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ANTHROPOLOGY AND TAX

From the perspectives of individual taxpayers to international tax norm
negotiators, the anthropologists in this collection explore how taxes shape
our world: our social relationships and value regimes, how we exclude and
include, the categories we think with, and the way we share with each
other. A �rst of its kind, it presents an anthropological discussion about
tax rooted in ethnographic work. It asks fundamental questions such as:
what is tax, what is taxable, and what do taxes do? By forwarding multiple
perspectives from around the world about �scal systems and how they are
experienced and constituted, Anthropology and Tax reconceptualises tax
in society. In doing so, this volume makes an incisive intervention in what
might be one of the most important debates of our time – that of �scal
sociality. This title is also available as Open Access on Cambridge Core.
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FOREWORD

����� ������

The anthropology of tax is a niche area of expertise. Or is it?
While the mere idea of taxation raises the spectre of assiduous policy

wonks and scrupulous eye-glassed accountants, the anthropology of tax
is in many ways an unconventional and even pioneering area of inquiry.
Taxation seems self-evident: taxes are amounts to be paid in circum-
scribed geographical regions according to explicit rules. But taxes
raise questions.

How are taxes de�ned? That simple and direct query is a lens into a
complex realm of concepts, norms, and assumptions. Taxation assumes a
de�nition of the public good, the boundaries of ‘society’, the foundations
of value, the legitimate targets of wealth, and the structuring of
inequality. The anthropology of tax provides insight into the entailments
and consequences of those de�nitions. In doing so, it raises questions
that extend beyond taxation as a seemingly niche area of study.

How are taxes delimited? How do tax and taxation relate to modes of
valuation and value production? What are the loci of value production?
What are the epistemological bases for the very concept of tax and the
practice of taxation? How is the concept of ‘tax’ a distinct knowledge
practice? And to what extent is that knowledge practice stable or
contested?

These are the questions raised by the anthropology of tax. They give a
clear indication of the relevance of this domain of study to other areas of
expertise, including economic sociology, the social studies of �nance,
political economy, and critical legal studies.

A central tenet of anthropological studies of value is �rst to always
assume a heterogeneous �eld of value. Particular regimes of value – local,
national, regional, sectoral – emerge from that general heterogeneous
�eld, giving rise to certain (normative) objects of wealth and certain
(normative) targets of �scal power. In other words, the very terms
‘property’, ‘capital’, ‘asset’, ‘revenue’, ‘income’, ‘wage’, and ‘labour’ are
each delineated as speci�c forms of value entailing sets of rights and
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obligations. Of course, contract law de�nes and regulates those forms of
value in terms of rights and obligations. But economic regulation varies
across national jurisdictions and regions; it is disputed; and the forms of
value it targets evolve. To take a contemporary example, digital assets,
such as cryptocurrencies, are de�ned differently, depending on national
jurisdiction; and even in any one jurisdiction, such as the United States,
their de�nition is disputed (a commodity or a security?).

The emergence and displacement of various forms of value is a
constant, ongoing process. And the practice of taxation is an inherent,
constitutive aspect of that process. At its best, the anthropology of tax
documents this dynamic and illustrates what is at stake. It asks: how are
some forms of value stabilised as ‘wealth’ and delineated as targets of
state intervention? Indeed, one can say that, in general, the aim of
anthropological inquiry is to render visible the ‘how’ of value. How did
those particular value forms emerge? How did they become stable objects
of common understanding? How are they contested or challenged?

Objects of value are the materialisation of normative regimes. The
things and relations that are de�ned as pre-eminent sources of value
become targets of national and local modes of taxation. Taxes are
therefore the materialisation of those speci�c normative regimes.
In other words, effective taxation implies acceptance of an external
party’s right to wealth. And this acceptance – or legitimation – depends
upon the assumption that certain things represent ‘private’ wealth and
that they can be translated into ‘public’ wealth. In that way, taxes are also
the materialisation of speci�c power relations. They are the materialisa-
tion of the amorphous thing we call ‘state power’ as a concrete
�scal relationship.

***

Taxation takes a lot of work. Indeed, the work of the anthropologist is to
underscore the constant work of economic regulation, or the constant
work that is required to produce legitimated targets of wealth and �scal
subjects who actually pay. We cannot take this work – and this payment –
for granted. The present volume addresses the work of taxation. The
various contributions illustrate the diverse and complex ways in which
the practice of taxation is both effective and yet always negotiated,
mediated, arbitrated, evaded, and resisted.

This scholarship is important for reasons that go beyond merely
documenting diversity. Despite its centrality as virtually every citizen’s
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primary relationship to the nation-state and its role as a principal mode
of socio-economic redistribution, the concept of tax and the practice of
taxation both seem to be taken for granted in the social science literature.
Likewise, what I have called ‘the �scal subject’ is equally taken for granted
in the social science literature. Some academic studies do mention
taxpayers, taking note that either people pay taxes or they resist paying
taxes. But all the work that goes into producing the �scal subject is not a
topic of inquiry. That inquiry is a central motivation of the contributions
herein.

As noted above, the very concept of tax depends on a distinction
between private and public forms of value and wealth. Taxes constitute
‘the public good’ and they constitute various publics, such as households,
corporate bodies, non-pro�t entities, and so on. Likewise, tax practices
participate in the constitution of institutions, such as markets. The
genealogies of these institutions matter for contemporary understandings
of the effects and consequences of taxation. Most notable is the European
genealogy that emerges out of social contract theory and European
political philosophy – or, in short form, the liberal state-building
project. That genealogy has consequences for the subjects of settler
colonialism and conquest, or the imposition of tax as means to extract
value, but also to rede�ne forms of value and wealth, and to establish
rights to those forms of value and wealth – an endeavour that has been
both incredibly ef�cient and often (surprisingly) ineffective.

The anthropology of tax illustrates this dynamic most distinctly by
attending to people’s self-re�exive relationships to the concept of tax and
to practices of taxation. This research focuses on the normative basis of
tax and taxation, or the articulation of norms that serve to legitimate tax
and modes of taxation. The point is not that there are cultural norms that
simply induce compliance or non-compliance; instead, the focus is on the
forms of reasoning that give rise to differing relationships to the object of
tax and to practices of taxation. In other words, those forms of reasoning
give rise to compliance, assent, evasion, contestation, and resistance.
Moreover, inquiry into those forms of reasonings makes visible the array
of concepts and forms of knowledge that are relevant for the concept of
tax and practices of taxation today. Examples include the concepts and
knowledge practices of Indigenous or First Nations peoples that contro-
vert or elude colonial and nation-state regimes of value and taxation.
We can also look to emergent forms of value and taxation, such as those
being devised by various regulatory authorities in relation to e-money
and cryptocurrency assets. By studying the debates that arise from these
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fault lines, we can better ascertain the ethical dilemmas posed by tax.
These debates take issue with prevailing notions of ‘the public good’ or
the assumptions that inhere in the very idea of ‘the social contract’. They
give insight into the relative force of competing modes of evaluation and
valuation, as illustrated in what follows herein.

These processes and conceptual debates are not examined by the
assiduous policy wonk or the scrupulous tax accountant. Far from a
nerdy niche, the anthropology of tax sheds light on some of the most
hotly contested issues and deeply consequential outcomes shared by all
communities. And the extension of digitisation and automation makes
this work all the more relevant, and even urgent. The anthropology of tax
now turns to new objects of inquiry: distributed ledgers, automated
accounting operations, and computational infrastructure. And this
emerging area inspires new questions that will further our understanding
of the constant production of economic and �nancial categories, and the
work that goes into sustaining the hierarchies and fault lines of difference
that they produce.
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Advancing an Anthropology of Tax
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Tax is as emotive as it is considered mundane – it is simultaneously a
question of scandalous large-scale avoidance by high-net individuals and
multinational corporations, dreams about socio-economic equality, and
the stuff of everyday paperwork. Taxes are everywhere. Visibly and
invisibly, they shape our economies and social relationships. From the
extra pennies added when we purchase household goods, to the large
sums involved when property moves hands, from buyer to seller, and
between generations – the ‘taxman’ comes in and out of all these trans-
actions and life events, shaping how they unfold and what they mean.

This book is an anthropological investigation of tax. Our approach is a
multi-perspective one, rooting the study of tax in local, national, com-
parative, and transnational perspectives, and moving between several
scales to capture the many views, actors, and objects that populate tax
systems – the taxpaying individual, taxpayer groups, revenue authorities,
tax policymakers, political discourses, auditing processes, collection tech-
nologies, and the workings of �nancial systems. Our aim is to explore
these elements together, to read the experiences of a self-employed
woman becoming a taxpayer in Ghana alongside the approach of the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and
G20 countries towards value creation and distribution within a global
economy. We argue that this multidimensional approach is the most
effective and insightful way of tackling tax as an object of study because it

We thank all our contributors for their input at various stages of writing this introduction
and special thanks to Anna-Riikka Kauppinen for providing useful feedback on a late draft.
Mugler’s research was funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation, Grant
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Johansson’s work was supported by a UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) Future
Leaders Fellowship (grant number MR/V022261/1) and a Leverhulme Early Career
Fellowship ECF-2017-091. Smith’s research and project, AnthroTax, has received funding
from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under the
Marie Sk�odowska-Curie grant agreement 101026736.
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key area of focus for the anthropology of tax. These foci lead us to the
questions: what is the effect of making something taxable or non-taxable,
and how can taxing something change the character or value of that thing
or activity? In the following section, we pick up this line of thought by
asking what taxes do and how they are made to do it.

What Do Taxes Do?

In the previous sections, we dealt with some of the more conceptual
questions around taxes which we believe are at the core of an anthropo-
logical approach to tax, such as ‘what is tax?’ and ‘what and who is
taxable?’ In this �nal section, we turn our attention more purposefully to
the things that taxes do in our world. Again, we now employ a narrowed
de�nition of tax as a starting point: tax as de�ned by states. Taxes are
intimately linked to historical orders of violent extraction as well as the
welfare state of the twentieth century. As such, taxes are integral to
histories and questions of equality and inequality, and they have impacts
that people may experience as productive or destructive. Here, we will
examine how taxes produce stories about socio-economic relationships,
create value and markets, govern and organise societies – within nations
and transnationally – and shape gender relations and race relations.
We will also examine their part in colonialism and the harms that they
do. Finally, in the conclusion, we pause to consider their potential for
sharing and hope.

Imaginaries and Categories

Taxes are central to the stories we hear and tell about our economies, and
the categories through which we understand our economies, such as
where value and wealth is created, who is contributing and who is not,
formality and informality, and the very notion of private and public
spheres. Anthropologists of tax have found that a productive angle
through which to analyse the power of tax to categorise people and
activities is to examine the effects of not taxing something, of declaring
something un-taxable. Nimmo Elmi (this volume) describes how great
swathes of Kenya’s population were deemed ‘economically unavailable’
and as a result, both colonial and current governments have little interest
in either collecting tax from these areas or making promises of state
provisions. In a similar case, Maximilien Zahnd (2022) details how the
Alaska school tax of 1919 was only applied to people identi�ed as
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workings of a state and to any government’s possibilities and constraints
in addressing basic issues as diverse as health care, infrastructure, educa-
tion, and social security – and in light of the ongoing rich conversations
about tax in New Fiscal Sociology (Martin, Mehrotra, & Prasad 2009).
Bar a few early notable examples (Guyer 1992, 2004; Maurer 2008a,
2008b, 2004; Rawlings 2003; Roitman 2005), taxation has only recently
become scrutinised by anthropologists – many of them included in this
volume.

It is particularly curious that our discipline has not tackled this topic
previously, seeing as anthropologists have been at the forefront of social
scienti�c debates about the state and citizenship (Bierschenk & Olivier de
Sardan 2014; Gupta 1995, 2012; Lazar 2013; Ong 1999, 2006; Scott 2017,
1998; Thelen, Vetters, & von Benda-Beckmann 2018), bureaucracy (Bear
& Mathur 2015; Gupta 2012), and other relevant areas, such as policy
(Shore & Wright 1997), capitalism and �nance1 and law2. In addition,
economic anthropology is a well-developed �eld (Carrier 2021; Hann &
Hart 2011; Sahlins 1972). Indeed, relations and rules of allocation, the
movement of resources within different forms of societies, and the
political and economic implications of this have always been core topics
of anthropology (Polanyi 1944, 1957 – redistribution and householding;
Bird-David 1990; Ferguson 2015; Peterson 1993; Widlok 2017;
Woodburn 1998 – sharing; Maurer 2012, 2015 – payment). In particular,
exchange and reciprocity are classic �elds of study in anthropology
relating to the sociopolitics of resource management and the moral

1 The body of work on capitalism and its driving logics and beliefs, as well as everyday
manifestations, have been crucial to generating the questions that the anthropology of tax
is asking today, such as what role affect plays in �nancial systems, how people conceive of
wealth creation, and what is considered a public good (Bear 2015; Bear & Mathur 2015;
Ho 2009; Muehlebach 2012; Zaloom 2009).

2 The anthropology of law’s attention to how states, which have national orientations and
frameworks, function in a globalised economy, and the attendant conversations about
legal �ctions of international law and domestic law, such as the sovereign nation-state,
separate corporate person, or legal responsibility (Eckert & Knöpfel 2020; Riles 2013), are
key touchstones for current tax work (Foblets, Goodale, Sapignoli, & Zenker 2022; Maurer
2001; Mugler 2019; Rawlings 2004, 2005), as well as the legal reasoning employed by
international institutions and businesses (Riles 2011). Finally, legal anthropological
research on property relations has also opened up terrain that tax scholars now build
upon, such as the relationship between people, material and immaterial resources and
objects of value, and the state, and the interlinking conversations about rights, ‘natural
rights’, obligations, privacy, and freedoms (Blomley 2005; Coombe & Chapman 2020;
Humphrey & Verdery 2004; James 2007; Sikor 2006; von Benda-Beckmann, von Benda-
Beckmann & Wiber 2006).
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orders produced through mutual dependence (Lévi-Strauss 1971 [1949];
Malinowski 1922, 1935; Mauss [1925] 1954). Tax engages everyone,
directly or indirectly, in systems of distribution and resource allocation.
We all live within the social worlds that �scal systems produce, so it is
time anthropology turns its attention to tax.

This volume marks an exciting moment of doing just this. It is a
consolidation of a recent wave of tax scholarship within anthropology.
Rather than a sub-discipline, we conceptualise our contribution as for-
warding tax as an important analytical lens for all the �elds of research
mentioned above, and as an object of study in its own right. This volume,
in particular, brings tax into the fold of state–society scholarship, an area
where it undeniably deserves a place at the table. The move ensures the
politicisation of tax, as well as the introduction of a new relational
modality – �scal sociality – to the study of the state and citizens.

Why Talk about Tax Now?

In the last decade, research and debate in the social sciences have been
awash with topics such as the Anthropocene, inequality, and new models
of redistribution – all with the aim of getting to grips with our contem-
porary condition where humanitarian and ecological crises, including
climate shocks, pandemics, and wars, necessitate that we work to �nd
new and better paths forward. Tax systems are a crucial part of building
alternative futures. They are a space that has the power to radically
transform socio-economic relations (Piketty 2020). Simultaneously, they
are structures that can and do perpetuate harm and exploitation
(Bhambra & McClure 2022; Martin & Prasad 2014; Prasad & Deng
2009; Willmott, this volume). By forwarding multiple perspectives about
what tax systems do and how they are experienced and constituted, this
volume, and an anthropological approach to tax more widely, makes
incisive interventions in what is one of the central conversations of
the century.

While tax has been key to state-building throughout history and given
attention as such by various scholars beyond anthropology, within the
context of the recent history of tax relations, now is a crucial moment for
anthropology to explore tax. More people, including ourselves and many
of our research participants, have become increasingly interested in
taxation. While there is great variety in how people talk about taxes
and encounter taxation on a practical and material level, we identify
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signi�cant turning points illuminating why taxation has become increas-
ingly a matter of contestation and concern.

The 2008 �nancial crisis lifted the curtain on the systemic transform-
ation of capitalist economies over the previous four decades and showed
that contemporary capitalism is ‘�nancialised’ (Hann & Kalb 2020;
Krippner 2005; Lapavitsas 2013). The economic crisis brought domestic
and global distributional con�icts into the foreground of public debate,
acting as an accelerator for interest in taxation (Christians 2014; Dietsch
2015; Pogge & Mehta 2016). That banks, insurance, and mortgage
companies demand self-regulation and freedom from interference from
the state, but then call for publicly funded bailouts when things get tough,
was loudly protested by, amongst many others, the members of the
international Occupy movement (Juris & Rasza 2012; Mitchell,
Hancourt, & Taussig 2013). Their reaping of massive private returns,
but socialisation of risks and losses with taxpayer money, was particularly
controversial because the catalyst of the crisis was years-long speculative
mortgage lending to the poorest households in the United States by these
very companies (Hiß & Rona-Tas 2011). Millions lost their homes to
foreclosure when they were unable to re�nance their expensive ‘subprime’
loans, which were being traded in ‘securitised’ form in global �nancial
markets (US Government Accountability Of�ce (GAO) 2012).

The negative effects of credit liberalisation and a growing international
credit industry were felt across the globe. Where credit had previously been
a substitute for increases in salaries, it became an unsustainable liability as
salaries and small pro�ts dried up (James 2014; Narotzky 2015; Schraten
2020). Tax protests occurred most vociferously in countries where govern-
ments implemented austerity measures that signi�cantly curtailed public
spending and wiped entitlements to social welfare and security, and where
people were asked to pay more taxes (Rakopoulos 2015). Alexis Spire
(2020), who analysed the recent tax protests in Greece, Spain, and
France, showed for instance that ‘taxation has become a symbol of injust-
ice’ for lower income households in these countries – those who were hit
hardest by domestic tax increases and experienced concomitant reduction
and withdrawal of public services lost faith in the redistributive capacity of
taxation (see also Bäumer Escobar 2020).

Pressures for tax reform and ‘domestic resource mobilisation’3 were
also accentuated in countries only indirectly hit by the �nancial crisis, in

3 ‘Low’ or ‘inadequate’ levels of domestic resource mobilisation are measured as ‘tax
revenue-to-GDP ratio’ or ‘total government revenue as a proportion of GDP’. These states
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the sense of being recipients of �nancial assistance from aid organisations
or being otherwise dependent on creditor institutions such as the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) or World Bank. Such countries were
forced to act to strengthen their ability to raise taxes and other revenues
when, after 2008, development aid payments were reduced due to
budgetary constraints in donor countries. Moreover, effective tax
collection gained more traction as an important aspect of good govern-
ance (IMF et al. 2010; OECD 2008; OECD 2015). The Consensus of the
United Nations (UN) International Conference on Financing for
Development, which took place two decades ago in Monterrey, Mexico
(UN 2002), cited the tapping of domestic resources through taxation as
fundamental to sustainable development. Taxation is treated in these
debates as a catalyst for the development of responsive, effective, and
accountable government, and for the expansion of state capacity. The
bargaining around taxation, so the theory goes, strengthens the ‘social’ or
‘�scal contract’ between the state and its citizens (Bräutigam, Fjeldstad, &
Moore 2008; Moore, Fjeldstad, & Prichard 2018).

The global circulation of these ideas of what a ‘good tax system’ or a
‘good taxpayer’ should look like, and how to get there, has been crucial to
how tax policies and reforms are composed in the twenty-�rst century.
Various contributors to our volume have encountered research partici-
pants dealing with the demands of such domestic reform initiatives that
aimed at increasing domestic resource mobilisation through building a
national tax culture and broadening their tax base. For instance, the
introduction of electronic tax �ling systems, which should make tax
paying easier, and reduce opportunities for tax evasion and corruption,
created liquidity and bureaucratic dif�culties for taxpayers from Kenya to
Croatia, and Bolivia (Elmi, this volume; Sheild Johansson 2022; Smith
2020). Adding this nuance to prevailing debates over what constitutes
‘good’ governance shifts the main question away from why these reforms
do not work to what logics and assumptions are built into these reforms
and how that relates to the socio-economic and cultural context within
which they exist. This framing also allows for larger systemic and struc-
tural questions such as: ‘who is bailing out whom’ during an economic
crisis, ‘who is in debt to whom’, and ‘whose resources are in need of being
mobilised for whom’?

often have economies characterised as rent-seeking, with concomitant low levels of
personal income tax revenue compared with other tax revenues, and higher levels of
informal, undeclared, or underground work and employment.
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The widening post–�nancial crisis inequality gap within and between
countries is another turning point which renewed public and scholarly
interest in taxation (Milanovic 2013; Piketty 2014, 2020; Stiglitz 2012).
Thomas Piketty’s highly cited work, for instance, which draws on histor-
ical tax records, has increased awareness not only of the historical
developments of wealth and income concentration around the world,
but also of the widespread use of progressive taxation in the twentieth
century as a key instrument of social reform. France, at the end of the
nineteenth century in the Belle Epoque years, experienced a surge in
inequality because ‘there seemed to be no limit to the concentration of
fortunes’ and private wealth could accumulate with hardly any (tax)
restrictions (2020: 127). To raise revenue, France implemented progres-
sive tax rates in the early twentieth century, which also addressed the
substantial wealth disparities that had emerged. Piketty also highlights
the use of time-limited special taxes to deal with large public debt crises.
Germany and Japan, for instance, imposed massive wealth taxes after
World War II, and in this way reduced their public debt without austerity
measures or transferring the debt to future generations (Piketty 2020:
441–465).

