rich wage earners no longer identify politically with other workers who are asset-poor or completely propertyless. Although not universally true, this deficit suggests that the asset-rich are instead more likely to align politically with groups and parties that protect parts of the asset economy, e.g. financial investments or property markets. Conversely, workers and dependants deprived of asset and property ownership may be more receptive to programmes/policies aimed at curbing the autonomy and power of financial interests.​	
Right-wing parties and movements are allied with and often financed by the financial blocs that extract value and profits from diverse lending and rental activities. They are now hostile to public spending on ‘welfare’ and various forms of income support for the asset-poor. Such systems and programmes are stigmatised and denigrated as ‘unproductive’ diversions of finance from the business economy. On the other hand, where these arguments have gained ascendancy - for example in the UK since the financial crash of 2012 - they foster attempts  to redefine welfare not as a right but as a public form of the debtor-creditor relationship. As a result vast numbers without regular employment status or income-generating property are dependent on both private and public ‘credit’. The latter often delivered as temporary loans. Symptomatically the official name of U.K’s main benefit scheme is ‘Universal Credit’. In an even less edifying echo of the condition of the proletariat in ancient Rome, the state itself becomes a creditor to the propertyless. 
		Unsurprisingly the political flashpoints in these contemporary societies arise more from the legitimacy and viability of public benefits systems and of housing as a commodity, than from inequities in work and employment, which were often centre-stage in the last century. Exploitation and grievances are loudest, not necessarily or primarily from wage labour relations - through these contribute to asset poverty - but from debt and asset exclusion. Governments are preoccupied, for example, with shortages of public or affordable housing and the costs of mortgage finance that is supposed to enable home-ownership.
Of course asset acquisition and ownership are not the only dimension of class inequality. There are also cultural assets such as educational and vocational qualifications. Such intellectual property can improve employment incomes and hence prospects for acquisition of financial assets. However, in an age of mass higher education there is no longer a direct correspondence between academic qualifications and job prospects. The voluminous literature on precarious employment shows significant numbers of graduates saddled with debt (de Gayardon et al 2019) and/or in low-paid and irregular work (Levanon et al 2025; Hanley and Branch, 2025; MacDonald, R.). A situation likely exacerbated by the replacement of entry-level professional jobs by A.I. technologies. Figure 1 shows how educational assets need to be combined with  home ownership to place, for example graduates, into ‘middle class’ security.  On the other hand, at the extreme of the spectrum are the propertyless workers and welfare dependents with few if any relevant educational qualifications 
 [image: IMG_256]
	
International Comparisons
Indebtedness would seem to be most prevalent in the most finanancialised countries where the finance ‘industry’ has a greater economic and political presence and deregulation has gone furthest. Table 1 assesses the strength of this association. These official statistics only given broad magnitudes . Nevertheless  they  correspond  with other indications of national difference. Countries with the most ‘liberalised’ and developed financial sectors, USA and UK, have greater amounts of total debt. As far as incidence amongst the  poorest citizens is concerned the USA debt at around 140%  of disposable income, stands out. With Canada not far behind. Counter-intuitively the UK’s poorest have a lower debt ratio than both these countries and than Italy with its more basic credit institutions and lower level of overall debt. It is  however clear that the poor, for obvious reasons, depend on debt more heavily, and often more riskily than the general population. The asset-rich have better access to less exploitative credit sources.

Table 1: Levels of Household Debt (H.D.) by Country
	Country
	TOTAL H D 
	 % World 
Population  * 
	Average Debt per capita* 
	Debt as % of GDP
	Lowest Income Group: Debt as %
of disposable  income

	World
	$65.3 tn
	
	
	a) IMF    b) OECD
	

	U.S. A.
	$19.2 tn
	4.0%
	$105,000
	a) 70%    b) 120%
	>/ - 140%

	Canada
	$2.4 tn
	0.5%
	$58,000 **
	a) 100%  b)175%
	133%

	U.K.
	$3.0 tn#
	0.83%
	$90,200
	a) 76%    b) 101% ##
	83%

	Italy
	$943 bn
	0.68%
	$34,200
	a) 36%    b) 60%
	100%

	* Sources: IMF: Household Debt, Loans & Debt Securities (2024)
# Unpaid UK non-mortgage debt estimated at around £200 billlion
## O.N.S. =17.5% 