This consensus of ‘embedded liberalism’ (Polanyi 1944; Ruggie 1982),
to combine free trade with a government’s responsibility to provide
employment, welfare, and reverse economic inequality – albeit an equal-
ity only sustained by the violent differentiation of citizenship along race
and gender lines – through tax policy and other interventions, evapor-
ated in most economies towards the end of the twentieth century. The
1980s brought a rise in economic and legal reforms that prioritised
markets over governments in allocating economic resources and that
pushed private property rights and the deregulation and dismantling of
the welfare state (Bear 2015; Beckert 2010; Moyn 2018). Since then, cuts
to top personal income tax rates and business taxes have readily been
introduced to provide a ‘competitive’ and ‘free’ economic environment
(Hürlimann 2019; Prasad 2012). Net wealth taxes, and taxes on wealth
transfer, are now far less widespread than they once were in many OECD
countries (OECD 2018).

Having said that, we observe that this dominant reading of tax, in
particular pertaining to the notion that the taxation of income, wealth,
and businesses is a hindrance to investment, economic growth, and
development, is now being seriously challenged by new discussions about
tax as a productive force within economies, including those forwarded by
international organisations, as discussed above (Mazzucato 2013, 2021;
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Perret 2021; Piketty 2020; Tax Foundation 2020). Social and economic
justice debates around corporate social responsibility and human rights
see taxation as a tool to tackle systemic poverty and structural inequality.
They have also helped legitimise demands for more �scal and �nancial
regulation, new forms of taxes, and higher tax rates – demands that
hitherto have often been characterised as ‘radical’. A renewed interest
in international tax cooperation, wealth taxes, and time-limited special
taxes is, for instance, emerging. The global minimum tax rate for large
multinational corporations, to which, under the auspices of the OECD,
136 countries agreed in 2021, is an example of a coordinated inter-
national attempt to curtail tax competition between countries and there-
fore the �scal privileges of global �rms. Politicians who suggested such a
move in the early 2000s were derided (Pausch 2022). The political
pressure and mandate at the OECD to come to such an agreement was
not a given, but came off the back of more than a decade of work by
advocacy networks like Association for the Taxation of Financial
Transactions and Aid to Citizens (ATTAC), the Tax Justice Network
(TJN), and Oxfam in demanding more tax justice (Mugler 2019).

While the �scal effects of such an agreement are still unknown, the
debate around corporate taxes and, connected to that, that of high-net
individuals, deepened public awareness of the legal tools upon which the
offshore economy relies to manage private and company wealth. The
Panama Papers (2016) and Luxembourg Leaks (2014) were, for instance,
based on globally shared data sets that were easily accessible on the Internet
and provided new reference points for transnational tax demands.4 Such
large-scale work of investigative journalists made the entanglement of
national and global inequalities and the �nancialisation and digitalisation
of the economy real, concomitantly delegitimising standard economic
arguments about the bene�ts of lax regulations and tax competition.

Special taxes are another example which illustrate that higher tax
demands emphasising the redistributional capacity of taxation have
returned as an argument within the mainstream policy repertoire of state

4 The Panama Papers were released in 2016 by a network of 267 reporters from one
hundred countries that partnered with over one hundred media organisations. It was an
unprecedented investigation in terms of the �nancial and legal records that were compiled
and analysed to explore a speci�c part of the global offshore economy, namely the work of
Mossack Fonsenca & Co., until then the world’s fourth largest provider of offshore
�nancial services. The Papers revealed the offshore holdings of politicians and public
of�cials globally and sparked resignations, arrests, and policy changes in dozens
of countries.
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actors and their advisers. To deal with the accumulated public debt due
to coronavirus emergency measures, the chief-economic adviser of the
Swiss COVID-19 taskforce suggested in August 2020 that the country
introduce a �ve-year tax on pro�ts for companies that its proposal
referred to as ‘Corona winners’ (Swissinfo 2020). Special taxes were not
only discussed, but swiftly implemented in a number of European coun-
tries by spring 2022. At the time of writing, some gas and oil companies
are thus taxed on any ‘excess pro�ts’ they earn due to the energy shortage
and price hikes caused by Russia’s current war against Ukraine. The UN
secretary general, António Guterres, urged governments to push ahead
with special taxes to protect vulnerable citizens from skyrocketing energy
prices and their knock-on effects on peoples’ livelihoods (UN 2022).
In the United Kingdom, these ‘windfall taxes’ were implemented by the
Conservative Party, which has been voting in favour of limited state
interventions and tax cuts for decades.

In contrast to Alexis Spire’s �ndings – that taxation is becoming a
symbol of injustice in various social circles – these ‘pro-tax proposals’
emphasise the redistributional power of tax. We suggest that such a shift
in how taxes are perceived and discussed also relates to current demands
for more rather than fewer state interventions in the market, and
increased acknowledgement of how state-funded activities, and therefore
also taxpayer money, contribute to private and corporate wealth
(Mazzucato 2013; Pistor 2019). In these demands, the state is conceptual-
ised as an active rescuer instead of a disruptor of the free market’s more
effective distribution of resources. When reserves and revenues become
scarce and in�ation rises, the resource question, we suggest, re-emerges
in political debates as one of distribution – and thus, taxation.

However, exactly what is shared with whom, how much, and for what
reasons via taxation are empirical questions, as our volume’s contributors
demonstrate so well. And while new tax conversations are emerging, and
taxation is becoming a more politicised issue, taxation is also something
ordinary and omnipresent. Most people pay some form of tax on their
income, capital, property, or consumption. They pay their local and
national tax authorities, whether they like it or not, and often the habitual
nature of these payments render them almost invisible and apolitical.
Our aim in the next three sections of this introduction is to provide new
perspectives on such a ubiquitous phenomenon. We ask: how can taxes
be anthropologically conceptualised and analysed? For the purposes of
this discussion we pose the following three questions: (1) What is tax? (2)
What and who is taxable? (3) What do taxes do?
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These questions inevitably overlap and constitute each other. The
question, ‘what do taxes do?’ only makes sense when one can answer
the question, ‘what is a tax?’ Yet the answer will not be provided fully to
the reader in that �rst section. Instead, the question recurs throughout the
three sections, just as thoughts about ‘what is taxable’ and ‘what taxes do’
are interwoven into our discussion from the start. While these questions
arti�cially separate an analysis of tax, we include them here as discrete
questions, because we believe that thinking through them helps us get to
the heart of an agenda for the anthropology of tax. Each section furthers
an analysis of its set question by engaging with the ethnography and
arguments from the chapters in this volume, as well as material already
published by scholars active in the �eld. We have inevitably left out an
array of analytical starting points and perspectives and fully acknowledge
the limitation of this discussion, as it is constrained by our data, our own
positionalities, knowledge and interests, and space.

What Is Tax?

Taxes circulate in our daily lives, but while some visibly appear on our
payslips and receipts, others are barely noticeable. But what kinds of
payments are taxes? We might de�ne them as legally legitimated ways for
governments to extract resources from private individuals and businesses
to pay for the needs of the sovereign realm – be that public provisions,
infrastructure, military, or debt servicing. Arguably, another key charac-
teristic is that they depersonalise exchanges: they pool resources and
decouple them from the payer in a form of generalised reciprocity. The
complexity of their redistribution means that the taxpayer is never sure
what exactly they might be getting in return, or when. In sum, taxes are
the legal extraction and reallocation of resources, they are often impli-
cated in the creation of public goods (whatever these may be), and they
are depersonalised.

In this short description, we appear to have a good de�nition of tax.
However, this de�nition only tallies with the experience of some tax
cultures and it is clearly linked to western ideas of social contracts and
the function of a state (Burnyeat & Sheild Johansson 2022; Makovicky &
Smith 2020), rooted in liberal political philosophy and tied up in assump-
tions about nation-states, freedom, and consensus. As social scientists
have shown, many public goods are produced beyond the state (Meagher
2018); some tax systems, especially historically, do not redistribute, but
rather reinforce wealth inequality (Bhambra & McClure 2022; Gardner
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2012); and tax-like payments are made within multiple non-state arenas
(Kauppinen 2020; Sheild Johansson 2020, this volume). Once we begin
comparing what we might call ‘of�cial taxes’ with each other and with
these other payments, it becomes clear that it is not so easy to produce a
single de�nition of tax, and certainly not if we take seriously the perspec-
tive and opinions of our interlocutors.

Firstly, what kind of resource extraction may be called tax – monetary,
labour, time, or goods? Is military conscription a tax paid? Is a bag of
grain as a set proportion of one’s harvest the same as a 20 per cent
income tax deducted at the source? As we trace contemporary tax
systems back to ones of tribute in feudal and colonial societies, we see
how tax can be equated with a vast range of resources (Eräsaari, this
volume; Wilson 2016). Secondly, multiple organisations levy tax-like
payments. For instance, tithes to churches, zakat in Islam, fees to power-
ful unions or highly effective neighbourhood associations, enforced pay-
ments to criminal organisations, dues to patronage networks, and
remittances to kin networks all involve the pooling of resources, the
establishment of protection, the moral redistribution of resources, the
provision of social or divine goods, and the creation of publics. All these
payments also have sanctions attached to them, just as with state-
organised taxes, and non-payment may have a range of repercussions,
including violence, exclusion from communities or families, a loss of
political representation and in�uence, lost access to services and com-
munity support, and even the denial of eternal salvation. A central strand
of research within the emerging body of work in �scal anthropology has
explored exactly this – how taxes relate to other kinds of payments – and
asked the question: can a de�nition of tax be decoupled from the state–
society paradigm altogether?

Beyond the State

In many settings where the state neither collects taxes effectively nor is an
instrument of redistribution or trusted governance, these other payments
may appear more tax-like to the people engaged with them than the
‘of�cial’ taxes. Kate Meagher (2018) and several Africanist scholars (e.g.
Guyer 1992; Kauppinen 2020; Olken & Singhal 2011; Owen 2018;
Prud’homme 1992) have described how informal fees, tithes, community
levies, and even bribes all go towards �nancing public goods and even
public sector salaries. Indeed, some of them have argued that in African
countries, informal ‘taxes’ exceed formal tax payments, resulting in a
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�scal burden on the poor, which is not only unduly large, but also goes
unrecognised. Meagher argues that ‘�scal essentialism’ – a narrow focus
on solely state-levied and ‘formal’ taxes – blinkers us to how the ‘formal’
and ‘informal’ economy relate to each other, and importantly obscures
the economic activity of the poor, including their substantial contribu-
tion to funding public goods (2018: 4–6). This discussion evidences that
the state does not have a monopoly on producing publics or public
goods, and that these non-state collectives also pool and redistribute
resources. It also illustrates the potential effects that de�nitions of tax
can have in valuing or devaluing the economic activity of people.

Theorising these other kinds of payments, Kauppinen, writing about
tithing in Ghana, argues that we need to interrogate the multiple ways
that money is redistributed in society, and view taxes as part of a
‘universe of transfers’ where taxes gain their meaning, and their ef�cacy
is assessed in relation to other payments, such as tithes (2020: 41).
In other words, not only do we need to recognise these non-tax transfers
as tax-like, but we should also pay attention to how these other payments
inform local understandings of what taxes are and should be – how they
may, as in Kauppinen’s case, gain important meaning in relation to the
exchange of sacri�ces for divine miracles between a God and believers.
Moving away from Africa, a similar argument has been made by Sheild
Johansson (2020) regarding payments to unions and neighbourhood
associations in peri-urban Bolivia. Here, too, public goods are regularly
�nanced and maintained by non-state actors. The supposed ef�cacy and
value of a �scal exchange with the state is always considered in light of
these other payments and their ability to build ethical relationships and
physical worlds to live within. In these examples, taxes to the state are not
characterised only by their ability to produce public goods, but instead
exist in constant comparison with other payments that do provide
services, material, and immaterial bene�ts. Sheild Johansson continues
this line of analysis in her chapter about the ‘ecology of payments’ in this
volume. The conversation is also taken up by Eräsaari in his chapter on
fundraising and tax in Fiji.

Recent scholarship on communities in Europe that create autonomous
spaces of economic activity beyond the state’s purview illustrates further
how people decentre the state in their �scal lives and challenge the state
to negotiate the de�nition of tax in its efforts to regain its primacy in
extracting payment for economic activities. For instance, Bäumer
Escobar (2020) introduces the concept of �scal commons in the context
of cooperatives in Catalonia to describe alternative and collective modes
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of being a taxpayer that circumvent tax collection as envisaged by the
state. Eräsaari (2020) investigates a Helsinki community that similarly is
constructing alternative economic spaces, in this case a swapping favours
economy, thereby demonetising labour and making it dif�cult, practic-
ally and ethically, to tax. Both show clearly that the object of tax is not a
given, but rather a contested de�nition between citizens and the state.

All these explorations of economic activity beyond the state draw our
focus to local understandings of how tax is culturally embedded, how the
state labels certain economic activities as formal or not, and how, on a
very fundamental level, the state decides what is taxable at all.
Additionally, as Meagher’s work points to, ‘�scal essentialism’, a narrow
de�nition of what taxes are, diminishes the contribution that ‘informal
workers’ make to public goods (2018), and also reinforces false divisions
between informal and formal economies and economic action (Owen
2018). Bracketing these payments off as informal also creates national
narratives of contributors and dependents which cast ‘informal’ workers
as the latter, when in fact they are, for most intents and purposes, the
former. It is paramount that we pay attention to the political effects of
this act of bracketing of some payments as taxes – how the naming of
certain �ows of resources as formal ones, attaching to them rights and
privileges in the process, automatically renders other �ows of money as
disconnected from these rights and privileges. For instance, the receipt of
a pension, access to health care, and even citizenship, can be conditional
on taxes paid, as will be further addressed in the section ‘What Do Taxes
Do’. Exploring tax-like payments, such as the varied roles of tithes in
societies or the logics of payments to local neighbourhood associations, is
simultaneously a matter of ethnographic rigour, analytical curiosity – as
we stretch our de�nitions of taxes – and of equity, in that we recognise
the hierarchies of money �ows and how these overlay global structural
inequalities.

Paying Attention to the State

While an anthropology of tax should aim to understand tax broadly, and
counter any �scal essentialism, we also suggest that it is crucial to pay
attention to taxes as de�ned by states. For one, states can collect
resources at scale and create large and costly bureaucratic structures to
do so. Tax policies form part of a broader set of �scal policies through
which contemporary states have the ability, at least in theory, to promote
and penalise different �ows of money and to in�uence ‘the’ economy
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with the aim to promote ‘strong and sustainable growth’, ‘reduce pov-
erty’, or to ‘increase welfare’ in their demarcated territory. Thus, taxation
forms part of a set of economic tools (e.g. gross domestic product (GDP)
per capita income) which both makes national economies intelligible and
turns them into a seemingly clearly separable thing bounded by national
borders with geopolitical effects for the upholding of colonial logics and
the legitimisation of a radically unequal postcolonial order (Eckert &
Mugler n.d.; Speich 2011).

In addition, most people are stuck in state structures and have no
choice regarding where or how much tax they pay, much less what they
get for it in return, as they are constrained by their domestic laws,
passports, and other countries’ legislation that restrict their mobility
(see, for an exception, Gregory Rawlings’ contribution in this volume
on the commodi�cation of citizenship). Undoubtedly, certain institutions
like churches or unions may be experienced as similarly impossible to
exit, the impact of such choices profound. However, the combination of
administrative infrastructures, the right to make laws, and a monopoly of
legitimate violence ensures that states are powerfully positioned to move
resources within society.

The state also matters because of its ability to de�ne, in a narrow and
legal sense, what counts as tax. This ability to de�ne ‘of�cial’ taxes
becomes linked to the access of rights and privileges, as mentioned above,
and also in�uences peoples’ imaginaries of money �ows, such as how and
where wealth is produced. This, in turn, creates categories of resources
that are taxable, activities that produce value, and people who contribute
and those who do not. The state is dominant in imaginations of how
public goods are created and what the greater imagined collective is. This
is sometimes even so in settings where states utterly fail to provide their
citizens with access to things that sustain or add value to life.

Saying that, if we agree that there is something special about taxes
levied by states and that the state matters (because many can do things
that other institutions cannot), then we also must acknowledge the
diversity of statehoods, their varying relationships to taxation, and the
diverse evolution of states’ tax collection practices (Martin et al. 2009).
For instance, many early colonial states never intended for taxes to fund
public goods; instead the aim was to fund an administration that created
‘order’ and protection for a select few (Meagher 2018). Only later, in the
twentieth century, did British and French colonies in Africa extended
promises of welfare provision when this became politically necessary and
advantageous (Eckert 2006: 478; Park 2022: 91). Likewise, as discussed,
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the role of taxation in �nancing social security or reversing income and
wealth inequality has regained prominence in policy debates in the past
two decades.5 As we acknowledge shifting �scal practices, it is also crucial
that we are precise in our analysis of the different kinds of transfers state
taxes are. In efforts to move away from the impulse within tax studies of
thinking of taxpayers as homo economicus, who calculate the reciprocal
deal that taxes imply, it is useful to recognise that tax payments do not
only imply a return, but can also enable sharing. In her chapter, Mugler
provides us with this more precise analysis as she demonstrates that
many tax payments are, in fact, unilateral and that a focus on taxes
always offering something in return is perhaps not the most useful
starting point if we want to conceptualise �scal sociality with accuracy.

Alongside recognising the diversity of states, we also need to reckon
with the issue of de�ning states, because as anthropologists have shown,
the state is not a given entity (Bierschenk & de Sardan 2014; Gupta 2012;
Hansen & Stepputat 2001; Mathur 2016). Instead it is better described as
a ‘multi-layered, contradictory, translocal ensemble of institutions, prac-
tices, and people in a globalized context’ (Sharma & Gupta 2006: 6), and
‘culturally embedded and discursively constructed’ (Sharma & Gupta
2006: 27). A core argument in the scholarship on the state is that its
ultimate power is its ability to bring itself into existence through myth,
imagination, and border making – the ‘state effect’ (Mitchell 1999), or
the-state-as-mask (Abrams [1977] 1988). This work on the role of
imagination in the making of state–society relations feeds directly into
many of the questions the anthropology of tax asks about the power of
taxes to produce imagined relations and political fantasies, including the
state itself. But importantly, these myths and imaginations are in con-
stant engagement with state institutions, which whilst blurrily de�ned,
make very sharp interventions in the life of taxpayers, and rigid laws
which shape and curtail national and international �scal relations.
Exploring taxes narrowly and broadly are both anthropological impera-
tives – we need to look at how taxes are constructed beyond the state, but
also what it is that states do. To take another step towards answering our
question ‘what is tax?’, we continue by posing another one: ‘what and
who is taxable?’

5 This does not necessarily indicate tax’s actual role in overall national budgets. For
instance, in most countries, the COVID-19 emergency measures were in majority �nanced
through increased debt levels, despite calls for windfall taxes (UN 2020; World Bank
2022).
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What and Who Is Taxable?

As we consume, sell, work, pro�t, live, accumulate, and die, we are taxed
by the state. But what is taxable and who is taxed and by whom are not
always obvious matters. Rather, they are questions of ethics, politics, and
logistics. In this section, we ask how things are rendered taxable by the
state, and how certain moments or circumstances become legitimate ones
for extracting value. Implicated in the question of what is taxable is that
of who is taxable. In fact, many of the ‘whats’ easily collapse into ‘who’
and vice versa – is it inheritance that is taxable, or is it the heir or
deceased who is being taxed? Objects and activities move in and out of
being taxable, as Smith shows in her chapter about Istrian distilling
practices. New horizons of taxability provide meaningful insights into
how things are made taxable. For instance, we can currently see new
taxable moments in expanding digital economies. With Uganda leading
the way, many African countries have introduced, or attempted to
introduce, a tax on internet data usage, widely known as a ‘social media
tax’ (Mwesigwa 2021). The move to make data taxable, and the questions
about inheritance tax, cuts to profound conversations about how objects
are conceptualised through tax and from where exactly value is being
extracted. For instance, what is a ‘bit’ of time spent on social media, and
how does this meaning shift if the state can legitimately extract value
from this moment?

In this section, we purposely return to the state as the main arbiter of
what is taxable, whilst contextualising it within wider international rela-
tions, and recognising that non-state ‘taxes’ also contain value structures
around what is ‘taxable’ and particular techniques for rendering them so.
We want to start with an ethnographic example that illustrates the
reasons for asking this question. The ethnography tells the story of
timebanks and tax in Helsinki (Eräsaari 2020). In the timebanks, people
swapped services with each other such as walking dogs, washing
windows, or tutoring mathematics. The services were measured through
whiles, de�ned as the time unit spent on the task. Eräsaari explains that as
the timebank grew, the Finnish tax authorities became interested in what
kind of labour whiles were and what they were worth. Many of the
activities bartered within the timebank involved professional skills, and
as people were able to access these services within the timebank as
opposed to buying them from of�cial outlets, the services were arguably
being removed from the formal economic sphere where they were tax-
able. This begged the question: was the timebank enabling the swapping
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of favours between neighbours, or was it, in fact, tax evasion? The tax
authorities reasoned that any activity that related to that person’s profes-
sional expertise was taxable. In other words, if a registered accountant
offered accounting services, this was taxable, but if the same accountant
offered gardening services, this would be tax exempt. They also con-
cluded that since the timebank was a multi-party work exchange on a
scale that required bookkeeping, it was different from favours or ‘a show
of gratitude that is considered part of good manners,’ and therefore ought
to be taxed (Eräsaari 2020: 124). Eräsaari’s research demonstrates that
what is taxable is not a given and that making something taxable often
involves rendering economic an exchange which actors might perceive as
a non-economic one (see also Eräsaari 2023). In this case, the exchanges
were made taxable through the argument that the timebank was
extracting labour from a taxable sphere, and that the scale of the swap-
ping, and the bureaucracy involved, made it impersonal.

However, as Eräsaari explains, this conclusion was not something that
the Finnish tax authorities reached intuitively. It involved considerable
effort and ethical considerations, including changing the while itself from
a unit of time, which made all participants equal – with the dog walker’s
hour and the lawyer’s hour having identical worth – to a unit of ‘type of
labour’, where the dog walker would need to complete many whiles to
earn an hour of the lawyer’s time. Doing so rendered the while redun-
dant, eliminating its rationale for existence, and placing it back into the
mainstream market and its attendant evaluation of work. These changes
undermined the timebank’s explicit aim to do away with hierarchy, and,
ultimately, its core purpose. This case thus illustrates the importance of
raising questions such as ‘what is taxable’ and ‘how is it made taxable’,
kickstarting a discussion about the challenges such questions pose.

Ethics, Politics, and Logistics

The tax dispute between the Finnish Tax Authority and the timebank
might be considered a small-scale example of an alternative economy,
where people actively seek ways to exit capitalist systems or introduce
more humane economic logic into their lives. But disputes around what
is taxable also play a crucial role in mainstream economic life. This
question has effects on competitive advantages and therefore prices and
pro�ts, as can be seen in recent debates around so-called ‘sin taxes’.
These debates illustrate that what can be taxed, or when an issue of
taxation might generate a heated debate, is not a given. Instead, the tax
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packages of countries are ethical, political, and logistical creations
existing within speci�c histories and cultural spaces.

Denmark has, for instance, taxed sugary foods since the 1930s. So,
paying taxes on chocolate, soft drinks, and confectionery stirs little
controversy there today. However, a recent government plan to extend
the ‘chocolate tax’ to more foods with added sugar, such as yoghurt,
marmalade, pickles, and ketchup, and to bring in a separate ‘fat tax’ on
foods high in saturated fats, had to be cancelled due to resistance from
industry and political pressure. They warned that the new tax would lead
to increases in food prices, raise the compliance costs of many com-
panies, and put jobs at risk (Stafford 2012). Similarly, the United
Kingdom’s 2018 ‘sugar tax’ on �zzy drinks also triggered debates. After
its implementation, food and drink industry representatives complained
that it had a limited scope and neglected the vast selection of natural or
milk-based sugary drinks, as well as confectionery, which are also high in
sugar. Public and political opposition to these new sin taxes emphasised
people’s personal responsibility in health matters and freedom of
consumption.

Tax systems are also partly effects of what revenue streams are within a
state’s grasp – for example, rentier states can tax the export of natural
resources or, in states where formal employment is low, Value Added Tax
(VAT) becomes the main source of �scal revenue. However, by virtue of
being complex systems made up of a mix of different taxes and tax rates
(income, sales, wealth, property, transactions, value-added, progressive,
regressive, etc.), including tax exemptions, tax systems always involve
political choices and always promote speci�c positions and conceptual-
isations of, for instance, property, value, citizenship, and statehood.
In doing so, they prioritise some groups’ demands and needs over others.

This politics of choice becomes evident in research on how tax admin-
istrations decide which taxpaying practices they consider harmful – who
is audited, and who can be trusted (Boll, this volume; see also Boll 2014).
It is also apparent in studies that focus on locations where tax laws and
policies are created and decisions are made about whether speci�c rules
are an intended �scal privilege, or rather endanger the idea of taxpayer
equality (Martin 2008). Choices also rely on who has, and who is seen to
have, the legal expertise to create and shape tax policy. In addition, access
to lawmakers to make one’s demands heard is unevenly distributed
between taxpayers. For instance, when it comes to taxing global �rms,
this expertise is clustered in a couple of wealthy countries and amongst
corporate taxpayers (Mugler 2019, this volume). What is taxable, and
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who decides this, is thus partly an effect of existing relationships of power
and in�uence and demonstrates how normative orders manifest in
tax systems.

The debates around what is taxable, when taxes can be extracted, and
what taxes people are willing to pay are intimately tied up in ethics
because tax mobilises ideas about the good and right (Venkatesan 2020:
147). Ethics are also central to how tax systems are built and legitimised,
and how they are contested. Is it right of Denmark to have taxes on sugar,
thereby intervening in everyday choices about what people eat, and
making injunctions about healthy or unhealthy bodies? Is it good that
taxes create �nancial barriers for sugar drink producers with the aim of
stemming obesity epidemics in children? The ethics around taxes in a
society tend to re�ect the existing values of a society or the goals of
government for a future society. However, as with political choices, they
will only re�ect the value of some people within a society, which opens
questions about priorities, differentiations between the deserving and the
undeserving, and particular worldviews with their consequent politico-
ethical positions (Venkatesan 2020: 142).

Inheritance or estate tax, including rules for the taxation of property
mortis causa,6 has been a major concern of social reformers since the
Enlightenment (Beckert 2010) and one that often causes strong public
feeling with accusations of it being a ‘death tax’. For thinkers and
politicians such as Thomas Jefferson, Alexis de Tocqueville,
Montesquieu, and Georg W. F. Hegel, the bequest of wealth from
generation to generation was problematic because ‘effortless’ inheritance
was associated with the feudal order and stood in con�ict with funda-
mental ‘modern’ values of equality and meritocracy. Since the mid-
twentieth century, the issue around the ‘unearned’ acquisition of wealth
has lost much of its signi�cance in public debates (Beckert and Arndt
2017) and, instead, the �gure of the undeserving poor has become
dominant (see Vicol, this volume). Inheritance, estate, and gift taxes are
less prevalent today, and due to the generous tax exemptions where they
exist, raise very little revenue. Only recently have policymakers redis-
covered them for their potential to reduce historically high levels of
wealth concentration and enhance equality of opportunity (OECD
2018; World Bank 2022). The debates around the legitimacy of inherit-
ance and estate taxes involve multiple ethical elements – is it good to

6 The gifting of wealth and property in contemplation and advance of death, sometimes
with the aim to avoid inheritance tax.
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break cycles of inherited wealth and privilege, is it right to intervene in
‘family affairs’ at the moment of death?

Taxpayers themselves sometimes frame their own engagement or
disengagement with �scal systems in terms of ethics. Ethnography from
Sweden on the topic of small-scale evasion and notions of fairness
illustrates this well (Björklund Larsen 2018). Here, research participants
explained their occasional tax evasion as an ethical act which protected
the fairness of the tax system. For instance, one of Björklund Larsen’s
interlocutors, a self-employed plumber named Anders, explained that
doing occasional jobs ‘off the books’ was a response to the frivolous
spending of politicians – as he was not getting a fair return on his taxes,
the state did not have the legitimacy to tax all his income. Anders argued
that his evasion helped balance the tax system and so protected, rather
than undermined, its moral integrity.

Ethicised objections, political concerns, and vested �nancial interests
often overlap in discussions over what is taxable, and disentangling them
is tricky. Jeremy Rayner’s chapter’s description of two distinct land taxes
in Ecuador highlights a lack of consensus over the aims and subjects of
taxation in the country, and the plurality of material and ideological
interests at play in such debates. The debates concerned the tax status of
land within urban communities, comunas (communes), and a proposed
value-added land tax, the ley de plusvalías (of�cially titled the Law to
Avoid Speculation on the Value of Land and the Establishment of Taxes).
Rayner investigates how the two taxes were contested in distinct ways:
the �rst appealed to Indigenous rights and the interests of preserving a
distinct form of land tenure and community organisation; the second
used a discourse of private property rights and economic rationality to
advocate against an anti-speculative land tax.

From two different perspectives, Vinzenz Bäumer Escobar (2020) and
Mireille Abelin (2012), too, show how groups who refuse to pay taxes on
ethical grounds also have �nancial motivations which dovetail with
ethical and ideological ones. Bäumer Escobar (2020) describes how a
cooperative became the single taxpayer on behalf of members, who under
its umbrella could safely operate as autonomous economic actors in
small-scale business pursuits – thus circumventing what in their view
were the excessive taxes otherwise characterising small-business owner-
ship in Catalonia. Bäumer Escobar shows how those who choose to
become part of Catalonian cooperatives both understood their actions
as a protest against the prevailing economic system, with their construc-
tion of an alternative ‘�scal commons’, and as a way of getting along
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�nancially in the face of business rates which rendered their small
companies unviable.

Abelin (2012) writes how wealthy taxpayers in Argentina see tax as a
threat to their individual autonomy. Despite their outstanding tax debt,
they insist that something has been taken away from them, namely their
absolute right to property. The fact that the protection of their private
property is a cost the state has to bear, and therefore this protection relies
on the common pooling of funds, is another contradiction that they are
unwilling to recognise. Abelin’s work makes the point that the �scal
dimensions of being a member of a political community are, in liberal
democratic theory— to which these Argentine taxpayers make reference,
but also liberals in other contexts – less forcefully articulated than the
emphasis on ‘natural’ rights (Abelin 2012: 334). The periodic tax amnes-
ties in the country also resulted in a common practice amongst the elite
to ‘�nance themselves through the state’. In other words, it became
�nancially attractive for them to accrue tax debt rather than take bank
loans (Abelin 2012: 334). For these groups, not paying tax made sense
through a complex web of ethical, �nancial, and political reasonings.

These ethnographic examples are also vivid reminders that current
debates in Western countries about what is taxable, be it sugar, wealth, or
favours, are quickly framed as ideological – if you are a socialist, you
support higher taxes that can, for instance, �nance a well-resourced
public health or social security system, whereas if you are a libertarian,
you do not, because you emphasise freedom, responsibility, and self-
actualisation. However, such framings limit our understanding and
analysis of �scal systems and the social relations they create. Fiscal
historians and sociologists have repeatedly shown that the common
assumption that speci�c sectors of societies (e.g. ‘left’, ‘right’, ‘business’)
support speci�c tax systems or that speci�c types of states (e.g. ‘welfare’,
‘capitalist’, ‘developmental’) and economies (e.g. ‘advanced’, ‘emerging’)
lead to speci�c forms of taxation is too simplistic (Martin & Prasad
2014). Their studies have pointed to the often unexpected societal and
political alliances in the tax-bargaining process and emphasise cultural
sensitivities, administrative capacities, or contingent events that shape
the peculiarities of different tax systems. So, the fact that these debates
are often framed in terms of socialism versus liberalism, and the ethics
attached to each political position, demands attention. They also demon-
strate how this builds on an amnesia of previous logics used in tax
debates (for instance, cross-party commitments to embedded liberalism
in post-war Europe and the United States), and the extent to which these
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ideas limit contemporary debates around what can be taxed and who is
allowed to tax both domestically and globally.

What is rendered taxable is, to a great extent, a question of what is
logistically possible to tax, in terms of, for instance, the quanti�ability of
value, techniques of standardisation, and infrastructure to collect data on
citizenry. Equally, and as will be discussed in the �nal section, ‘what do
taxes do’, collecting taxes also grows the potential of these same things.
In other words, population data are needed to ef�ciently enforce tax laws,
and tax collection harvests new data sets. One technique of making
things taxable is to create formal structures that ensure activities become
taxable. For instance, by insisting that certain services come with profes-
sional accreditation, the informal version is devalued. If one’s house has
been rewired by a non-certi�ed electrician, perhaps a friend or family
member who is self-taught, the house loses value. Through laws around
insurance, safeguarding, and quality standards, the non-taxable favours
lose their value and instead become a potential liability.

But things can only be taxed when they can be measured. And so, the
often violent nature of our over-audited world busies itself making the
immeasurable measurable. Eräsaari’s (2020) work on Helsinki timebanks
and how the tax authority needed to change the while into a taxable unit
is a vivid example of this. The meeting of different registers of value and
the process of transacting across them is something to which
anthropologist Jane Guyer (2004) has paid ongoing attention. Guyer
argues that the economy of twentieth-century Atlantic Africa needs to
be understood as a meeting between Western capitalism and local eco-
nomic forms, instead of one or the other. It is in this meeting between
disjunctive currencies and diverging value registers, and the asymmet-
rical exchanges between them, that �nancial actors can creatively pro-
duce pro�ts and marginal gains. Both Guyer’s and Eräsaari’s works
remind us how things are made taxable through value translation and
of the measurement and calculation technologies needed to carry out
such translations.

A further aspect of what is possible to tax is the question of when.
As money circulates through society, at what moments is it logistically
and politically possible to tax it? Is it always when value has been added,
or at any point when money or resources move and change hands?
Timing is a crucial element of paying tax, as Robin Smith (2020) dem-
onstrates in her ethnography about the ill-timed extraction of tax on
small businesses in Croatia. Her interlocutors challenged the adoption of
a tax reform that digitised and automated VAT collection at the point of
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sale rather than point of payment of invoice. The reform assumed that
sale equalled payment, when in practice this was often not the case, since
arrears commonly lasted six months to one year. The result was a
looming crisis of illiquidity, where businesses were paying VAT long
before receiving payment on their accounts for a given sale. In this
situation, the when was a larger question than the what, and the tax lost
legitimacy as it was out of step with the local rhythm of money move-
ment, not because people were unwilling to pay.

Finally, infrastructure and resource capacity are crucial elements to the
logistics of tax collection. This point is illustrated by Sheild Johansson’s
(2020) work where she describes the Bolivian local government’s lacklustre
collection efforts of commercial licences and property tax from informal
workers in peri-urban zones. Local authorities lacked the personnel cap-
acity to register new property for taxation purposes, which at times
resulted in eager taxpayers being involuntarily rendered informal.
In addition to the municipal of�ce’s lack of available staff to do the work,
the employees explicitly said they did not want to produce more taxpayers
who could make legitimate claims on urban services and infrastructure,
which the same authority was responsible for delivering, as this would add
even more pressure to their already oversized workloads.

Karen Boll’s contribution to this volume is another illustration of how
resource capacity is a key factor in what can be taxed. She shows
furthermore that ideas of how much tax revenue collection is permitted
to cost vary, and can be controversial. Best tax practices tend to be
shaped by prominent tax researchers, think tanks, or intergovernmental
organisations (such as the OECD), but also by globally circulating ideas
around new public management that stress public sector ef�ciency and
accountability. Boll argues that such practices do not necessarily concord
with the experiences of the on-the-ground work of the Danish tax
collectors she studied. Her interlocutors wrestled with the fact that their
new working tools such as risk analysis and the differentiated treatment
of taxpayers – which segments taxpayers as either opponents or co-
players – were an insuf�cient substitute to deal with the drastic downsiz-
ing of tax inspectors, a cut that came with the new strategy demanded
from politicians and the tax authority’s headquarters. They experienced
the new strategy as damaging the public reputation of the Tax Authority,
and as a threat to conducting its core task of collecting revenue.

In sum, what is taxable in any society is always a mix of ethics, politics,
and logistics. Making an object, person, activity, or moment taxable
requires techniques. We suggest that interrogating these techniques is a
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key area of focus for the anthropology of tax. These foci lead us to the
questions: what is the effect of making something taxable or non-taxable,
and how can taxing something change the character or value of that thing
or activity? In the following section, we pick up this line of thought by
asking what taxes do and how they are made to do it.

What Do Taxes Do?

In the previous sections, we dealt with some of the more conceptual
questions around taxes which we believe are at the core of an anthropo-
logical approach to tax, such as ‘what is tax?’ and ‘what and who is
taxable?’ In this �nal section, we turn our attention more purposefully to
the things that taxes do in our world. Again, we now employ a narrowed
de�nition of tax as a starting point: tax as de�ned by states. Taxes are
intimately linked to historical orders of violent extraction as well as the
welfare state of the twentieth century. As such, taxes are integral to
histories and questions of equality and inequality, and they have impacts
that people may experience as productive or destructive. Here, we will
examine how taxes produce stories about socio-economic relationships,
create value and markets, govern and organise societies – within nations
and transnationally – and shape gender relations and race relations.
We will also examine their part in colonialism and the harms that they
do. Finally, in the conclusion, we pause to consider their potential for
sharing and hope.

Imaginaries and Categories

Taxes are central to the stories we hear and tell about our economies, and
the categories through which we understand our economies, such as
where value and wealth is created, who is contributing and who is not,
formality and informality, and the very notion of private and public
spheres. Anthropologists of tax have found that a productive angle
through which to analyse the power of tax to categorise people and
activities is to examine the effects of not taxing something, of declaring
something un-taxable. Nimmo Elmi (this volume) describes how great
swathes of Kenya’s population were deemed ‘economically unavailable’
and as a result, both colonial and current governments have little interest
in either collecting tax from these areas or making promises of state
provisions. In a similar case, Maximilien Zahnd (2022) details how the
Alaska school tax of 1919 was only applied to people identi�ed as
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‘civilised’, thereby using �scal systems to exclude groups and create
racialised categories of identity.

Taxpayers’ occasional resistance to a state’s exclusionary tax practices
and demand for inclusion into a state’s �scal system is explored by Dora-
Olivia Vicol in this volume in her chapter on Romanian migrants in the
UK. She describes how her interlocutors seek actively to become taxable
subjects to gain legitimate access to state bene�ts and to raise the status of
their work. They want to be taxed on their labour since they believe that
this will both signify them as hard workers and help them shed the
stigma attached to them as the ‘laggards of Europe’. Vicol’s case study
illustrates that labour that is taxed becomes different to labour, such as
care, household, or informal construction and agricultural work, that is
not taxed, and often not remunerated. For instance, it can be argued that
non-taxed labour does not contribute to public goods, despite the many
ways such essential and intimate work clearly does so, such as through
the raising of the next generation of labourers and taxpayers – children.7

In some countries, people receive a ‘personal allowance’8 or ‘basic
personal amount’,9 which is the amount of money a person can earn
before it becomes taxable. Sometimes, this is extended only to those on
lower incomes, while elsewhere it is a universal exemption. Many low
earners therefore pay no income tax on their salaries. While the argu-
ment for the personal allowance claims to protect the income of these
workers, it also arguably shifts the meaning of their labour and their
status. In this way, tax systems create powerful realities and stories about
‘us’ and ‘them’, ‘work’ and ‘non-work’, ‘wealth creators’ and ‘the unpro-
ductive’. Tax imaginaries thus inscribe and perpetuate belonging and
exclusion. As Venkatesan has argued, taxes and tax-like payments pro-
duce ideas about ‘publics’ (2020: 149–150). They do this by, for instance,
demarcating communities of sharing, or generalised reciprocity, such as
the nation-state – setting its boundaries and the bene�ts of national
citizenship (Bhambra & McClure 2022: 6). Tax payments also produce
publics by shaping class identity, with, for instance, middle-class profes-
sionals cast as the ‘backbone of society’ (Sheild Johansson 2022).

7 A focus on tax in the construction of labour promises to make contributions of long-
standing conversations about women and work (Hochschild 1983, Moore 1992;
Muehlebach 2012; Murray-Li 1998).

8 For example, the United Kingdom.
9 For example, Canada.
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Using the size of peoples’ tax payments as a signi�er of their contribu-
tion and value to society is also a discursive move with material conse-
quences because it can provide legitimacy for the restructuring and
reordering of welfare systems, for instance, when societal contributions
and the deservingness of social transfers are being negotiated. The non-tax
payment assists high-contributing taxpayers to present themselves as the
pillars of society who pay for the rest and who should be granted a tax cut,
or other �scal advantages, otherwise their hard work is considered unre-
warded and their willingness to pay tax for the rest decreases (Sloterdijk
2010). Importantly, and as set out in the �rst section, the sizable tax
contributions, in terms of consumption taxes made by low earners, are
often underestimated or ignored in such debates (Williamson 2017). Also
ignored in these stories around valued contribution and economic prod-
uctivity is the fact that income gaps are widening dramatically in most
countries due to the ‘new spirit of capitalism’ (Boltanski & Chiapello 2007)
that, since the 1980s, increasingly facilitates ‘winner takes it all’ scenarios
(Haskel & Westlake 2017), and values singular, special, and creative work
more than general, routine, and standardised forms of labour (Reckwitz
2019). In addition, neat tales about a nation’s taxpaying contributors and
the impressive public goods they fund, such as the construction of the
British welfare state, obscure global extractive relations as sources of wealth
for the funding of social welfare of powerful nations (Bhambra 2022).
In other words, simpli�ed stories about tax, and the taxpayer, obscure the
actual contributions that many groups make to society, while overvaluing
those of others.