	** Canada  Average non-mortgage debt per adult was $22,377



International comparisons show that the less financialised societies may have higher household debt. But this is often because collective bargaining institutions and more generous welfare states protect borrowers from income and employment insecurity. Greater security facilitates higher household indebtedness. Provided that housing finance institutions encourage mortgage lending; as in Scandinavia and the Netherlands. In more financialised economies, on the other hand, labour market institutions create income insecurity for borrowers. Which is reflected in generally lower levels of household indebtedness for some   (Commelli and da Silva ; Johnston et al 2021).
 	Throughout Europe private sector and personal debt increased by around 50 per cent from 1999 and 2007 while government debt to GDP ratios fell. However after the 2010 financial crisis, precipitated by over-lending to ‘sub-prime borrowers, this private debt crisis, which arose from financial sector deregulation, was re-labelled. In Europe at least, it was then identified as a ‘sovereign debt crisis’ for which excessive state spending on welfare systems was blamed. The crash represented a failure to recruit low-income home-seekers into the ‘assetocracy’. Instead it plunged them into more debt and repossessions of their homes. The economic elites then attacked these groups’ last financial resort by cutting back on state benefits systems.

Credit Traps: Institutionalisation of Asset-Poor Debt
Those with inadequate incomes and no financial assets become trapped into a borrowing cycle by taking on further loans. The following evidence derives mainly from societies outside the European Union however,as Sitera’s analysis of Czechia shows (Sitera 2023), even in EU states where relatively sound  welfare systems have survived the neoliberal onslaught a descent into ’debtfare’ rather than welfare is likely
 In the UK 74% of low to middle income borrowers use consumer credit in the form of credit cards, overdrafts, and emergency loans from specialised lenders. The latter are often deemed to be  practising ‘predatory lending’. They attach unfair and abusive terms to loans and systematically violate agreement terms in ways that cause borrowers to resort to further predatory contracts. ‘Buy Now Pay Later’ (BNPL) schemes are increasingly popular (CapitalOne 2026); especially amongst those who have low credit limits or are ineligible for conventional credit cards. BNPL businesses are mostly unregulated or self-regulated and often offered by start-up fintech firms (LexisNexis n.d.).
Globally there are 360 million users of such schemes. In the UK, out of a total population of 60 million, they exploit 18 million. Only a slightly smaller proportion of  U.S. adults (26%) financed a purchase using BNPL in 2022. 40% of 2024 total value of worldwide BNPL purchases were groceries;29% in the USA  (CapitalOne 2026). In Canada more users pay for food and ‘emergencies’ with BNPL than for discretionary purchases such as fashion (Spergel 2026).  An imbalance that confirms the general relevance of one response to a survey by the UK Centre for Responsible Credit: ‘There’s no choice. If I was not to use credit then we don’t have any food to eat.’ An estimated 14% of Canadians had used BNPL by 2022 (Payments Canada 2022); with more forecast to adopt during 2026 (Postelnyak 2026).
 	 A similar number,15% or 86 million, of Americans used BNPL. In 2025, 29 per cent of Canadian users had annual household income of less than $40,000’.In the USA  72.6% earned less than $75,000 annually against a median US salary of $61,984. It is  therefore highly likely that many of these will have incomes lower than the median (CapitalOne Shopping 2026).  Although BNPL interest-rates are typically low, if tied to brand-service partnerships, they can rise to 30%. Persistent late payers’ debt is often sold to debt collection agencies who can and do pursue debtors through the civil courts, where they can win the right to seize physical assets: 70% of cases in the USA.  Although action through the courts is not  prevalent, new repayment terms may be harsher than the original contracts and defaulters will usually find their public credit ratings downgraded leading to even greater resort to BNPL-type schemes. 
 		These borrowers are more likely than traditional consumers to: be in financial distress, have filed for bankruptcy; or be facing other debt charges (43% of defaulting US borrowers). They are predominantly low-income and financially vulnerable persons and likely to be female, Black, and Latino consumers; or younger ones in the 18-24 year-old category.The same source identified catastrophic housing indebtedness with 118% in dispute with landlord (USA). In a further tightening of the debt screw many resort to ‘deep sub-prime’ creditors who impose higher interest rates and fees. In many UK cases outstanding debts are sold on very cheaply to other creditors in the secondary debt market. With huge potential profits from the enforcement of these debts the purchasers have every incentive to use punitive methods to get impoverished debtors to settle some or all of the debt.