Sociologist Kyle Willmott (2017) extends this line of analysis by
arguing that the very idea of the taxpayer, the ‘taxpayer subject’, and
taxpayer money leads to particular ways of thinking about the economy
and supports and morally justi�es a liberal state – and its associated
limited public spending – as well as enables a fantasy of a social contract
between equals (see Burnyeat & Sheild Johansson 2022 for elaboration).
They do so by posing as the scrutinising investor, monitoring public
investments, denouncing overspending, and being invested in electing
the most suitable leader. The critical assessment of the idea of a social
contract is one area where our anthropology of tax differs from New
Fiscal Sociology scholars who explicitly theorise taxation as a social
contract that multiplies a society’s infrastructural power (Martin et al.
2009: 14).

The ‘taxpayer’ also plays a crucial role in stories mobilised around
national debt and austerity, where the complexity of national economics
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is obfuscated by simple stories about pluses and minuses on a ledger and
the need to act responsibly with taxpayer money. These stories both hide
issues of how a nation’s debt or credit relies on interest rates and in�ation
and the actual ways that �scal policies play into this, such as raising
revenue through taxation being central to a state’s ability to borrow at
low interest on credit markets (Brautigam et al. 2008), and are used to
serve electoral politics. Tax also opens a door to unpacking debt, the
power of debtors in economies (Mauss [1925] 1954; Roitman 2003), and
how money itself is legitimised (Graeber 2011; Minksy 1986).

Governmentality: Making States, Markets, and People

Tax as a mode of governmentality is a clear area of continued interven-
tion when anthropologists explore what taxes do, and includes the way
�scal systems govern societies and citizens, make states and markets,
inspire instances of resistance, produce bodies, and shape gender and
race relations.

In this volume, Olly Owen’s chapter explores techniques of governance
through his focus on big data and knowledge creation by linking it to
�scal infrastructure, showing how tax collection not only extracts wealth
but also extracts data about a population. Owen’s work builds on James
C. Scott’s (1998) classic volume, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes
to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, which sets out how
modern states govern, or fail to govern, through making society legible
by techniques of standardisation such as censuses, cadastral maps, urban
planning, and identity cards. The combination of material practices,
accounting and registration demands, moral and political narratives,
and legal enforcements of which tax policy and practices consist, makes
it a technology par excellence for rendering citizens legible.10

In her chapter on a tax lottery in Slovakia, Nicolette Makovicky
explores another side of the relationship between governance and taxes,
that of how �scal projects aim to impact behaviour on a population level.
The tax lottery was meant to incentivise people to ask for receipts at the
point of any purchase, and by extension ensure VAT was added to all
transactions, thus creating collectors out of other taxpayers (see also
Björklund Larsen 2023 on tax lotteries). Makovicky describes the lottery
as a form of ‘speculative governance’: experimental, unorthodox, and

10 See Muñoz (2010) for a discussion of how this legibility is a negotiated one between
taxpayers and tax collector.
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future-oriented; it sought to anticipate and shape human behaviour and
environments, rather than simply control them. This move introduces
another logic at play in �scal reasonings – that of speculation. Makovicky
argues that while the governance of public resources through �nancial
speculation has become increasingly common due to the privatisation of
what were once state-delivered services, the lottery case is an example of
how this drive to harness risk and chance can be built into governance.
As Makovicky’s chapter traces the reception and ultimate failure of the
scheme, it illustrates how any policy aimed to govern always unfolds in
sociocultural contexts with multiple, and often unpredictable, conse-
quences. In this volume, Lotta Björklund Larsen, and as mentioned,
Karen Boll, also offer insight into the perspective of tax collectors and
their efforts to govern and in�uence tax behaviour. Björklund Larsen
focuses on discourse production through the mottos employed by the tax
authorities, tracing how the argument for compliance has shifted over
time. Makovicky, Boll, and Björklund Larsen’s chapters all demonstrate
how tax authorities are populated by people, driven by particular organ-
isational logics, and function in shifting cultural contexts, which demand
our attention.

Taxes are also employed by governments to manage wider �nancial
worlds, such as shaping markets and, just as with the Slovakian tax
lottery, this can have unintended consequences. This discussion is
dealt with head on in Robin Smith’s chapter in this volume on the
Croatian government’s attempt to tax spirits, which intervenes in a
pervasive farming family pastime. She sets out the impact of �scal
reforms on the spirits market over time to demonstrate not only how
taxes unmake formal markets, but also how they may unintentionally
encourage informal ones to thrive. She shows how new interdepend-
encies may arise in the reorganisation of local markets that contribute
to the perpetuation of informal business (here, bootlegging), and how
shared economic values cohabitate with and challenge the pro�t-
maximising ethos of the ‘free market capitalism’ business owners seek
to navigate. In doing so, she illustrates how values and rules may
reach an impasse – that the values of citizens may stymie the state’s
taxation efforts.

Insights about how taxation de�nes state–citizen relations, for instance
casting people as formal or informal actors, as in Smith’s chapter, have
led to theorisations by anthropologists that �scal relationships constitute
a kind of economic or �scal citizenship (Guano 2010; Roitman 2007),
arguing that questions of taxation equity and the allocation of state
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bene�ts de�ne a relational category between state and society. This links
up with our discussion in the �rst pages of this introduction of a ‘�scal
sociality’. Anna-Riikka Kauppinen’s chapter in this volume tells a story of
‘�scal sociality’ between a government and a citizen in which we follow
Vaida, a small Ghanaian business owner who begins paying taxes with
the hope of building an intimate relationship with the state, a state she
(wrongly) assumes will act as a patron and nurture her and her business
through the direct care of government agents, or state ministries buying
goods from her business over that of others. Kauppinen traces Vaida’s
growing awareness to the reality that her �scal commitment will not, in
fact, result in the government-directed business or new high-level rela-
tionships for which she had hoped.

On the other end of the income scale, Greg Rawlings’ chapter on
citizenship-by-investment schemes explores how individuals use tax to
monetise categories of citizenship to protect wealth. By showing how
transnational movement and the ability to make homes across the globe
are factors in the complicated interplay between wealth and the �scal
system, where they are simultaneously at odds and complicit in each
other’s needs, he demonstrates how tax can be used as a technology to
move beyond states, again decentring the state in tax studies. Rawlings’
objects of analysis are the systems and relations which allow for the
commodi�cation of citizenship, and the inherent inequality of these
same systems.

Another key area of work on tax and governmentality is the explor-
ation of how taxes shape gender and kin relations. Fiscal sociology
scholars have been at the forefront of this research. For instance,
Edward McCaffery (2009) explores the consequences of tax policy
for the intimate sphere of the family and argues that many tax systems
have signi�cant sexist elements and effects, including recent historical
policies of systemic unwillingness to even communicate directly with
women (217). In his work, McCaffery shows how US tax laws favour
single-earner families over dual-income ones (2009: 219). This bias
was deliberately written into the law at a critical juncture after World
War II with the aim of encouraging women back into homemaker
roles (219). Once in place, these types of structural biases reproduce
themselves. He also demonstrates how the effects of this bias fall
unduly on the shoulders of lower earners who cannot survive on
solely one income (218).

This engagement of �scal systems in intimate lives and diverse iden-
tities dovetail with the relationship between race and �nance, an area
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which has been established as a growing �eld of interest and importance
across disciplines (Baradaran 2017; Dannreuther & Kessler 2017). This
work has shown, for instance, how banking systems create barriers for
non-white citizens to access credit and accumulate wealth (Baradaran
2017). It argues that processes of �nance, such as the categorisation of
risk and uncertainty, cannot be colour blind, as ‘the very quantitative
rationale of risk presupposes and is stabilised by qualitative judgements
rooted in the social fabric of groups’ (Dannreuther & Kessler 2017: 362).
In this way, societal racism becomes codi�ed into supposedly neutral
calculations.

Similar steps have been taken in the area of �scal studies, where
research has demonstrated that in locations where racial heterogeneity
is higher, government spending is lower (Alesina, Baqir, & Easterly 1999;
O’Brien 2017). According to this work, support for higher taxes wanes
when a majority group feels its position is threatened by the increasing
size of a minority one. But �scal and �nancial systems do not just
mediate the extant racisms and power relations of a given society. They
are also crucial to entrenching them, codifying them in law, and through
the categorisation of identities, as mentioned above, even creating them.
Indeed, Robin Einhorn (2006) demonstrates that the US tax and bene�t
system was largely shaped to ensure the right of white slave-holders to
own black people as property. As she argues, the �scal system and limited
public spending was built not in the pursuit of liberty, but in fact the
opposite: enslavement. This racist history lives on in the US tax system,
as evidenced in Dorothy Brown’s (2022b) work on the contemporary
�scal production of white wealth.

Rules and Privileges beyond the Nation State

That taxes are fundamental to the construction of the modern state
itself – in that they determine the capacity of states to emerge and to
maintain their bureaucratic, political, and law enforcement functions,
including the armed forces – is well established in the social scienti�c
literature on taxation (Bourdieu 1998; Schumpeter [1919] 1991; Tilly
2009). They also have, however, a representational role, as Angus
Cameron argues. The �scal state ‘was never, . . . , simply a re�ection of
the territory over which the state already held sovereign jurisdiction,’
rather, �scal systems were also ‘a means through which the norms of the
state form are actively imagined, created, imposed and reproduced’
(Cameron 2008: 1146). That �scal codes contain an imaginary of the
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state and its corresponding ‘national economy’ is not only the case today
but, as Cameron explores, was already imagined and theorised in the �rst
half of the seventeenth century by political economists as a national �scal
state – an exclusive sovereign space that is territorially bounded. This was
a century before publicly �nanced, tax-based �scal states were �rst
formally institutionalised through the rise of statistical and administra-
tive technologies. Taxes then enable the materialisation of a state as well
as cast imaginaries of exclusive nation-centred economies, with corres-
ponding rights and obligations.

While many anthropological tax studies, as we have shown, pay close
attention to the practical and representational role of taxes and how deeply
intertwined they are in national �scal systems, there is also a body of
literature on international tax rules and �nancial regulation (Maurer 2005,
2008a, 2008b; Mugler 2019, this volume; Mugler, forthcoming; Rawlings
2007, this volume) which explicitly counters the common assumption that
�scal boundaries coeval with the legal boundaries of nation states. Their
studies demonstrate the effect of �scal systems being treated as a functional
subsystem of the territorial state rather than as something that determines
its reproduction and transformation. By examining, for instance, the
negotiation of international tax norms that de�ne where global businesses
and other global players get taxed, as a dynamic and socially embedded
process, these anthropologists demonstrate that these rules are neither
natural nor inevitable, but rather the outcome of �erce and multilayered
political contestation. Their arguments expand narrow conceptual param-
eters in �scal conversations, and help us think of taxation as something
that can operate in a spatiality beyond the state.

Bill Maurer’s (n.d., 2008b) and Greg Rawlings’ (2007) works on the
Harmful Tax Competition project of the OECD (1998) are a case in
point. Maurer and Rawlings show that questions such as ‘who has the
legitimacy to de�ne what a “harmful” tax practice is?’ or ‘what is the
correct level of transparency of a tax haven in a world where �scal
sovereignty applies?’ are fought over by various state and non-state actors
in myriad meetings and committees at the OECD. The project was
particularly controversial, criticised as a neocolonial imposition on the
weakest players in the offshore world, because the initiative aimed to
name and shame tax havens, many of them non-OECD countries, into
stricter compliance with international tax standards with which some
OECD members themselves were not compliant.

Maurer (n.d.), however, makes the important point that such a reading
of international tax policy debates ignores the moral-political
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conundrums that anthropologists of tax should tackle. For instance,
supporting the idea that tax competition between countries is harmful
because it leads to a race to the bottom depends, as he states, ‘on a vision
of the maintenance of the �scal state’s integrity, not its evaporation’
(Maurer n.d.: 17). This contradicts the longstanding anthropological
insistence that the unit of thinking around economic justice issues should
not be the Westphalian political imaginary or the modern territorial
state. A similar moral-political conundrum arises when one recognises
that regulatory initiatives, such as the Harmful Tax Competition project,
are a form of soft-law imperialism by powerful states and undemocratic
neoliberal intergovernmental organisations on small island nation-states
and non-OECD members. However, this position ignores that these
initiatives are attempts by multilateral organisations – even when such
institutions simultaneously promote the liberalisation of trade and capital
movements – to curtail capital mobility and restrain the �scal privileges
of elite and large taxpayers, and politically well-connected people.

Johanna Mugler’s work illustrates in a similar manner that a trans-
national perspective is productive when exploring current tax justice
debates, as it places such demands for a fairer share from multinational
corporations within the context of larger global distributional con�icts.
Her study on international tax law negotiations at the OECD during the
Base Erosion and Pro�t Shifting (BEPS) project demonstrates that taxation
in these debates is not only a matter of more or less revenue for states and
large businesses. International laws and regulations also promote and
perpetuate speci�c conceptualisations of property and value that are key
to today’s global capitalist world order and thus form part of the ‘code of
capitalism’ (Pistor 2019; Dann & Eckert 2022). She shows in her contri-
bution to this volume that current international tax norms which de�ne
how countries share the taxing rights to multinational enterprises’ (MNEs)
global pro�ts prioritise decision-making, design, and the possession of
capital and intellectual property over production and manufacturing.

The effect is that countries that host factories, and also increasingly
contract research and design laboratories, are legally considered as sites
of the mere execution of ideas and decisions created elsewhere. As a
result, they receive only limited rights to tax MNEs’ global pro�ts. Such
an allocation of taxing rights reinforces, as she argues, racialised assump-
tions that portray these host nations as incapable of innovating, as
copycats and lagging behind the centres of Western tech innovation,
again demonstrating continued imperialist logics. Moreover, they deepen
entrenched divisions and valorisations between repetitive, manual labour
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and creative, mental work that help to justify the wage differentials and
inequalities among employees and contractors of which global markets
are constituted.

This body of anthropological tax work shows how entangled tax
systems are in countries’ economic, industrial, and competition policies
and in large corporations’ business models. Not only do �scal systems
prioritise some taxpayer groups and tax authorities over others but, as
these studies show, the power to tax and make tax laws is globally
unequally distributed. In theory, countries act as sovereign agents within
international organisations, irrespective of size and power. However, this
obscures the limitations of national sovereignty in the capitalist world
order, meaning some agents have more leverage than others. Thus,
questions of what is taxable and by whom cannot always be suf�ciently
dealt with when we restrict our analysis to the boundary of the nation.
When income and money, or goods and services cross borders, when
supply and value chains are globally dispersed, who is entitled to tax and
why become less clear. It is to be expected that this regulatory uncer-
tainty, while it bene�ts mobile and powerful actors, will lead to more
distributional con�icts in the future, especially since material inequality
continues to intensify (World Bank 2022).

Taxes and Colonialism

The transnational issues discussed in the previous section connect
directly to histories of empires and exploitation. Tax rules and �scal
privileges have long functioned beyond nation-states in the form of
colonialism (Bhambra & McClure 2022: 2; Bhambra 2022). Bhambra
and McClure argue that conversations about tax, states, and empires are
regularly treated as separate, rather than co-constitutive entities, and that
to understand present inequalities, we need to recognise and examine
their transregional imperial dynamics (2022: 2).

In her work on the Spanish Imperial state, McClure (2022) sets out the
�scal strategies of the Spanish Crown to �nance the colonisation of Latin
America. For instance, ‘The Crown granted mercedes (rewards) such as
tax exemptions to those leading military conquest and it granted towns
the privilege of raising their own taxation. In order to �nance expansion,
the Crown effectively pawned sovereign powers, including privileges of
taxation’ (McClure 2022: 21–22). The role of taxes in empire building is
also evident in the history of the British Empire. England’s �rst imperial
project of the early modern period, the colonisation of Ireland, was in a
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large part paid for with a tax on the income and assets of ordinary
taxpayers (Brown 2022a: 23). Later, in 1671, Irish taxes and the mortga-
ging of Irish land bankrolled the formation of the Royal Africa Company;
in this way, Irish produce �nanced the emerging trade in enslaved
Africans, and the �rst colony became the fuel for its successors (Brown
2022a: 31–32).

The character of European Imperialism and the experience of the
invaded countries were greatly shaped by the amount and type of
revenue colonial administrations could extract from different sources,
for instance, taxes on large corporations, taxes on trade, or poll taxes
collected from a broad section of the population (Gardner 2012). Leigh
Gardner argues that colonial tax systems crucially shaped the economies
that Africa inherited at independence, creating long-term consequences
for the economic and political development of many countries (2012:
2–3). Elmi explores this in detail in her chapter on how the current
program of tax digitalisation in Kenya is profoundly shaped by the earlier
colonial policy on infrastructural development.

The violent effects of these colonial �scal systems have signi�cant
present-day effects that extend beyond postcolonial settings (e.g. Elmi,
this volume; Sheild Johansson 2018), to ongoing settler colonialism, as set
out by Kyle Willmott in his chapter on First Nations in Canada. Willmott
promotes a decolonising approach to tax, a perspective that challenges
hegemonic ideas about good governance and the centrality of tax to it.
He brings our attention to the racism and classism inherent in many
�scal systems, and explores tax not just as nation-building, but as nation-
eliminating. His chapter interrogates how the Canadian government’s
First Nations Financial Transparency Act (FNFTA), which claims to
further �scal sovereignty amongst the First Nations, in fact uses dis-
courses of transparency and audit practices to produce self-governing,
individualised subjects, thus entrenching the power of the settler govern-
ment rather than promoting any real self-determination, and eroding
indigenous sovereignty from the inside.

Taxes do many things in our world. In this section, we have explored
how �scal systems create imaginaries about bounded publics and spaces,
which often perpetuate belonging and exclusion as well as obfuscate
understandings of global and historical relations of exploitations and
interdependence. These bounded orders both cast non-taxpayers as non-
contributors and project imaginaries of the nation-state as the producer of
its own national wealth and attendant welfare provision. Taxes are also
everyday tools used to govern society and behaviours, reaching intimate
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spaces, including our bodies and the very things that we eat and drink.
Fiscal systems codify social biases and culturally contested categories into
legal rigidity and crude valorisation, such as credit scores and hierarchies
in global value chains, which has signi�cant impacts on global equality as
well as race and gender identities and relations.

Conclusion: Tax as Hope

All our authors and us editors aim to meaningfully advance scholarly
work on taxation, which though a niche �eld has demonstrated enor-
mous theoretical and practical value. Under the umbrella of an anthro-
pology of tax, the contributors to this volume have undertaken myriad
ground-breaking, ethnographic studies of �scal relations. Based on quali-
tative research, they cross disciplines and address many of the diverse
actors implicated in �scal regimes, from the paying individual to the
enforcing institutions. They examine the diverse �scal systems, norms,
and laws particular to their community to unpack underlying values,
perceptions, and transfer logics. This volume is part of a turning point in
the anthropology of tax – a moment when an anthropological approach
to tax has taken a conscious form.

This volume asks the following fundamental anthropological questions
concerning �scal relations: (1) How are taxes embedded in local socio-
economic relations, cosmologies, and cultural contexts, and how do these
shape the meaning of taxes and local tax practices? For instance, what
kinds of payments are de�ned as taxes in the various ethnographic
realities that our contributors explore? (2) Can a comparative approach
offer insight into some broader characteristics of �scal systems and
taxing practices? For instance, what kind of monetary transfers are taxes
and what different logics do �scal systems rely upon and propagate in
speci�c settings and times, such as the social contract, speculation,
reciprocity, sharing, extortion, or coercion? (3) How do �scal relations
categorise people and actions and take on a moral character? What is a
�scal subject? How do some actors in a �scal relationship come to be
marked as debtors and others as creditors? Who owes whom, and who
decides this? (5) Taking a historical perspective, what varied genealogies
of tax systems exist around the world, and what societal bargaining sits
behind the design and establishment of speci�c taxes?

While we have paid attention to many of the harms that �scal systems
have and still do perpetuate round the globe, we also believe that recent
calls for tax justice, public scrutiny of �scal injustices, and research about
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the workings of �scal systems can help bring about new public and
academic conversations about sharing, redistribution, and equity.
By virtue of �scal structures already being in place worldwide, progressive
�scal reforms could have an incredible impact on local and global socio-
economic relations, and how humans live in the world. For one, they are
ready to use tools for tackling the climate crisis. Thinking critically about
how taxes shape social relationships therefore offers hope because it affords
us the opportunity to imagine other ways of organising our societies.
While �scal sociality is not automatically inclusive, it does have the
potential to promote solidarity, freedom, sustainability, safety, and care.

Being more attentive to the very distinct logics that infuse different taxes
and tax systems – and how they can enable different social relations – could
be a key strength of future anthropological tax research, and an important
contribution to public debate. For instance, when the starting point in
anthropological tax research is reciprocity and calculation, our understand-
ing of what type of money transfer taxes are becomes limited (see Mugler,
this volume). The conceptual move in anthropology to read economic
phenomena against a gift exchange logic was crucial to relativise Western
concepts such as the homo economicus – reciprocity makes humans appear
less sel�sh and acknowledges that there is sociality among them. It also
made clear that there are alternatives to the capitalist ways of economising.
However, we suggest that homo economicus still lingers in the model of the
reciprocal human who calculates their fair return, obscuring the fact that
humans sometimes do things for each other without expecting recipro-
cation (Widlok 2017). Human choices can be as messy and inconsistent as
they can be shrewd and egocentric. By acknowledging the full range of how
humans live together with resources and other humans, we can think more
creatively about what �scal sociality might imply.

To look beyond abstract models of resource management and collect-
ive life, and do justice to the heterogeneous ethnographic realities our
work enables us to explore, it is crucial that we develop precise concep-
tual language which accurately demonstrates the social, political, and
material differences between various ways of managing resources. For
example, the logic of sharing is directed towards a speci�c process
(continuous opportunities to formulate demands and to evaluate them)
and not towards speci�c outcomes (such as obligations to give, receive, or
return). It is an unconditional mode of transfer that realises intrinsic
goods and provides people with access to resources which they otherwise
would not have (Widlok 2017: 26–27). As Mugler argues in her chapter,
it is a transfer that not only works within small, intimate groups or
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nations (as is often contended). This is because with whom people share
is a factor of relatedness, and as relatedness is socially constructed, the
scale of communities of sharing has no given size, and so may include
multiple nations and institutions. If we take seriously that in some
contexts, the logic to share is stronger than the imperative to gain
something in return, then our ability to imagine radically different �scal
systems, even at a global level, becomes feasible.

As the anthropology of tax breaks new ground, bringing its ethno-
graphic methods and analytical approach to bear on the topic, working to
reshape academic and public understandings of �scal relations, it is also
faced with questions: how should the discipline relate to the socio-
economic and political realities of our world, what are our primary
responsibilities, and who de�nes them? If we want to partake in making
better economic and �scal futures, we need to address representational
dilemmas and moral and political conundrums. We must also be explicit
about how speci�c research traditions and interests, political sympathies,
and conceptualisations of �elds and �eldwork may hinder or contribute
to new ways of thinking about �scal systems. Moreover, as scholars, we
should remind ourselves that although we engage and work on issues of
global concern, we are mostly funded by taxes. And so the tax debates of
the future, from progressive to populist, will be dependent on the polit-
ical climate in which our universities operate and what roles they have in
our respective societies. Finally, the in�uence of our voices in these highly
politicised debates will also depend on our capacity to contribute clear
concepts and ask meaningfully different questions that help us grasp
messy socio-political and cultural realities.

To us, an anthropology of tax is the commitment to mobilising
multiple voices, perspectives, and cultures of tax. It is an analytical
openness to understanding what �scal systems do in the world. This
volume endeavours to start a conversation about anthropology’s role in
�scal policies, creating a community of tax anthropologists where both
policy-engaged anthropologists and ‘pure’ academic research may hash
through these issues together, making common touchstones, and encour-
aging further original insights into �scal relations around the globe.
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1

Becoming the Good Migrant: How Romanian
Migrants Mobilise Taxpayer Status

����-������ ��	��

The streams of Marlboro smoke started to �ll the living room in the
Baicus’ small, rented �at in South London. The main tenants, a
Romanian man and woman in their late thirties, were listening atten-
tively, chins in hand. They had been living in the city for three years, with
the woman staying at home and looking after their daughters, and the
man picking up odd jobs in construction, where short-term self-
employed positions were endemic. A second couple who had just come
to visit was also perking up their ears. Children had been quickly sent to
play in their bedroom. Everyone was now clutching cups of coffee or
hugging their elbows, directing their attention to a special guest: Andrea,
the Baicus’ personal tax adviser.

Home meetings with the tax adviser had become a much-anticipated
occurrence for the Baicus, and thousands of other Romanian migrants.
They had contacted Andrea through the recommendation of a friend the
moment they realised that, however much pride the father took in his
labour, making a real living in London as a migrant was not just about
working hard in the city’s construction sites. It was also about formal
self-employment – the type that opens access to lawful residence, public
services, and other bene�ts of substantive citizenship, the type that needs
evidencing through a record of tax payments. Nicu Baicu and his wife
were, as they put it, simple ‘people like all people’. Back in Romania, he
never had to do his own bookkeeping. He had seven years of education,
and a work history where tax was either within the purview of the
employer, or of no one. Andrea, in turn, was not a quali�ed accountant,
but another Romanian migrant with a graduate degree, who spoke decent
English and owned a laptop, and had learnt the vagaries of self-
employment back when she had to formalise her own nanny job.

It is in this grey professional space that Andrea had come to play an
instrumental role in mediating the Baicu family’s tax payments. Over the
course of several years, she had helped Nicu, the father, formalise his
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work, turning him from a black-market builder who was at risk of being
removed by immigration enforcement of�cers, into a taxpaying, self-
employed contractor. His new status enabled the family to pass the
Habitual Residence Test administered to bene�t seekers in the United
Kingdom, which then opened access to sorely needed income top-ups.
Their history mirrors a phenomenon experienced by thousands of
migrants, but rarely documented in the social studies of taxation –
namely, that paying tax is not just imposed upon a citizenry. It is also a
technique of navigating one’s way into citizenship as an outsider – at the
level of discourse, in a political order premised on self-suf�ciency, and at
the level of practice, in an administrative order premised on digital and
�nancial literacy.

This chapter theorises the role of tax payments in making the ‘good’
migrant. Starting with a brief review of theories of citizenship, I argue
that while a substantial body of literature has unpacked the ways in
which government agencies use self-suf�ciency to distinguish between
desirable citizens, and those who are merely tolerated (Anderson 2013,
2015; Rose 1999), we know much less about how migrants themselves
mobilise the moral capital of paying taxes. This, I argue here, is an
important omission. Migrants are not passive objects of �scal policy,
but agentful subjects who have their own ways of narrating their status as
taxpayers (Ong 1996). Beyond the level of values, furthermore, citizen-
ship is also about substantive rights (Marshall 1950) – �nanced through
taxation, and in many cases distributed only to taxpayers. The everyday
bureaucracy and relations through which this distribution of rights
happens merit attention in their own way (Hull 2012; Strathern 2000).

Rooted thus in this conceptualisation of citizenship as community of
values (Anderson 2013), on the one hand, and administration of sub-
stantive rights (Marshall 1950), on the other, this chapter follows two
axes of analysis: �rst, tax payments as discursive arti�ce. I show how
obtaining taxpayer status equips Romanian migrants with a means of
negotiating their place in a political order premised on self-suf�ciency.
After decades of representation as the ‘laggards’ of Europe (Noutcheva &
Bechev 2008), Romanian migrants use their status as tax contributors to
challenge the stigma of otherness (Goffman 1968). Second, I explore the
role of tax payments as techniques of making oneself legible (Strathern
2000), through the digital and �nancial codes by which the state adminis-
ters substantive bene�ts. Like every bureaucratic exercise, I argue, tax
payments have their own materiality (Hull 2012). Despite my inform-
ants’ references to individual self-reliance, I �nd that the host of digital
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barriers and language de�ciencies which characterised their interactions
with the �scal authority in practice drew them into the arms of consult-
ants like Andrea, who made a business of helping co-nationals decode
their �scal duties.

Bringing these �ndings in conversation with the literature on citizen-
ship, this chapter shows how a close look at how tax payments are
imagined, and practised by migrants, can nuance our understanding of
the malleability of citizenship itself. Every migrant, I conclude, can
narrate herself as good, hard working. In the complex everyday reality,
however, becoming a taxpayer is also a test in digital and �nancial
literacy – which many have to pass with the help of self-styled, street-
level accountants (Lipsky 1980). This argument is based on a year of
participant observation with a network of Romanian migrants, subse-
quent interviews with Romanian Roma families like the Baicus, and
several years of running a charity which assists migrants with social
security and employment issues.

The Taxpayer: The Ideal Subject of a Moral Order Premised
on Self-Suf�ciency

In his 1950 thesis, British sociologist T. H. Marshall famously de�ned
citizenship as a collection of rights: civil rights, which he described as
equality before the law; political rights, inherent in universal suffrage; and
social rights, inherent in the notion that all members of a polity deserve a
modicum of socio-economic well-being (Marshall 1950). Writing in the
mid-twentieth century, at a time when Britain took pride in inventing the
welfare state, there is a particular optimism running through the thesis.
For Marshall, a citizenry is equal, and substantive (1950: 28). And yet, as
anthropologists have argued, citizenship is more than the legal status of a
member of a national political community (Lazar & Nuijten 2013). It is
also differentiated by value systems (Anderson 2013) which intersect
with race and class (Fox, Morosanu, & Szilassy 2012). Values, in turn,
are af�rmed and portrayed aesthetically (Rancière 2005; Tyler 2013), in
the same way that access to rights is moderated by bureaucracies (Hull
2012; Strathern 2000).

A generation of scholars have drawn attention to the ways in which
individual self-suf�ciency has become the moral imperative of neoliberal
governance (Harvey 2005; Miller & Rose 1990; Rose 1999). As Nikolas
Rose argues, the neoliberal state draws upon classical liberal ideals of
individual self-mastery to normalise the erosion of social security and the
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shrinking of state protections. Over one million people, or 3 per cent of
all people employed in the United Kingdom, worked on zero-hours
contracts in 2020, in easy-�re-easy-hire positions – this is up from 0.8
per cent in 2000 (Of�ce for National Statistics (ONS) 2020a). Another
15.3 per cent were self-employed, in positions premised entirely on self-
suf�ciency, but which grant them none of the protection of an employ-
ment contract (ONS 2020b). The neoliberal valorisation of self-
suf�ciency is also evident at the level of welfare policy. Ever since the
�nancial crisis, welfare provisions were reduced – be it by freezing bene�t
increases to levels below in�ation, by imposing stricter means-testing and
a total bene�t cap (£15,410 for a single adult without children in
London), or by only awarding bene�ts to people who were actively
looking for work (Dupont, Anderson, & Vicol 2019). Notably, while
welfare budgets were shrunk, bene�t claimants who fall short of the ideal
of economic self-suf�ciency are portrayed as morally suspect – ‘revolting
subjects’, conveniently blamed for their own misfortune through tropes
of laziness (Jones 2012; Tyler 2013). Today, paid employment is con-
structed as every citizen’s moral obligation (Dyer, McDowell, & Batnitzky
2011) – and with it, the taxpayer becomes the proxy for the ideal citizen
in a moral order premised on self-suf�ciency.

A similar valorisation of self-suf�ciency is visible at the level of
immigration policy. Though in many ways, the United Kingdom is a
country built on mobility, where 9.5 million people, or 14 per cent of all
residents are born abroad (ONS 2021), even a cursory look at migration
regimes indicates that, like the citizenry, migrants are welcomed not for
their social connections, but based on their ability to make an economic
contribution. A migrant �ancée is forbidden from coming to the United
Kingdom to marry her partner unless she can �nancially support herself,
but a migrant businessman can invest his way into a visa with a £50,000
package, despite having no prior social connections (see also Gregory
Rawlings’ chapter, this volume).

The case of intra-European mobility is particularly telling in this sense.
European migrants were recruited from the Baltics after World War II, to
aid in the reconstruction effort, from Ireland in the 1960s, when public
opinion was turning against migrants from the Commonwealth, and
were welcomed once again from Poland and seven other Eastern
European countries which joined the EU in 2004 (and are known to
policymakers as the A8 states). For decades, European migrants were the
UK government’s preferred source of labour (Fox et al. 2012). Con�dent
of the British economy’s need for new workforce and Eastern European
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migrants’ potential to ful�l it, the New Labour government made the
United Kingdom one of the only three EU member states to impose no
transitional immigration controls, asking only for a registration. By 2007,
as many as 671,000 A8 migrants registered. The government had only
predicted 130,000 (Vargas-Silva 2015: 4).

As the number of Poles in the United Kingdom rose and the EU
expanded further with Romania and Bulgaria in 2007, the moral category
of ‘good migrant’ (Anderson 2015) was bound even tighter to economic
contribution. Romania was one of the poorest member states, where even
in 2019 average hourly wages (€7.7) were a fraction of those in the United
Kingdom (€28.5) (Eurostat 2021). From the �rst day of Romania’s EU
membership and until the legal maximum seven years allowed under
European law, the mobility of Romanian and Bulgarian nationals was
subjected to transitional immigration controls. Anyone could enter the
United Kingdom and reside for a period of three months. Beyond that
point, however, the right to reside was limited to students; to self-
suf�cient individuals who, by de�nition, could not access welfare; to a
narrow category of applicants who were young, educated, and wealthy
enough to qualify for a Highly Skilled Permit; and to another category of
people who were ready to take up jobs in under-subscribed manual
occupations in sectors like food packaging and agriculture (UKBA
2007). For most other Romanians and Bulgarians, as in the case of the
Baicus, the only way to work legally in the United Kingdom was to take
up self-employment. By 2014, as many as 59 per cent of Romanians and
Bulgarians bore this status (The Migration Observatory 2014).

A wealth of scholarship has critiqued the imposition of transitional
immigration regimes for instituting a second-class citizenship for Eastern
Europeans (Kochenov 2006). Intra-European migrants, it is argued, are
only welcomed because they make good workers (Anderson 2015).
Nowhere is this clearer than in the discourse, and practice, surrounding
EU migrants and bene�ts. In 2014, as transitional immigration controls
were about to expire, the Romanian bene�t seeker became a veritable folk
devil (Vicol & Allen 2014). This moral panic was echoed by measures
adopted to restrict EU migrants’ access to British bene�ts, and tether it to
formal employment. Two amendments adopted in 2014 and 2015 expli-
citly excluded EU jobseekers from income-based bene�ts such as
housing bene�t and Universal Credit (Dupont et al. 2019).
Paradoxically, an EU migrant had to be a taxpaying worker �rst, before
they could claim welfare. This speaks volumes about the discrepancy
between pay and living costs in the United Kingdom, and particularly
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London. But it also reveals the unexpected ways in which taxation
moderates citizenship. At the level of discourse, the taxpayer is the ideal
neoliberal subject who works and can pay for themselves. In practice, the
taxpayer is also what a migrant needs to become when work is too
precarious to support livelihoods without an income top-up.

The theory of citizenship as ‘community of values’ (Anderson 2013) is
one strand of literature I draw upon, and seek to contribute to. Scholars
have critiqued the positioning of self-suf�ciency at the heart of neoliberal
ethics (Rose 1999; Tyler 2013), and within immigration regimes
(Anderson 2013, 2015; Fox et al. 2012). Research has also investigated
the ways in which migrants capitalise on their ability to work hard
(McGhee, Moreh, & Vlachantoni 2018), and respond to stigma with
af�rmations of individual worth (Moro�anu & Fox 2013). And yet, with
the exception of quantitative papers which measure migrants’ net �scal
contributions, reifying the prominence of self-suf�ciency (Dustmann,
Frattini, & Halls 2010), we have a lot more to uncover about how
migrants imagine, and become, taxpayers.

This is important for two reasons. First, migrants are not passive
objects of �scal, or any policy. As Aiwha Ong (1996) argued, a citizenry
is not simply made top-down, but also from the bottom up. Second, it is
only by looking at how migrants handle their taxpayer status in the
everyday that we can uncover the complex ways in which tax moderates
citizenship – at the level of values, and material practice. Every bureau-
cracy has a materiality and a set of bureaucrats who make it possible –
and none more so than the bureaucracy of administering bene�ts.

The Bene�t-Seeking Romanian Migrant in the British
Public Imaginary

‘In 2014 Great Britain opened its doors to us Romanians. This is my
Gypsy son, my wife too is Gypsy – even the little dog is Gypsy. We were
not exactly welcomed with open arms’ (Channel 4: 2015). This is the
opening dialogue in the trailer for The Romanians Are Coming, a three-
part documentary series televised by public broadcaster Channel 4,
the same year that transitional immigration controls expired. The clip
starts with a shocking juxtaposition of an impoverished village, a
modest ‘Gypsy home’, as the narrator implies, and a young man
riding a horse at the foot of a mountain of rubbish. Shortly afterwards,
viewers are introduced to the voices of Britons. Short and cutting, they
are edited to sound like the British public opinion on Romanian
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migrants: ‘Shouldn’t be here’; ‘Begging, begging, begging’; ‘Send them
back’; ‘They stink this place lots’.

According to the Annual Population Survey, there were 384,000
Romanians living in the United Kingdom in 2020 – the �fth most
popular country of birth after India, Poland, Pakistan, Ireland (ONS
2021). Most are economic migrants who arrived after 2007, taking
advantage of the intra-European mobility regime, or actively recruited
by employers who post adverts on Romanian recruitment websites. Every
year, millions of pounds are remitted from the United Kingdom to
Romania, with �gures for 2018 placing remittances at USD150 million
(World Bank 2017). And yet, in many ways the tone of the documentary
re�ects a representation of Romanian migrants that is radically different,
a picture of otherness constituted at the intersection of economic
dependency, and the racist imaginary of Romania as inadequately
European – an other from within.

The folk devil of the sponger who lives off hard-working, taxpaying
citizens is a well-documented artefact of Britain’s neoliberal order. Tyler
(2013) used the interpretive framework of social abjection to describe the
ways in which asylum seekers and Irish Travellers were depicted as a
public menace, deserving of expulsion. Dyer and her colleagues (2011)
documented a similar politics of exclusion of workless parents, while
Jones (2012) examined the unemployed white working class. There is a
shared sense that exclusion hinges on the lack of economic productivity.
Notably, as Tyler stresses, there is also a sense that economic inactivity
acquires its morally repulsive connotations aesthetically, through the
spectacle of shocking imagery and derogatory classi�cation. If politics is
a particular ordering of the aesthetic, as French philosopher Jacques
Rancière (2005) argued, the division between the good taxpayer and
the morally suspect welfare dependents is reproduced through images
of bene�t seekers’ modest dwellings and modest attire.

There are few more polarising moments in the documentary than the
part where a Romanian man is shown ecstatically withdrawing £100
from an ATM from his Jobseeker’s Allowance.1 He kisses the banknotes,
stuffs them in his sock, then makes his way to a money remittance agent,
while the omniscient narrator reminds viewers: ‘Now, Stefan is in the

1 The Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA) is a bene�t awarded to the unemployed. Despite popular
stereotypes, EU migrants could only claim JSA after living in the United Kingdom for
three months, and if they are able to demonstrate ‘genuine prospects of work’ (Dupont,
Anderson, & Vicol 2019: 46).
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system. Not only does he get free money, but he can �x his shitty teeth on
the NHS.’ Asked if he knows where the money is coming from, Stefan
guesses it is the EU, and carries on power walking to the dentist. This
time around, a British voice behind the camera comes in to remind him:
‘Stefan, it’s not the European Union, it’s the British taxpayer.’

The close-up of a desperate man kissing a banknote is part of a three-
hour spectacle of destitution. From the garbage dump in the opening
sequence, viewers are presented with a stream of imagery including dirty
homes, shabby clothes, tired bodies, and broken English. Together, they
conjure the spectre of desperate men. But they also resurrect the spectre
of Eastern European foreignness – a particular type of foreignness that is
at once proximate and menacing.

There is a long tradition of portraying Eastern Europe as the other
from within. In a beautiful monograph, Larry Wolff (1994) describes the
‘invention’ of Eastern Europe in the works of Enlightenment writers, as a
space which lent itself to wonder (think of travellers’ accounts depicting
wild Transylvania), but also to civilising. Maria Todorova (2009) traces
how the Balkans came to occupy a liminal position as the other from
within, European by geography, but ‘Oriental’ in character. Nowhere was
this geography of representation more entrenched than during the Cold
War, which rei�ed the distinction between liberal democracies in the
West and the socialist states in the East (Buchowski 2006). By the end of
the 1980s, while Britain was decidedly embracing a neoliberal politics of
privatisation, home ownership, and smaller government, Romania was
experiencing its harshest decade of socialist rule – marked by shortages of
goods and energy, an increasingly repressive state, and Ceau�escu’s
growing personality cult (Verdery 1996).

Romania’s accession to the EU started thus from a ‘laggard’ position
(Noutcheva & Bechev 2008). If in December 1989 the world witnessed
heroic images of young protesters storming government buildings and
leading Ceau�escu to �ee, Romania’s �rst interim government included
old party apparatchiks and former agents of the Securitate, who capital-
ised on the suffering of dissidents to ensure their continuity in power,
then sealed the archives that could expose them (Verdery 1996). Up until
1996, Romania’s government was headed by a former member of the
communist party, who shunned European integration in favour of an
‘original Romanian democracy’, and sanctioned bloody crackdowns on
protesters (Mungiu-Pippidi 2006). Even after accession negotiations were
of�cially opened in 1999 by a liberal government, commentators ques-
tioned the extent to which Romania deserved EU membership, when the

�	 
�	���� ��� ���� ������

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/93C973858A6DE6910C34E4C9ECD23F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University College London (UCL), on 24 Jan 2025 at 17:33:15, subject to the Cambridge Core



country still suffered from corruption, poor public administration and,
most frustratingly for Romanian observers, minimal absorption of EU
development funds (Gallagher 2009). In 2014, the year the documentary
came out, Romania had one of the highest gross domestic product
growth rates in the EU (3.6 per cent), but also the highest rates of income
inequality (Eurostat 2020). Though big cities experienced the expansion
of an af�uent middle class, the country suffers from severe regional
inequalities in pay, educational attainment, and access to services, as well
as experiencing the lowest rate of digital literacy in the EU (European
Commission 2020).