Asset Distributions and Political  Behaviour
From a classical Marxist perspective of course, political action is inseparable from class identity and consciousness. Such approaches would ask: do the various groups comprising the debtor class share an identity, forms of organisation, awareness of the totality of  relationships which they inhabit. Do they envisage an alternative social structure (Mann 1973)? At the moment the answer to all of these criteria would be ‘no’. On the other hand the binary of a class with a self-aware, transformative politics versus a mere aggregation of individuals in the same economic position - Marx’s ‘sack of  potatoes’ analogy for the peasant masses of France (18th Brumaire of Louis Napoleon, p 102) - fails to capture the various intermediate types of class formation. 
E.P.Thompson’s classic history of the Making of the English Working Class shows how a self-aware and coherent industrial working  class went through various iterations and identities before it assumed that recognisable character of an industrial proletariat possessing some of Mann’s attributes. That more complete character depended not so much on the brute experiences of industrial work and wage exploitation but on generations of political and cultural activism by all manner of radical campaigners and reformers. The same could apply to the indebted masses of today’s rentier capitalism .Consolidating their class interests vis-a-vis their creditors and the rentier classes will depend on the practical and intellectual campaigns of political movements. These  do exist where civil society organisations link with community groups; for example: Turn2us and Debt Justice in the UK and the Debt Collective in the USA. Although theses campaigns have yet to broaden either beyond specific creditor targets , such as student loans companies, or to blend local campaigns, such as housing rents, into mass membership organisations. Their class character and power would also be significantly increased if alliances were formed with labour unions.
 	How are debtor conditions manifested in contemporary political terms? Government policy tends to treat debt as a problem of individual behaviour, rather than one of structural inequalities. Advocacy and support focuses on ‘problem debtors’ and bad practice by creditor businesses. The root causes of low pay, insecure employment and inadequate state benefits are addressed, if at all, sporadically and rarely feature in electoral promises. Indeed, these are more likely to focus on the problems of the existing, or aspiring, asset-rich: mortgage interest rates, tax reductions from government savings by cutting benefits. Parties of the left, which previously espoused a social democratic identity, have adopted some of this paradigm. In doing so they have lost further the support of the proletarians. In the UK, for example the Labour Party’s share of the low-income vote fell from 66% to 44% between 2001 and 2015 (Turn2us 2022).
There is also cross-national evidence that the generally universal disengagement from electoral participation in Western democracies (Mair 2006, Jager 2024) particularly afflicts left parties without substantial numbers necessarily switching to right-populist parties (Jones 2024; Jager, 2024) Trastulli’s analysis of 19 European countries, although focussed mainly on working-class occupations, found that support for left parties and left economic policies could be revived and voters’ alienation from them reduced. Partly because those parties weree more likely to be supported by ‘LGB, less affluent, less educated, secular (or Islamic) rather than Christian, urban, pro-redistribution and pro-immigration respondents, as well as adults in the 25–44 and 45–64 age classes’; all more likely to be debtors. While.‘characteristics such as religion, ethnic minority status, and attitudes on redistribution have a larger effect on respondents’ probability of voting for a left party.’(Trastulli 2025). This is significant because these groups are more likely to lack asset security.But what happens when left parties and leaders campaign explicitly for solutions to the plight of the asset-less?
 	In 2025, Zohran Mamdani won the election to be New York city mayor on promises to set up city-owned grocery stores for lower-priced foodstuffs; but also and more significantly, to compensate voters without housing assets by proising a rent-freeze with 200,000 ‘rent-stabilised’ affordable apartments; and to provide free bus services. In 2017 the UK Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn bucked the long-term decline in its popular vote - and also attracted more  voters than in the more recent landslide of Keir Starmer in 2024 - with a radical programme aimed at the asset-poor. This included greater availability of homes under existing ‘right to buy’ schemes for ‘ordinary income’ purchasers; abolition of student  tuition fees; inclusive ownership funds to pay dividends to employees and improved access to mortgage and pensions schemes for the self-employed. 
 	Though different in their scope and geographic scale both these programmes could reduce the extraction of rent and debt dependence of their electorates Lifeworld essentials like housing and transport would also become publicly provided services targetted at the ‘asset poor’. Labour under Corbyn would also have been able to tackle sources of insecurity in employment and incomes that lead to indebtedness. However shouldn’t these ‘upstream’ interventions be accompanied by , or strengthened by policies that tackle the inequality at the heart of the credit-debt system?