Re�ecting these reservations, the formal accession of Romania and
Bulgaria was characterised by more conditionality agreements, transi-
tional immigration controls, and an exceptional clause which allowed the
EU to supervise reform after of�cial accession (Papadimitriou & Gateva
2009) – dispelling, in effect, the fantasy of a homogeneous European
citizenry. The year I started my doctoral project, the most frequent
descriptors of Romanian migrants, people like my informants, and
myself, were ‘hordes’, ‘criminals’, and ‘bene�t seekers’ (Vicol & Allen
2014). The Channel 4 documentary was only the most high-budget
representation of the moral panic generated when ‘the Romanians are
coming’. This is the context that surrounded the arrival of Romanian
migrants, and the context that enables us to understand the power of
af�rming oneself as a taxpaying migrant.

Romanian Migrants Reimagine Tax Contributions

I’m not agree to be seen in that way. I’m Romanian citizen and I’m proud to
be, I’m working nights as a HGV driver, I pay my bills and my taxes and in
this way i support the economy of this country. Do I look like in yours
movie?

Days after the �rst episode of the documentary aired, Romanians living
in the United Kingdom circulated two petitions which demanded the
show’s cancellation. The quotation above is a verbatim reproduction of a
comment left by a signatory – one of many who contested the represen-
tation of Romanian migrants as pariahs, with an af�rmation of his own
status as a hard-working, taxpaying resident.

The pride of ‘hard work’ re�ected by the signatory was one of the most
frequently occurring motifs I encountered in interviews. Romanian
ethnics and Romanian Roma, with university education or just a few
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years of primary school and a life spent farming, all re�ected at length on
their abilities to ‘work hard’, ‘learn fast’, and ‘always look ahead’. The
Romanian Ambassador himself, in the letter sent to the executive produ-
cer of the documentary, based his critique on the words of David
Cameron, then Conservative prime minister, who had ‘publicly stated
[that] Romanians “work hard, pay taxes and are valued by their
employers”’(Jinga 2015).

In many ways, ‘hard work’ was a necessity, and code for manual
labour, at least at the beginning of a migrant’s journey. The transitional
immigration controls had meant that, at least up until 2014, most
Romanian migrants took up self-employment in low-skilled positions.
Added to the language barrier, the general challenge of becoming
employable in a new labour market, and the pressure to keep up with
the city’s living costs, even highly educated Romanians who had enjoyed
comfortable positions before moving to London, found themselves doing
manual labour to get by. For the men I interviewed, self-employment
usually meant working in the construction sector, where the practice of
hiring subcontractors was already endemic. For the women, it meant
working in care, cleaning, or the services and hospitality industry, where
formal contracts with agencies, or informal arrangements with small
�rms, allowed them the ‘freedom’ to work in a self-employed capacity.

Hard work emerged thus as a means of engineering a sense of personal
dignity and self-mastery, in jobs that were often short term, poorly paid,
and precarious. It is interesting to remember that, before it became the
moral imperative of neoliberal politics, economic activity was also a virtue.
Hannah Arendt (1958) conceptualised activity as the �nest expression of
individual freedom, in the spirit of liberal philosophy. In socialist Romania,
work was valorised as a class and gender leveller, and the chrysalis of the
socialist citizenry (Kideckel 2008). Differently framed by political regimes
as it may be, work holds value in and of itself. Similarly, interviews
abounded with references to the life lessons my informants thought they
had acquired since moving abroad – such as the ability to learn, adapt
oneself, or as Marius, a journalism graduate put it, to realise that ‘no one
cares how many degrees you have on a construction site.’

I discovered that on a construction site you do not need two degrees, you
learn it by doing. And what you learn most is the attitude, the way you
have to behave, the �exibility . . . if I stayed in the [television] industry,
yes, I would have been comfortable. But you get lazy, you get slow. Here
things are more dynamic and you learn to adapt, you discover yourself
and you overcome those limits you thought you had.
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It was more than once that it felt like I was being drawn into a living
Bildungsroman, a modern story of personal growth, where precarity was
refashioned as a formative experience. Migrants who had gone to uni-
versity in Romania but found themselves taking up jobs in London’s low-
skilled sector, framed this as an experience of self-discovery, ‘where life
started’. Real or imagined, measurable in material acquisitions or framed
in the language of personal development, working, however precariously,
was a trial in adaptability.

However, aside from the role that being active played in my inform-
ants’ personal sense of self-esteem, work was also a means of anchoring
oneself in the moral order of a polity which, as we have seen, valorises the
ability to be self-suf�cient, and looks down on bene�t seekers, the poor,
and other dependent subjects.

The value of self-suf�ciency was implicit in the indignation my inter-
locutors expressed towards those who ‘got something for nothing’. I often
heard them deride Romanian churchgoers, who were suspected of feign-
ing faith in pursuit of material help, mothers who had ‘too many
children’, and were suspected of leveraging them for bene�ts, and refu-
gees from the Global South, who were imagined through tropes of
dependency. It was hard to miss the irony of the fact that the folk devils
invoked by my informants echoed those circulated in the British tabloid
press. The second, and perhaps more important irony, is that underneath
af�rmations of self-suf�ciency, and derisions of bene�t seekers, many of
my informants were in fact dependent upon bene�ts themselves.

According to the Consumer Price Index of the European statistics
agency, the United Kingdom is the sixth most expensive country in the
EU, but only the twelfth highest by median hourly wages. The country is
experiencing a cost-of-living crisis, with real pay falling behind prices
(ONS 2020c). London in particular holds a reputation for unaffordabil-
ity. At £653,000, the average house price in London remains far beyond
what Nicu Baicu, or indeed the median earner, could purchase. Even a
rented two-bedroom home in the cheapest part of the city comes to
£1,200 a month (GLA 2020). For a single earner paid at the national
median wage, that constitutes over half of a month’s pay.

It was in this context that many of my interlocutors found themselves
relying on welfare: child bene�t, which is a small payment granted to all
parents whose children are in the United Kingdom; tax credit, which was
given to individuals or couples who work, but were on low income; and
housing bene�t, which covered the costs of accommodation. ‘Ordinary
work’ (Monteith, Vicol, & Williams 2021) in the everyday helped build a
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sense of self-esteem and entry into the community of values. Formalised
work evidenced through tax receipts granted them access to the substan-
tive bene�ts of citizenship.

The tension between the ways in which my informants narrated
themselves as independent workers, but relied on income top-ups to
make do, had created an uncomfortable relation to bene�t seeking.
Many of our conversations revolved around work, rights, and the process
of formalising arrangements. But it was after hours of trust building that
my informants would mention their receipt of any state assistance. When
they did, it was accompanied by quali�ers. My interlocutors rarely said
that they ‘received tax credits’. Usually, they recounted receiving ‘just tax
credit’, or ‘only tax credits’. Small but signi�cant nuances drew a distinc-
tion between work-related bene�ts such as tax credits, which Romanian
migrants thought they had earned, and unemployment-related bene�ts
which, they implied, were less deserved. The quote below, from Nicu’s
brother, captures at once the pressure of work that needs topping up, and
the unforgiving attitude towards getting ‘something for nothing’.

There are very many English people who take the bene�ts for nothing.
They do not work, nothing. And they make us work, if we do not have
work they do not get us, for example, child bene�t, or they do not give us
tax credits, they do not give you anything . . .. Here if you do not work you
do not get anything.

In his much-cited theory of stigma, Erving Goffman (1968) argued
that exposure to stereotypes may lead to processes of internal differenti-
ation. Wishing to avoid association with the stigmatised characteristics of
a group, Goffman explained, stigmatised subjects come to distance them-
selves from the group altogether, drawing new boundaries. It is in the
same vein that my informants set themselves apart as active workers,
who received only income top-ups, and who were far removed from the
folk devil of inactive welfare recipients. In many ways, as Goffman
argued, af�rming self-suf�ciency was an act of discursive self-defence.
They drew upon the moral capital of hard work to distinguish themselves
from the caricatural representations of scroungers.

It is important to remember, however, that these appeals to work are not
just individual reactions to momentary stigmatisations. They also re�ect
the weight of a particular political order where work is valuable only to the
extent that it enables self-suf�ciency. In addition, they are a means of
negotiating inclusion in a racialised polity, where the ideal citizen is not
only economically active, but also white (Fox et al. 2012; Fox 2013). There
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is a long record of structural racism in Britain’s twentieth-century mobility
regime (Anderson 2013: 37). The movement of people from the
Commonwealth, which is often regarded as the most generous post-war
mobility regime in Europe, was in fact the unexpected consequence of the
1948 Nationality Act passed by Parliament to af�rm the unity of British
subjecthood in the face of independence movements, and not to stimulate
migration – the British government expected to recruit the labour needed
for reconstruction via the European Voluntary Workers scheme
(Anderson 2013: 38–39). Subsequent efforts to ful�l Britain’s need for
labour in the 1960s oscillated between restrictions on migration from the
Commonwealth, and programmes of recruiting Irish migrants. The Irish
were welcomed after the mid-century, in the same way that Eastern
European migrants had at the 2004 and 2007 enlargement – in the context
of a need for hard work, and by comparison with migrants from the Global
South, described through tropes of dependency.

It was often uncomfortable to notice the ways in which my informants
used their status as industrious workers and taxpayers, to distinguish them-
selves from stereotypes about migrants of colour. In a few instances, they set
themselves apart from refugees and asylum seekers, who were jointly por-
trayed as undesirable by virtue of being recipients of ‘handouts’, and by virtue
of being culturally alien. Most frequently, however, the subjects my interlocu-
tors set themselves apart from were the Romanian Roma. A small group of
well-dressed Romanians who gathered outside Channel 4’s studios in protest
against the documentary held a placard which referred to Romanians being of
‘different colours’. Similarly, many of the comments left by signatories to the
petitions rejected the programme because the characters portrayed were
Roma, rather than ethnic Romanians; living off welfare, rather than working
hard; and working in ‘shit jobs’, as one of the Romanians in the Channel
4 documentary trailer put it, rather than white-collar professions. The
following excerpt, an integral reproduction of one of the petitions, captures
this sense of indignation, where acceptance among Britons is implicitly
demanded in the name of white Europeanness. Regrettably, this is a
Europeanness which is as stereotypically racist and classist as the representa-
tion of Romanian migrants in the Channel 4 documentary.

Dear Channel 4,

In the name of all the real Romanian Mothers in the UK, I call on you to
STOP this called show THE ROMANIANS ARE COMING or to change the
name of it in ROMA- GYPSIES ARE COMING. WE are not proud of them
as well but we don t pay them to go on shows and denigrate our Country!
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I am proud to be Romanian and in the same time sick, sad and mad that
my Country of Adoption since 2004 permits this kind of abuse.
My children’s will not be safe after this kind of programme they will be
bullied and called names in the school, so it has to STOP. You are liable for
xenophobic acts and discrimination involving the people of an European
Member State and the European Commission shall be noti�ed about it.

Kind regards,

A mother of 3 British children’s!!!!

Positioning oneself as a hard worker thus had multiple meanings for
Romanian migrants. On a personal level, it transmogri�ed the experience
of precarious employment into a test of character. When migrants
worked in positions below their levels of training, it enabled them to
portray it as a lesson in adaptability. On a broader political level, how-
ever, it also allowed Romanian migrants to carve a space for themselves
in a political order which has long exiled bene�t seekers and migrants
from the Global South to the rungs of tolerated citizenship.

Without a doubt, the petition is racist – as are comments endlessly seeking
to separate the Romanian Roma from ethnic Romanians. But it also captures
something bigger. It is important to resist viewing these attitudes as mere
examples of intolerance which, as Dzenovska (2018) argues, would reify the
caricature of the uncivilised Eastern European. The appreciation of the self
through motifs of self-suf�ciency, and the rejection of others through inter-
sections of economic and racial terms, is not a particularity of Romanian
migrants, but the expression of a historical trend. What is more particular to
Romanian migrants, however, is the complex ways in which grand aspir-
ations of af�rming oneself as a hard worker were moderated by the process of
becoming a taxpayer. This is what we turn to next.

Street-Level Accountants Make Migrant Taxpayers in Practice

A few miles from the Baicus’ home, one North London neighbourhood
in the borough of Barnet had acquired so many Romanian businesses,
residents affectionately called it ‘Little Moldova’. A cacophony of super-
markets, beauty salons, and small eateries selling Romanian cakes and
stews �lled the high street with their red, yellow, and blue tricolour.
Enmeshed in dense transnational networks, every few days vans and
coaches carried goods and people who were looking to visit, join family,
or just experience living in the city. In many ways, Little Moldova was an
entry point into life in London. The shops and eateries offered ample
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room for employment – albeit informal, in many cases. Adjacent resi-
dential streets included Houses of Multiple Occupancy where new
arrivals who were looking to save and stay close to familiar ground could
sublet from other Romanian speakers.

A less visible part of the network consisted of the wealth of businesses
and private consultants who made a living out of doing Romanian
migrants’ tax returns. Dotted in between the shops stacked with
Romanian produce, two accountancy of�ces advertised their services to
passers-by. Many more consultants appeared in the rent-free space of
social media, and in the informal space of migrant networks who found
each other by word of mouth. This is where Andrea operated, building a
business out of the fact that, despite the common desire to work hard,
many Romanians struggled to ful�l their duties as taxpayers in practice.

The edi�ce of work-based bene�ts is built upon one’s ability to evi-
dence one’s record of paying tax, in the same way that the edi�ce of the
state rests on bureaucracy. This is what, in an earlier article, I captured
through the concept of accounting for oneself (Vicol 2020). Drawing on
Strathern’s (2000) argument that ‘audit cultures’ increasingly measure
value through the language of �nance, I found it useful to think of how
Romanians are compelled to account for their mobility – in moral terms,
with appeals to work ethic, but also in �nancial terms, with concrete
proof of bookkeeping and taxpaying. It is these practices that construct a
good, taxpaying migrant in the ledgers of the �scal authority. As Hull
(2012) noted, documents are not just mediators, they are subject makers.

For migrants like the Baicus, who worked as self-employed cleaners,
delivery drivers, or contractors in the city’s sprawling construction sites,
paying tax was often an insurmountable test in digital and �nancial
literacy. Unlike wage workers, whose income tax and social security
contributions are processed by employers, the self-employed must
manage their taxes individually. Once a year, they are prompted to log
in to an online platform, where a menu several pages long asks them to
assess their income, declare any expenditure and losses (even if they did
not earn anything), and then pay the tax indicated by the program
directly into the account of His Majesty’s Revenue & Customs. This, in
turn, requires a level of everyday self-accountancy. At a minimum, it
means monitoring earnings by providing dated invoices, isolating every-
day purchases into tax-deductible expenses, and keeping a record
of receipts.

A similar exercise in self-accountancy was required to apply for
welfare, through the United Kingdom’s Universal Credit system.
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Ostensibly designed to save the government £100 million a year by
replacing telephone and in-person support for claimants with digital
procedures, Universal Credit places the onus on applicants to make
and maintain their applications online (Work and Pensions Committee
2018: 6). Claimants with low digital literacy are given the option of a two-
hour Assisted Digital Support training, where a member of staff is meant
to walk them through everything from the basics of email communi-
cation, to managing the idiosyncrasies of the Universal Credit platform.
Yet, as the government’s own research found, four in ten claimants
needed more support than they received in registering the claim, and
three in ten needed ongoing support (Work and Pensions Committee
2018: 11).

Despite the importance they placed on self-suf�ciency, many
Romanians struggled to translate their work arrangements into a �scal
contribution in practice. For all the impassionate af�rmations of hard
work, the majority of self-employed migrants I interviewed were not IT-
savvy business owners, but ordinary people who had been driven into
self-employment by immigration controls which had restricted their
access to waged employment, and by the proliferation of self-
employment in the gig-economy. The number of self-employed individ-
uals in the United Kingdom increased from 3.3 million, or 12 per cent of
the labour force in 2001, to 4.8 million or 15.1 per cent of the labour force
in 2017 (ONS 2018: 2). Some of them, like the Baicus, were Roma
migrants with just seven years of education, who had previously made
a living in manual occupations or subsistence farming. Others had
enjoyed comfortable professional positions before they migrated, but,
as employees, they had still never had to pay their own taxes, or deal
with a digital �scal authority. For many Romanians, therefore, there was
hardly a question of mastering the digital infrastructure that mediated tax
payments in the United Kingdom independently. Nor was there a
‘bureau’ where one could even see the tax authority. In other words,
while everyone was a ‘hard-worker’, turning that work into a tax contri-
bution was a privilege. In a country that had made a mission of digitising
state–citizen relations, becoming a taxpayer was, in practice, a test in
decoding the interface of the HMRC, and in making oneself legible to the
state. This is where Andrea came in.

Andrea was a 37-year-old law graduate with a degree from Romania,
who had come to London in 2007 looking, like many young people, for
something new. She had �rst started working as a nanny, studying
English in her spare time, and taking on a range of evening courses that
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would keep her mind active. She had learnt the intricacies of accountancy
from personal experience, when she struggled to turn her own casual
work arrangements into the tax generating, self-employed position she
needed to comply with transitional immigration controls. Gradually, she
started helping friends and other new migrants she encountered while
volunteering with a charity. Within a couple of years, however, the type
of advice she offered on a casual basis developed into an extensive list of
clients, who had come to call upon her for everything from NINO
applications, to yearly tax returns.

It’s not that people aren’t capable, they do not know what it means to be
self-employed. People sometimes come to me and say, ‘I need a UTR
(Unique Tax Reference).’ And I have to say, ‘why do you think you need a
UTR?’ ‘To have all my papers in order.’ ‘But you do not necessarily need a
UTR to have your papers in order’ . . .. People do not even understand the
difference between employment and self-employment. I ask them if they
pay tax. ‘Yes, we do.’ Then I ask: ‘Who pays, you or the employer?’ ‘We
just pay tax.’

Over the course of years of growing her network, Andrea had developed
a relationship with the Baicu family which straddled the boundary
between friendship and commercial interest. Meetings with the family
were cordial, often organised around dinner tables, in the intimate space
of their homes. ‘If it wasn’t for Andrea,’ Nicu’s wife once said, ‘we only
had God to turn to.’ By helping with their tax returns, she had enabled
them to legalise their stay in the United Kingdom, then access and
maintain the in-work bene�ts without which raising a large family would
have been impossible. In the eyes of her clients, she was ‘the family
lawyer’ – even though she had never practised law, and they were hardly
the family who could afford to pay for private counsel.

The mix of care and �nancial interest which characterised Andrea’s
relationship to her clients was ripe with ambivalence. On the one hand,
the fact that she was not a chartered accountant or solicitor put her
services within the reach of people like the Baicus. As she recounted, ‘I
did not know how to charge and what to charge them for, their problems
were relatively simple, just a question of time for me.’ They had learnt of
her by word of mouth, from other clients who had come to place their
trust in her. This professional independence also allowed her to learn by
doing, taking on complex cases and sometimes risks, where a quali�ed
accountant regulated by the Financial Reporting Council would likely
have referred clients to a solicitor. Perhaps most visibly, her professional
independence gave her room to coach her clients in matters which far
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exceeded the services of an ordinary accountant, and spoke more gener-
ally to what an ideal taxpaying citizen would look like. With the authority
of a bureaucrat addressing people who are barely literate, and the self-
assuredness of an experienced migrant speaking to newcomers, she often
invoked ‘her duty to tell people that they have to work’, or teach her
Roma clients to ‘soften’ their language.

Andrea and her clients recognised that they shared a lopsided relation
of power and dependency. Back in the Baicus’ kitchen, Andrea smiled
affectionately, as she often did, when the father remarked that ‘whatever
problem we have, we call Andrea.’ Privately however, she was more
concerned about the fact that ‘they depend on her’. She was aware of
the language, IT literacy issues, and trust which prevented her clients
from taking hold of their tax returns and Universal Credit applications by
themselves. She understood that ‘many people come here out of desper-
ation, through friends, relatives, and acquaintances . . . and they just do
not know, they lack the notion of a Unique Tax Reference number.’
Personally, she had grown comfortable in her self-made, all round
adviser role. Even though the beginning had been ‘scary’, over the years
she had accumulated enough clients and success stories to consider
making this a lifelong trade.

A veritable market of private ‘street-level’ (Lipsky 1980) bureaucrats
had developed in response to Romanian migrants’ �scal dif�culties. Like
the ‘lawyers . . . �xers and brokers who sustain links with origin and
destination countries’ (Cohen 2008: 145) in what the mobilities literature
calls a ‘migration industry’, they made a lucrative business of mediating
migrants’ entry into citizenship (Garapich 2008). However, unlike the
usual consultants who make a business out of professionalising bureau-
cracy, consultants like Andrea operated in an ambiguous space of famil-
iarity, where transactional exchanges were paralleled with appeals to care,
and where the client–expert relation intersected with a language of
moral responsibility.