Levelling Asset Inequalities: Conventional vs Radical Reforms
Some campaign groups have been inspired by the kind of debt ‘jubilees’ in the ancient world highlighted by Michael Hudson. Debt Justice UK has refocused some of its previous campaigns for debt write-offs to the  impoverished South to the UK. In continental Europe the Croatian government  introduced ‘Fresh Start’ in 2015. This emergency debt relief initiative cancelled bank and local government debts of many thousands of non-home owners on very low incomes (Noack, 2015; Croatia Week, 2015). Debt Justice UK has proposed that the UK Treasury buy out £30 billion of debt owed by 4.3 million debtors. The justification for such an absolutely large, but in relative terms, trivial tranche of government funding (2.5% of its 2025 spend) is that debt-free consumers could then spend an extra £24 billion and therefore growth into the UK’s stuttering economy (Debt Justice, 2022). 
  	Contrarily some could, and do, argue for conventional social-democratic policies to preclude eventual resort to debt. Principally by targetting people’s upstream finances by boosting low and insecure incomes to reduce the need for borrowing and indebtedness. Wider membership in trade unions with real bargaining power would undoubtedly help improve the incomes of those in employment. However, this would not benefit those not in work, nor those in irregular employment like the so-called ‘gig economy’. A further obstacle is the proliferation of work in small or isolated locations that are difficult for unions to organise in. Real or alleged self-employment (10% in USA, 14% UK, 15% Canada) also precludes eligibility for union membership. Moreover, whilst unions can bargain for, and achieve higher wages, increases in economies with endemic inflation may not be sufficient to obviate the need for workers to borrow. Moreover, better incomes alone aren’t necessarily sufficient to provide the credit ratings needed to acquire assets such as home  ownership.
A different income-focus  ed approach is the campaign to introduce a universal Citizens or Basic Income. Such a non-means tested income could be set at a sufficiently high level to cover day-to-day living expenses; thus reducing the risks of resorting to debt. Trial and pilot programmes suggest these can reduce resort to credit. UBIs also eliminate bureaucratic complexities and stigmas associated with income-support from conventional means-tested benefits. However the level of UBI, needed to fund a sufficient degree of economic security could mean higher general taxation (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, n.d.) and thus intense political reactions.
 	 	There is a more  transformative approach that addresses the class divide between rentiers and the asset-poor. One that exploits the grain of contemporary financial conventions. This is an adaptation of the Sovereign Wealth Fund institution. Several countries have adopted SWFs as a way of creaming off a percentage of the profits from resource exploitating businesses into the public purse. Countries such as Norway and Saudi Arabia have holdings in, principally, oil corporations that enable corporate dividends to be paid into the SWF. The SWF can then afford to finance public goods, such as health, education or environmental improvements. 
 	This mechanism could be modified to give all citizens a collective stake and hence ‘dividends’ from similar funds.  In the USA, Senator Bernie Sanders: has proposed such a social wealth fund derived from a percentage of technological corporations’ profits from the booming A.I. sector (Sanders 2026). Social Wealth Funds would, in effect, diminish the need for personal assets to avoid indebtedness by creating a public, social asset that would transfer wealth: decoupling life chances from excessive dependence on labour market situations. A potential bonus in this system would be that representatives of the public shareholdings could also press Big Tech platform corporations on social responsibility issues, such as environmental harms and abusive online content  (Jones et al 2025).