Ethnographers who worked in post-socialist contexts have long docu-
mented the prevalence of favour exchanges (Henig & Makovicky 2016).
Using of�cial and unof�cial in�uence, opening access to resources, while
eclipsing their public nature, managers of ambiguity gather power by
helping others (Brkovi� 2015). This was the power of being depended on,
the power of patronage, as Ledeneva (1998) put it, when there was no one
else to turn to. But it was also the power of a commercial relation. In the
case of migration consultants, everything had a price. Furthermore,
beyond the momentary cost of helping someone with a tax return or
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an application for tax credits, there was the real risk of handing over
essential personal details to a stranger who could interrupt their service at
any time. The Baicus had described being bitterly let down by a previous
consultant who had ‘abandoned them’. Andrea herself reported ending
relations with all but her closest clients, when she experimented with
working as an employee, and she had little time left for home visits.

Casual interruptions in these relations could have life-changing conse-
quences. Over the years I spent conducting �eldwork, then running a
charity dedicated to migrants’ rights, I encountered dozens of cases
where Romanians found themselves in crippling debt, simply because
they had lost touch with their private tax adviser. The most common
issue was of people who had been registered for self-employment by a
friend or paid-for consultant, who had failed to tell them, or help them
understand, that a tax record was not just something one possessed, but
something that had to be managed year-on-year. Failure to complete a
tax return or freeze one’s tax account during periods of worklessness and
absence could incur thousands of pounds in debt – even though, in
theory, one could commission a consultant to challenge the debt.
At the other end of the spectrum, another issue arose when advisers
had taken risks with their clients’ tax returns – such as exaggerating the
value of expenses and under-declaring their pro�t, leading to investi-
gations by the tax authority, which clients themselves were ill equipped to
weather.

Conclusion

The case of Romanian migrants who made a badge of honour out of self-
reliance, but depended on the services of paid-for consultants to put that
promise into practice, exposes the complex ways in which tax moderates
citizenship. On a personal level, thinking of oneself as an able worker
enabled migrants to craft a narrative of self-mastery which, particularly
in the case of graduates engaged in manual jobs, instilled a sense of
dignity. On a broader political level, working and making a contribution
was a means of carving a place for oneself in a polity that valorises self-
suf�ciency – and where self-suf�ciency is simultaneously the marker of
personal virtue, political desirability as ‘good migrant’, and a passport
into white Europeanness.

And yet, beneath the individualism af�rmed by my informants with
such poise, paying tax in practice was a complex, and relational affair.
It was mediated by the businesses and street-level accountants without
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whom a category of migrants, namely the poor and digitally illiterate,
would have been driven to the margins of citizenship. A whole suite of
educated young migrants, such as Andrea, found themselves working
and contributing to the United Kingdom as taxpayers, only because
others could not pay their own taxes – and only because others needed
to pay taxes to access income top-ups.

Looking back at the ambition of this volume, there is much that an
anthropology of tax can offer. Scholars of citizenship have drawn atten-
tion to the discursive boundaries that separate the contributing ‘us’, from
the undesirable, dependent ‘them’. Speaking to this literature, an ethno-
graphic account of tax indicates that becoming one of us is a much more
complex process in practice, a process where impassionate af�rmations
of self-suf�ciency are complicated by the materiality and relationality of
tax, and by migrants’ unequal power to decode them. Paying tax is not
just about the morality of self-suf�ciency, but also about the everyday
material practice of accountancy. Indeed, speaking to the policy-minded
reader, an ethnography of tax illustrates that there is an extra cost to
becoming a taxpayer, a premium borne by the poor and the digitally
illiterate, who have few options but to pay for private help or appeal to
the transient help of more knowledgeable friends.

Within the discipline itself, the recent turn to the study of tax illus-
trates anthropologists’ ability to continue to render strange practices
which, as Benjamin Franklin put it, are by now as familiar as death itself.
An anthropology of tax can instil new vigour in our understanding of
citizenship. As I have shown in this chapter, paying tax is not merely a
matter of balancing an exchange of personal freedom and protection
from the state. The moral dimension of making a contribution intersects
with historically constituted political orders, everyday bureaucracies, and
relations.
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2

The Nurturing State: An Intimate Portrait of
Becoming a Taxpayer in Ghana
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Introduction: Encountering the Tax Collector

West Africa Business Expo, September 2013. ‘It’s all here! Starting,
managing, and building your business!’ announced the placard welcom-
ing participants to Accra International Conference Centre, a plush venue
that hosts major events in the Ghanaian capital. Vaida had come to the
expo to get advice on how to grow her cement business. She had ambi-
tious plans – she had recently established connections with an important
cement supplier in A�ao, a border town between Ghana and Togo, where
she travelled monthly to transport cement back to Accra. She aspired to
become a major cement distributor in the capital; however, she was
dissatis�ed with the slow pace of her business. She sold cement from a
kiosk container in an Accra suburb, which was too small a space to fully
mobilise her new supplier networks and ‘satisfy customers’ in the
Ghanaian capital, where cement was in high demand due to a boom in
housing construction.

The West Africa Business Expo, where participants would learn the
‘tactics of business success’, promised to help her. Vaida had seen the
event advertised on television and immediately scribbled down the
number to register. When she arrived on site, to her surprise, the
organisers decided to reduce her fee payment from 70 GHS to 50
GHS.1 ‘And then, they gave me food,’ Vaida said, pointing at the packet
of chicken and rice leftovers that she was carrying in a plastic bag.

I met Vaida during a session on ‘business growth’, where we sat next to
each other taking notes. Vaida was recording business advice, and I was
taking �eld notes for my PhD dissertation. She stood out from the
predominantly youthful crowd dressed in suits or pencil skirts and

1 As of September 2013, the exchange rate of the British pound to the Ghanaian cedi was
approximately 3.5.
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carrying briefcases. Wearing a T-shirt, a bumbag, and a colourful
Ghanaian cloth fabric around her waist, Vaida was among the few
informal sector trader-entrepreneurs who had found their way to the
event. Most of the other participants were university graduates who
sought out such occasions to network, �nd job opportunities, and look
for start-up capital for their business ideas. The session we attended was a
peculiar mix of presentations. After speeches on how to establish a digital
presence (by a Dutch female consultant employed by Google, one of the
sponsors of the event) and ‘To go global, what is needed’ (by a consultant
employed by the Ghana Investment Promotion Centre), we saw a pre-
sentation from the Ghana Revenue Authority (GRA), the state agency
responsible for collecting taxes. Following a vibrant debate about access-
ing start-up capital, silence fell in the room as the male representative of
GRA took the podium. He launched into a speech about how the agency
struggled to convince Ghanaian entrepreneurs to honour their tax
obligations:

We at GRA, we aim to get close to our customers. The Ghana tax system
is not as hard as you want to believe. I do not want to blame you though,
maybe we are not educating you enough . . .. But I want to urge you:
Believe in us, just like Jesus said, believe in God, and give God what
belongs to God and to Caesar what belongs to Caesar. You see, the
government sector, we are trying.2 There are reforms ongoing all the
time.. . . But we are all liars, we are all lying around. Please be truthful.
The government needs the money. Be transparent to us, we are also
trying . . .. Start-ups, they do not even come to us. It’s as if they are
hiding. But we do not give up.3

Rather unsurprisingly, given the widespread sentiments that the
Ghanaian government was ‘wasting’ taxpayers’ money (Kauppinen
2020: 39), several audience members commented that there is ‘little
incentive’ to pay tax because of recurrent government scandals implying
that tax money is mishandled – ‘People feel hurt when they �nd out,’ one
young man asserted. Nowadays, people do �nd out, at least occasionally.
The Ghanaian media frequently run stories of the government’s failures
to account for public funds that have disappeared, including news stories
of lucrative ‘projects’ granted to politicians’ family members. Following

2 In the Ghanaian English lexicon, the expression that someone ‘is trying’ means that
someone is doing well.

3 This excerpt from the speech is taken from �eld notes on West Africa Business Expo,
6 September 2013.
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the liberalisation of the Ghanaian media in the mid-1990s, such news
items have become commonplace, fuelling public accusations of political
corruption and poor economic management (see Daswani 2020).
Salaried professionals, middle-class entrepreneurs, and university gradu-
ates, in particular, who constituted the majority of participants in the
Business Expo, interpreted such stories as evidence of the government
‘wasting the taxpayer’s money’, which signalled their broader lack of trust
in the state’s competence of �scal management. Some referred to such
news stories to justify tax evasion (Kauppinen 2020: 42). I had also heard
more popular versions of the same predicament, whereby people stated
that the government ‘chops the money’, meaning ‘eats the money’, which
would echo in marketplaces, public transport, and family compounds
whenever such scandals came to public attention. This other version did
not specify whether the money came from Ghanaian taxpayers, or, say,
extended credit facilities or developmental aid. Besides vibrant public
debate, the popular distrust of the government to handle public funds,
which has a long history in Ghana (Aboagye & Hillbom 2020), had
hampered the implementation of �scal reforms, such as Value Added
Tax (VAT) and personal income tax. People were not convinced of the
bene�ts of paying (Osei 2000).4

Vaida was listening to the debate with a contemplative look. After the
session ended and we were wandering around the exhibition stands
where Ghanaian insurance companies, banks, and private universities
were advertising their services, Vaida announced, speaking to me in both
Twi and pidgin English, that she would go to register her company the
following Monday. Upon arriving at the venue, she had met representa-
tives of the GRA by the entrance door who had told her that registering
her cement business, and consequently, becoming a taxpayer and what in
bureaucratic language was dubbed ‘an agent for VAT collection’, would
‘make your business grow’. Having an of�cial company name and a tax
identi�cation number (TIN) would connect her with ‘big customers’
who, the representatives seemed to imply, would require an of�cial sales
invoice. Moreover, the presentation by GRA was scheduled for a session
on ‘business growth’, implying that becoming a taxpayer was integral to
business success and larger pro�t margins. I asked Vaida if I could join
her on the following Monday at the Central Registrar. ‘That’s �ne. You
can help me with the forms,’ she said, before she boarded a trotro

4 See Willmott (2019: 144–145) for an intriguing example of international taxpayer associ-
ations’ conferences that Ghanaian representatives have also attended.
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minibus at the busy traf�c junction next to the conference centre to
return to her shop in Accra’s outskirts.

The Nurturing State: A Preamble

State–citizen �scal relations in Africa are often described as fraught
with tension due to widespread popular perceptions of the state as an
untrustworthy entity whose attempts to tax its citizens have been
historically resisted (Guyer 1992; Meagher 2018; Orock & Mbuagbo
2012). Besides resistance to extractive colonial taxation that was
designed to provide the �scal basis of the colonial administration, in
Ghana (Atuguba 2006: 8) as elsewhere (Gardner 2012; see also
Chapter 10), the genealogy of tax resistance in Africa extends further
to the precolonial era when locally raised levies were an index of free
versus bonded labour (Roitman 2005: 196–197). The existing �scal
anthropology of Africa has shown that attitudes to taxation are as
complex as they are historically constituted, which draws attention to
the limits of what Meagher (2018: 4–5) calls ‘�scal essentialism’.
Taxation hardly constitutes the de facto basis of social contract between
the state and citizens (see also Makovicky & Smith 2020), especially in
postcolonial contexts characterised by large swathes of informal econ-
omy and unequal access to the public sphere to demand accountability.
Rather, from an anthropological perspective, taxation must be under-
stood as one possible ‘regime’ of collection, redistribution, and even
value quanti�cation, which exists in a productive relationship to other
transactional modes and levies contributing to alternative redistributive
agents (Makovicky & Smith 2020: 12). As such, even in locations where
taxation is a well-established system of redistribution, its regimes can be
subject to negotiation, contestation, and manoeuvring on the ground
(Boll 2014a). At the same time, tax revolts witnessed in several parts of
Africa since the colonial era, and, most recently, in European states
such as France where the ‘yellow vests’ protested the increase in fuel tax
(Donadio 2018), speak to the affective power of taxes as catalysts for
broader debates about fairness, justice, and the state’s successes and
failures as an agent of redistribution.

Although surrounded by critical attitudes to taxation, Vaida’s journey
through the Ghanaian tax system at the centre of this chapter elicits
questions at the other end of the spectrum in broader anthropological tax
scholarship, namely, questions of tax compliance (Björklund Larsen
2018; Boll 2014b). Why did Vaida decide to comply and become a
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taxpayer, which meant sacri�cing part of her pro�t margin in order to
pay tax to the state? Was there something ‘desirable’ about becoming a
taxpayer, and in the case of her business, ‘an agent for VAT collection’?
And most importantly, what, ultimately, did Vaida expect to materialise
through tax payments; what did she expect from the state ‘in return’?

This chapter explores the notions of reciprocity that shape concepts of
taxation in Ghana’s informal sector. Following Vaida through the bur-
eaucratic encounters involved in registering her business and becoming a
taxpayer, I demonstrate that Vaida understood her taxes as tokens of
reciprocity towards the state, which she exchanged in expectation of
securing patronage. Patronage in this chapter stands for what I have
elsewhere conceptualised as a ‘rightful return’ (Kauppinen 2020). This is
a distributive demand that citizens voice towards power holders of
collective pools of revenue, whether in the form of taxes to the state,
tithes to the church and God, or other types of levies and transactional
modes. Instead of public goods such as roads, bridges, and hospitals,
Vaida understood tax payments as a �scal �ow that materialises a new,
closer kind of relationship to the state. Expecting patronage as the
rightful return was integral to her conceptualisation of the social prod-
uctivity of taxes as monetary transfers. Already at the Business Expo,
Vaida singled out the packet of chicken and rice as a special, personalised
token that the ‘organisers’, who turned out to be the representatives of
GRA, handed to her, in addition to the reduction of her attendance fee.
Far from implying that patronage simply reproduces itself through
taxation as the neo-patrimonial ‘logic’ of postcolonial African state–
citizen relations,5 I highlight patronage as an intimate expectation of
concrete ‘help’ from the state that, for Vaida, stood for a rightful return
on her tax payments. In other words, the rightful return on tax payments
is not necessarily restricted to public goods, but extends to social rela-
tionships and other ‘goods’ that people expect taxes to materialise (cf.
Bear & Mathur 2015).

Proposing the idiom of ‘the nurturing state’, this chapter brings
together recent anthropological insights on tax and reciprocity
(Björklund Larsen 2018; Sheild Johansson 2020) with the rich anthropo-
logical corpus of the state as an intimate actor in citizens’ life worlds (e.g.
Meiu 2020; Mody 2008; Riggan 2013; Steinmüller 2010). The nurturing
state is far from the right-wing trope of a so-called ‘nanny state’, which

5 See Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan (2014) for a similar critique of neo-patrimonialism
as the de facto mode of conceptualising the state in the anthropology of Africa.
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indexes the kind of state that patronises citizens and limits their freedom
with rules and regulations. The nurturing state, on the contrary, centres
on citizens’ expectations towards the state as a provider and life-giver,
which does not limit freedom but provides the conditions of possibility to
lead what many of my Ghanaian interlocutors described as ‘decent lives’.
Taxes as the �scal �ow between state institutions and citizens render the
state feelable and knowable as an entity that ‘receives’ and is also
expected to ‘give’ and ‘return’. In this sense, Ghanaian citizens explicitly
demanding ‘a return’ from the state for their tax payments contrasts with
contexts where �scal models of reciprocity are rejected, such as in
Cochabamba, Bolivia (Sheild Johansson 2020: 18), where some taxes
are understood as facilitating ‘independence from the state’, instead of
‘interdependence within the state’. To historically contextualise how
reciprocity emerged as the dominant exchange logic shaping popular
attitudes to taxation in Ghana, I will �rst discuss the historical sources
that describe how Ghanaians since colonial, and even precolonial, times
understood taxation as a mode of exchange in return for immediate
public bene�t. The colonial era also witnessed the �rst documented
popular sentiments of not ‘receiving’ enough, which animated many subse-
quent tax revolts and demands for fairer redistribution towards the late
twentieth century (Aboagye & Hillbom 2020). However, while these sources
suggest that Ghanaians have adhered to what seems like a fairly standard
social contract model of taxation as reciprocal exchange (cf. Sheild
Johansson 2020: 19), in this chapter, I argue that the mode of this exchange
can take up qualitatively different forms. I suggest that Vaida’s expectations
centred on a particularly personalised and intimate form of reciprocity:
direct care from agents of the state, which casts taxation as more than a
technique of resource distribution or means of delivering public goods.
Rather, taxes carry within them the uncanny potential of evoking senti-
ments ‘desiring’ agents of the state to act as providers and life-givers (High
2013; see also Buitron-Arias 2017), which complements existing rich evi-
dence of African citizens’ negative perceptions of state-administered tax-
ation. Vaida’s expectations that emerged in the aftermath of starting to pay
tax provide an important clue towards the kind of Africanist �scal
anthropology that accounts for both acts of resistance and also hopes and
aspirations of tax, which can incorporate a wide spectrum of sentiments and
political visions. This line of inquiry also reveals hopes towards the state to
emerge as a trustworthy agent of redistribution.

By accompanying Vaida on the journey of becoming a taxpayer, this
chapter also interrogates how expectations for a speci�c kind of
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personalised reciprocity can intersect and be at least partly shaped by
events within one’s life course – in Vaida’s case, a divorce and becoming
a sole proprietor of her enterprise. Taxation in this chapter thus attests as
the kind of intimate state practice that weaves together political, often
reformist visions of ‘modern’ �scal citizenship and statehood (Likhovski
2007; Smith 2020), bureaucratic practices, and intimate desires and life
projects. By tracing how this interweaving occurs within the process of
registering an enterprise and obtaining a TIN, this chapter contributes
further nuance to the concept of reciprocity in the anthropological tax
literature (Björklund Larsen 2018; Sheild Johansson 2020), by
broadening the spectrum of aspirations that local notions of reciprocity
can elucidate.

Historicising the Ghanaian Fiscal Model of Reciprocity

Since Ghana became classi�ed as a ‘lower-middle income country’ in the
World Bank ranking of national economies in 2011, the nation’s govern-
ments have faced a new landscape of conditions for accessing develop-
ment �nance and funding public spending. No longer considered as
‘poor’ (Moss & Majerowicz 2018), thanks to increasing oil revenues
rather than structural transformation of the economy (Whit�eld 2018),
Ghana’s share of of�cial intergovernmental development and donor aid
has reduced in the past years (Arhin, Kumi, & Adam 2018). Ghana’s
trajectory is in line with broader macroeconomic trends in Africa, where
aid �ows and commodity price �uctuations have become increasingly
unpredictable, propelling a strategic move towards maximising ‘self-
�nancing’ (Owen 2018: I). As one consequence, African governments
have been keen to devise new mechanisms for ‘widening the tax net’ and
incorporating the expansive informal sector (Meagher 2018). In Ghana,
these macroeconomic shifts underpinned the narrative of ‘Ghana beyond
Aid’ launched by the government led by the New Patriotic Party (NPP)
in early 2017 when it assumed of�ce (Kumi 2020). This narrative pro-
posed that Ghana should become less dependent on external sources of
funding and generate larger revenues from within the country, with
taxation as an important mechanism of sourcing ‘home-grown �nance’
(Ghana Communications Bureau 2018). Taxation has thus become con-
ceived of as a macroeconomic necessity in Ghana, which derives from
global shifts and the less favourable terms of foreign aid that accompany
the rise in status in the World Bank hierarchy of national economies.
Ghanaian state agents, such as the representative of GRA at the Business
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Expo, emphasise the urgent civic duty, and in some register a ‘Christian’
obligation to pay tax, because the government needs these resources to
deliver ‘development’. In public communication, Ghanaian tax of�cials
typically establish a �rm connection between taxes and development,
while reminding citizens that they are constantly ‘reforming’ the tax
bureaucracy to ensure tax money is not mishandled.

While taxation is currently framed as an urgent matter to secure the
basis of Ghana’s development �nance, it is important to understand the
long-term exchange logics that have cast taxation as a matter of reci-
procity. Of particular interest is the recent argument made about the
uniqueness of Ghana’s �scal model of reciprocity in comparison to many
other African countries, due to the entrenched nature of ‘tax bargaining’
in Ghana since the British colonial era (Aboagye & Hillbom 2020; see
also Prichard 2015). Tax bargaining in this historical scholarship refers to
the explicit demands that Ghanaian citizens have voiced towards the
state to serve as a reciprocal agent when administering taxation, which
means that whenever ‘the state’s reciprocity fell short of what taxpayers
anticipated’ (Aboagye & Hillbom 2020: 179), tax revolts ensued and
political opposition was effectively mobilised against new tax policies.