Summary and Conclusion
The politics and policy-making of E. U. states and other western countries are currently frozen between the hammer of global finance capital and the anvil of far-right populism. The latter headline the alleged threat of mass immigration. However they also exploit the economic stagnation and insecurity that is dragging more social strata towards the debt vortex in which the modern equivalent of the property-less proletariat are trapped. States imprisoned by financial orthodoxy’s horror of public sector debt and dogma of ‘fiscal discipline’ have been largely content to accept ‘debtfare’ as an alternative to tax-dependent public welfare. 
 	This paradigm has been intensified firstly by the contraction of the relatively secure, unionised industrial working class as  manufacturing industry moved  offshore. Secondly, and relatedly, rentier capital has become a primary agent of profitability: focussed on financial extraction rather than industrial investment. As a consequence, conflicts between an industrial capitalist class and an industrial proletariat have diminshed in political importance. The successor strata working in services and industrial pockets no longer face off in the epic struggles championed by Marx and Engels and prioritised by the socialist and social democratic left. In parallel with the splitting of capital into  industrial and financial-rentier segments the sometime ‘working classes’ are dividing into those possessing current or potential financial assets and an asset-less proletariat which, across a variety of occupational roles, suffers insecurity and dependence on debt - ultimately controlled by rentier capital.
Policies to overcome this political straitjacket are feasible if governments are willing to challenge the orthodoxies of fiscal discipline and roll back the encroachment of rentier capital. Even without this paradigm shift there are policy alternatives. As well as debt moratoria, existing localised schemes to support indebted communities could be expanded. More ambitiously, macro-initiatives, such as Sanders’s model of social welfare funds could redistribute corporate profits into guaranteed incomes for those lacking personal assets. Such policies would counteract the decline of public services that provided non-market alternatives, financial security and welfare. They could also displace the very limited attempts to spread possession of individual, financially valuable assets. 
To frame this policy paradigm shift needs the political  theory revision that recognises the re-appearance, on a more colossal scale, of the millenia-old  conflicts of interest between debtor and creditor classes. Conflicts that prior to the expansion of industrial capitalism, have always been more fundamental than those in the sphere of production relations. A recognition that this schism was only temporarily reversed, for around a century in the societies of the global North; and that  its stability depended on the class compromise that provided public welfare safeguards. For this settlement has been shattered in the present historical conjuncture, by the dominance of finance capital, particularly its rentier forms. 
 	The ownership of financially significant assets, e.g.housing and pensions entitlements constitutes a dividing line. More so since there are now fewer correlations between specific occupational positions and division into the asset-rich and the asset poor. The PhD researcher maybe a debtor and the jobbing builder maybe an asset holder. The millennia-old opposition between the asset-owning creditor classes and the indebted asset-poor - the classical ‘proletariat - has reasserted itself.
[bookmark: _GoBack] 	If this shift and its political importance is acknowledged, then progressive political paradigms and priorities need to be refocussed. It was eminently plausible to see the autonomous industral proletariat of the 19th and 20th centuries as both principal victim and potentially transformative agent of capitalism. But that is no longer true. In this new socio-economic landscape progressives in the socialist social-democratic Left need to prioritise debtor-creditor relationships  rather than the now more marginal conflicts between labour and industrial capital. In the UK there are now 4.3 million in chronic debt compared to 2.6 million in private sector unions. 17 million Canadians cannot repay their current debts and only 5.3 million belong to unions. The extent of this asymmetry between unionised workers and the asset-poor  varies amongst EU states but, on present trends,  there will be far more asset-deprived citizens than there are workers whose employment interests are represented by unions 
 	To supporting the interests of the indebted, asset-poor proletariat - which cut across occupational class boundaries - would be electorally popular. Parties with socialist/social democratic roots could promote policies that redress the imbalance of economic power between this proletariat and financial capital. This ‘alternate route’ would include reforms such as the introduction of social wealth funds, coupled with curbs on predatory lending and the privileges of rentier capital. Without this paradigm shift the present system of impoverishment and rentier-corporate hegemony will only intensify. Self-defining progressive politicians have nothing to lose and much to gain by shedding their historic preoccupation with a diminishing industrial working  class and their fear of mutually supportive rentier interests and far right populists. Today’s proletarians have nothing to lose but their debts.
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