The �rst documented case of this kind of tax bargaining is the insti-
tution of Poll Tax introduced in 1852 by the British colonial government.
This was the �rst kind of ‘direct tax’ that the colonial administration
attempted to establish in the coastal areas, aiming to consolidate the
support of key interest groups by promising to use the tax revenue for
public goods. The success of the colonial project hinged upon the prom-
ise of public goods, given that the British were facing powerful opposition
from the Ashanti kingdom that ruled the inland area at that time.
In drafting the new �scal policy, British colonial of�cials recognised that
the only way they could successfully implement taxation in the coastal
areas was to incorporate regional traditional rulers, the chiefs, into the
negotiation. Drawing on archival reports, Aboagye and Hillbom describe
how the different interest groups came to an agreement:

At a meeting in April 1852, a �scal contract was negotiated where the
chiefs ‘acting on behalf of themselves and their people’ agreed to pay an
annual sum of 1 shilling per head for every man, woman and child under
British protection. The agreement stated that revenue from the tax, after
the payment of stipends for chiefs and collection expenses, was to be
devoted to the public good through investments in education, health care,
the judicial system, and development of internal communications.

(Aboagye & Hillbom 2020: 187)
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The Poll Tax quickly became unpopular. The majority of the revenue
collected in the �nancial year of 1852–1853 was used to cover the salaries
of centrally appointed tax collectors and colonial of�cials, as well as
stipends for chiefs, which left a meagre amount for public investment.
Out of the total sum of £6,656 collected, £45 was spent on schools and
£470 on roads (Aboagye & Hillbom 2020: 188). In the end, people were
unwilling to comply, because ‘the government failed to keep its part of
the �scal contract and did not provide the expected public goods the
chiefs had bargained for in exchange for the payment of the poll tax’
(Aboagye & Hillbom 2020: 201). Major protests, including throwing
stones at the British-appointed tax of�cials, erupted, led by the chiefs
themselves, who felt they had also been betrayed in the process. The
promised public improvements had not been delivered, while the chiefs
had been excluded from the Legislative Assembly that had initially passed
the Poll Tax ordinance, thus betraying the promise of representation (cf.
Guyer 1992). Furthermore, suspicions of centrally appointed tax collect-
ors misappropriating the tax money caused further strain on the �scal
project. As a result, the British colonial government withdrew the Poll
Tax in 1861, declaring the tax a failed project that had resulted in loss of
‘faith in the white man’. Aboagye and Hillbom argue that the problem in
any subsequent governmental effort to implement tax policies has lain in
the mistrust towards state reciprocity, not least due to conceptions of
power holders and bureaucrats misappropriating public funds, of which
seeds, they argue, were sown in the colonial era. They trace a similar
dynamic of tax bargaining in three other major tax revolts, including the
1995 attempt to introduce VAT following the transition to a democratic
constitution in 1992. The �rst attempt failed due to popular sentiments
of an ineffective government that was placing an unfair tax burden on the
already suffering nation, with the 1980s economic hardships and
International Monetary Fund (IMF)-administered structural adjustment
programmes as the backdrop.

The liberalisation of the media had also begun at the beginning of the
1990s. Radio stations and newspapers emerged as important arenas for
debating government failures, including food shortages, mass unemploy-
ment, and decaying infrastructure (Ufuoma 2012) – instead of critiquing
structural adjustment programmes or the IMF, the public debate typic-
ally centred on politicians who were not doing their job or not using tax
money to materialise public goods that could be ‘seen’ (Osei 2000).
Supported by the media, in 1995, political opposition groups successfully
rallied against VAT, and the ruling government, led by the National
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Democratic Congress (NDC), had no choice but to withdraw the VAT
bill. After winning the country’s democratic elections in 1996, the NDC
reintroduced the bill, this time around after careful preparation and
ensuring that opposition forces and civil society groups were included
in the negotiations. The VAT bill �nally passed in 1998. At subsequent
stages, oftentimes percentage increases in VAT have been tied to a public
good (Atuguba 2006: 29), for example, the Ghana Educational Trust
Fund.6

The prevalence of tax bargaining in Ghana, and the state’s struggles
and efforts to provide evidence that taxes are used for public bene�t,
suggests that Ghanaian taxpayers anticipate a speci�c kind of reciprocity
from agents of the state: reciprocity that can be ‘seen’ and recognised in
the immediate future. While reciprocity is not a universal exchange logic
of taxation (Sheild Johansson 2020), anthropologists can explore why
reciprocity might emerge as the mode of exchange underpinning taxation
in one context, but not in another. While the insightful tax scholarship of
Ghana has thus far historicised the apparent ‘failure of reciprocity’ since
colonial times, we know less about why reciprocity would have emerged
as an expectation in the �rst place, and whether it is possible to discern
speci�c qualities of reciprocity that are expected, but not realised. These
questions are useful in efforts to historicise hopes and aspirations of tax
and understand the factors contributing to the willingness to pay tax.

For this type of inquiry, the Ghanaian history of chieftaincy offers
valuable clues. Raymond Atuguba (2006) describes, drawing on oral
history and archival records, that chiefs have been widely recognised as
the rightful agents of public revenue collection ‘in cash or kind’ (Atuguba
2006: 9). They were traditionally the guardians of the Native Treasury,
which funded communal projects. Explicitly communicating that these
funds were used responsibly was central to the precolonial chieftaincy
practice of mobilising revenue: ‘Information about taxes and the purpose
of the tax was often communicated to everyone. This could be done by
the town crier or gong-gong beater or at a durbar organized for the
purpose’ (Atuguba 2006: 36). One can thus say that public communi-
cation and employment of various sensory signals, which drew explicit
links between the levies contributed and the goods realised, contributed
to a degree of tax compliance. Atuguba thus suggests that the conception
of Ghanaians as ‘culturally tax averse’ is misleading. He goes as far as to

6 Please see the Value Added Tax (Amendment) Act 2018, Act 970, https://globaltaxnews.ey
.com/news/2018-5950-ghana-enacts-various-tax-amendments. Last accessed 20 March 2020.
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argue that ever since chiefs were excluded from the implementation of
the Poll Tax in the nineteenth-century British protectorate, their lack of
involvement has made centrally administered taxation a constant
struggle. Evidently, chiefs did cultivate reciprocal relationships with their
followers centred on notions of protection and the provision of well-
being, which anthropologists have documented more widely (Sahlins &
Graeber 2017: 73). At the same time, Ghanaian chiefs have also become
subject to accusations of corruption and, most recently, using informal
taxation to mobilise their subjects to vote for particular political candi-
dates and undermine electoral competition (Bonoff 2016). In a similar
vein, Lentz (1998) warns against framing an ‘African moral matrix of
legitimate governance’ as radically different from the Euro-American
paradigm, critiquing Bayart’s ([1993] 2009) and Mbembe’s (1992) ana-
lytics of African state power centred on ‘images of “father and family”,
promises of “nurture and paternal care”’. It is thus crucial to retain a
critical stance towards chiefs as conduits of legitimacy, given the constant
popular re-evaluation of their accountability.

While I do not wish to essentialise an idea of African state power as
centred on nurture and reciprocity, or claim that this represents radical
alterity to Euro-America, there is much to be gained by zooming into the
different kinds of expectations that paying taxes generates in a given
ethnographic context.7 This type of anthropological inquiry furnishes a
richer sense of the kind of relationships to the state that citizens expect
taxes to materialise. These relationships may indeed exceed the idea of a
social contract, but retain some sense of the state as being able to ‘deliver’,
‘protect’, and ‘care’. These diverse qualities of reciprocity, I suggest, are
not unique to Ghana, but reveal something more fundamental about
taxes as potent monetary transfers within state–citizen �scal relations.

Let me brie�y illustrate how these different qualities of reciprocity
could come into being through debates between tax of�cials and taxpay-
ers. In February 2019, I attended a public tax forum that attracted a
predominantly middle-class audience with some informal sector traders,
who turned out to be the most vocal of participants. While the middle-
class participants largely focused on ascertaining how taxes fund public
infrastructure, the traders had other types of concerns. In the midst of the
forum, the traders expressed their frustration with the local tax of�cials

7 As the history of taxation in Ghana has shown, if distrust towards the state has deep
colonial roots, desires for a ‘stronger state’ that nurtures and cares cannot be divorced
from postcolonial articulations of power and affect – an avenue for further research.
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who typically appeared unannounced on their kiosk’s doorstep
demanding to see their tax records. If they had nothing to show, the
of�cials threatened to close their shops and strip them of income. ‘Us, we
are entrepreneurs, and we do not understand the thing. I do not under-
stand the amount I am supposed to pay,’ said one of the female traders.
She was also unhappy about the fact that taxes reduced her pro�t
margins. Towards the end of the forum, she directly addressed the
representatives of the local tax agency: ‘Tax, we aren’t even going to
bene�t anything, so then that is a gift’ (emphasis mine). Later during the
same forum, when the tax of�cial asked the audience members to report
the institutions and individuals who they knew were evading taxes, one
of the traders asked: ‘And what will you pay us?’, which caused an
eruption of laughter, amidst which the tax of�cial continued trying to
tell them that paying taxes was their ‘civic duty’.

The Ghana tax administration’s appeal to civic duty was fairly common
in public platforms. In the Business Expo where I met Vaida, the Revenue
Authority representative had appealed to the audience’s Christian sensibil-
ities. On such occasions, tax of�cials sought to entrench an idea that taxes
are not paid for an immediate, tangible ‘return’, but to contribute to a long-
term project of nation-building – or, meeting the ethical standards of good
Christian citizenship. As such, the discourse of civic duty also implied that
to demand an immediate return signalled Ghanaians’ lack of understand-
ing of what it means to be an appropriately ‘modern’ �scal citizen – not by
demanding an immediate bene�t, but by internalising a concept of tax as
materialising public goods in the long term. Instead of emphasising a sense
of obligation towards fellow citizens (e.g. Björklund Larsen 2018: 21),
Ghanaian tax of�cials typically explained that taxes were necessary for
Ghana’s ‘development’. For middle-class and elite audiences in particular,
the government also framed taxation as integral to economic freedom and
decreasing dependence on foreign aid and loans from the IMF (Kauppinen
2020). This opens up another aspect of �scal exchanges – taxation as a �eld
of action where state agents and citizens negotiate the very concept of tax.
In Ghana, debating the concept of tax centres on the quality of reciprocity:
what citizens can reasonably expect ‘in return’ for taxes paid, and what
kind of goods the state ought to deliver. In this sense, local debates about
the concept of tax are both about the very meaning of being a taxpayer,
and the status of tax as a monetary transfer that ‘summons’ a speci�c type
of reciprocity.

The traders present in the forum did not buy into the discourse of civic
duty, let alone the idea that paying taxes is ‘ethical’, redolent of virtuous
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citizenship that requires postponing one’s expectations of a material
return. The idea of tax as a gift to the state, which the informal sector
traders felt they were ‘not going to bene�t from’, retained a sense of taxes
as a monetary transfer that ought to materialise the kind of goods that
make a difference for their everyday lives, in the here and now.
Otherwise, tax is a gift. This raises a litany of important questions about
the conceptual status of tax in the Ghanaian tax universe, which is
structured according to varying expectations rather than a �xed onto-
logical certainty. When taxes are conceptualised as gifts, they join a host
of material and non-material transfers that anthropologists have analysed
since the birth of the discipline, and create social relationships premised
upon ethnographically speci�c notions of reciprocity8 (Björklund Larsen
2018: 3–4). For the trader who framed tax as a gift, in her understanding,
the notion of taxes as a means to fund public infrastructure according to
the model of a ‘delivery state’ (Olivier de Sardan 2014) was not suf�cient.
She was certainly aware of the notion of taxes as materialising public
goods – but her comment points towards a horizon where tax bargaining,
and �scal models of reciprocity, may take other types of more personal-
ised forms.

In the following sections, I further illustrate how �scal models of
reciprocity take up such personalised qualities by describing Vaida’s
journey through the Ghana tax system. While the quality of the �scal
contract I describe may be speci�c to Ghanaian lower class traders who
had recently become taxpayers, Vaida’s motivations for becoming a
taxpayer draws attention to the intimate expectations that exceed the
model of a functionalist delivery state (Bear & Mathur 2015: 21). First,
I explore how becoming a taxpayer could intersect with social transitions
and intimate desires within one’s life course, and second, I explore how
vernacular concepts of patronage and care structured the very mode of
tax bargaining.

Becoming a Taxpayer: Husbands, Bureaucrats, and the TIN

Vaida met me at 6.30 in the morning at a busy traf�c hub in Northern
Accra, where we boarded a bus to the General Registrar. During the

8 To reiterate, on the emic level, taxes can as well be conceptualised as extraction, a de facto
payment for ‘service delivery’, a mutual obligation towards others, or even as a contribu-
tion to a higher, cosmic order in the form of tribute paid to kings that does not need to be
reciprocated (see Graeber & Sahlins 2017: 232).
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journey in the fully packed, slow-moving bus, which we were hoping
would take us to the state agency before it opened at 8.30 a.m., Vaida
explained the dif�culties she had faced with her previous husbands. She
was a single mother of four children, two of which were adults living in the
United Kingdom and the United States with their fathers. She was the sole
carer for the two younger children, whose school fees and other expenses
she was responsible for given that their father, her ex-husband, was no
longer in the picture. With determination in her voice, she said, ‘Today,
I am going to register the company as sole proprietorship,’ emphasising
that the registration was her idea, and the business belonged to her alone.

Due to the typically intense Monday rush hour, we arrived at the
Central Registrar at 9 a.m., by which time it was already packed with
men and women waiting for their turn to speak to one of the employees
along a row of cubicles behind plastic Perspex screens. The Central
Registrar in the early 2010s was a typical public-facing Ghanaian state
building: dark wood cubicles, beige walls, and relentlessly humming fans
that were cooling down the hot tropical air. We took a ticket to wait for
her turn and soon Vaida was called to speak to one of the attendees. She
got the forms, but they were in English, which Vaida had not mastered to
the level of making sense of the technical details and terms, nor was my
rudimentary Twi suf�cient to translate (in as much as I was simultan-
eously trying to deduce the meaning of the English tax terms). While we
were trying to understand the kind of information required, a young
male employee started helping her to �ll in the form. He translated the
documents for Vaida to ensure she obtained the right information and
that she understood the content of the questions asked.

The �rst obstacle emerged at the moment of recording the name of
Vaida’s company. At the Business Expo, the representatives of GRA had
advised her to pick a name that consists of the �rst initials of her
children. So Vaida had come up with a name, ‘As If’. To her disappoint-
ment, when one of the employees ran the name through the database, the
name was already taken. Initially, she did not want to change the name as
she liked it. Another young man waiting for his turn intervened and said
she could use her father’s name. After brie�y considering, Vaida accepted
the suggestion. We connected the name of her father with ‘Ventures’, ran
it through the database check, and it was cleared. The young man �lled
the rest of the form quickly. She was pleased with the young gentleman
and gave him four Ghana cedis (GHS) as a tip of sorts.

There was only one section in the form that made Vaida hesitant – the
section in which she had to declare that the business was registered as
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‘sole proprietorship’. Vaida turned to me and said that not mentioning
her ex-husband would be ‘serious disrespect’ towards him. She seemed
almost frightened about the possible consequences of making this dec-
laration. Instructing the young man helping us, she told him to �nalise
the section as sole proprietorship, keeping her eyes �xed on the form as
he crossed the appropriate square. The forms were completed.
We were done.

At this point, Vaida was asked to go upstairs to a separate of�ce to
�nalise the registration and obtain the TIN, which would be printed in
each VAT form that she was now expected to �ll for every transaction in
her kiosk. She �rst went alone, but after �ve minutes, she came down and
asked me to go with her. We entered a cold, air-conditioned of�ce full of
paper folders from �oor to ceiling. In the middle of the folders sat a
casually dressed male civil servant perusing the forms and speaking
amicably to Vaida. When she had told him that a ‘white lady’ was
accompanying her, the registrar of�cial had asked to meet me, since he
wanted to ask advice on doing a master’s degree in Europe. While he was
entering Vaida’s details into the system, we were discussing the possibil-
ities of obtaining scholarships for studying abroad, during which Vaida
was looking at her watch and growing impatient. ‘Please, you are
delaying me’, she told me, and as we were making our way out, the
registrar of�cial welcomed me back to ask more questions about regis-
tering a business in Ghana: ‘Most people do not do this. They do not
want to pay tax,’ he said bluntly, commending Vaida for registering her
company. Vaida seemed the least affected by this apparent compliment
for her ful�lling her civic duty – she hurried me to leave as soon as we
had �nished the forms.

Back outside under the scorching midday sun, we decided to share a
plate of wakye at a food joint nearby, which was a typical Ghanaian
brunch consisting of rice, beans, egg, meat, and peppery sauce. Vaida was
eating fast because she had to hurry back to her shop – someone had
called her to tell her that an acquaintance who was meant to be looking
after it had absconded. While anxious to return to her kiosk, she was
satis�ed with the results of the visit. She had the TIN, which she could
start using immediately while waiting for her VAT forms to arrive.

***

Obtaining the TIN based on this description seems relatively straightfor-
ward: the whole process took less than three hours and Vaida received
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help along the way. The of�cials were amicable and ensured that Vaida
understood what the process was about. Meanwhile, the emotions Vaida
experienced during the process reveal that registering her business was
laden with intimate hopes and fears about the shift in the enterprise
status. Registering her business under her own name was an act of
asserting independence from her previous husband, with whom she
had started the enterprise. Midway through �lling the form, Vaida had
stopped for a moment and acknowledged, more to herself than to anyone
around her, that what she was doing was ‘disrespect’ (a commonly used
English word in Ghana) towards her husband. Nevertheless, she carried
on, determined to �nish the process, pointing to the young gentleman
where to place the tick to ensure the company was registered as her own.

While registering the business asserted independence from a previous
marital relationship gone sour, Vaida came to align herself with the
Ghanaian state apparatus by becoming a taxpayer. Becoming an ‘agent
of VAT collection’ meant that Vaida was indirectly working for the state
in collecting tax revenue, while she was also expected to pay income tax
on her pro�ts. However, given the personal circumstances and desires
that she voiced at the Central Registrar, her motivation to become a
taxpayer was not about performing a ‘civic duty’. Following Vaida
through the bureaucratic encounters, she was not anticipating compli-
ments of honouring her tax obligations, nor was becoming a taxpayer a
journey of ethical self-cultivation towards appropriately ‘modern’ �scal
citizenship. Although enticed to think of taxpaying as a Christian duty, as
evidenced by the GRA’s speech at the Business Expo, Vaida did not adopt
the theologically engaged re�ective stance to tax payments that was
common among Ghanaian middle-class Christians (Kauppinen 2020).
Nor was this shift in status laden with critical attitudes towards the
mismanagement of taxpayers’ money that characterised discourses of
tax in the Ghanaian media, and in recorded history of Ghanaian tax
revolts. Rather, becoming a taxpayer was part of an intimate journey of
becoming the sole proprietor of her enterprise, which was laden with
hopes of a new kind of future and power to decide the direction of her
enterprise. This intimate journey underpinned Vaida’s sense of the
legitimacy of tax; becoming a sole proprietor was ‘made real’ through
�lling the forms, obtaining the TIN, and consequently becoming a
taxpayer. Both statuses, sole proprietor and taxpayer, infused into each
other within this journey. Thus, while Vaida seemed not invested in
performing ideals of good citizenship, she did ethically re�ect on whether
registering her business and obtaining the TIN as sole proprietor was
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right towards her ex-husband. In this case, becoming a taxpayer inter-
sected with other social transitions and ideals of personhood: the desire
to retain a sense of respect towards the father of her children, who
perhaps once had shared her visions of the future.

Similar to many examples of state agents establishing their presence
within intimate human life course, including law and legislators (Hasso
2014; Mody 2008) and public infrastructure (e.g. Riggan 2013), taxes
‘travel’ from the sphere of the intimate to the sphere of the bureaucratic,
and vice versa, bringing together numerous overlapping and con�icting
desires in the process. On the other hand, taxes can be conceptualised as
transfers that exist within a space of cultural intimacy (Herzfeld [1997]
2016; Steinmüller 2010), in which the quality of state–citizen relation-
ships realised is subject to contestation, experimentation, and affective
negotiation. In some cases, these state artefacts can forcibly ‘intrude’ in
the intimate life, and amount to a gendered mode of governance that
purports to ‘protect’ and ‘nurture’, while entrenching class, age, gender,
and racial difference (Hasso 2014: 107). In close dialogue with these
uncanny potencies of taxes, I next discuss how becoming a taxpayer
could simultaneously serve a pragmatic purpose while eliciting hopes
for a new kind of relationship to the state as a more benevolent ‘intruder’.
Just like a marriage might be experienced as an ‘investment’ laden with
(material and immaterial) hopes and desires, entering into a new rela-
tionship with the state through tax payments can come with desires for
obtaining a speci�c social status, and tangible recognition as a legible
�scal contributor (Vicol 2020). Centring on the notion of patronage as a
form of care, taxes as transfers bring into being distinctive expectations of
reciprocity at the heart of the ‘nurturing state’, which are as real as they
are fragile, as Vaida eventually experienced.

Expecting a Rightful Return: Tax as Patronage

A couple of weeks after registering her business and dutifully �lling a
VAT form after every purchase, Vaida gave me a phone call, sounding
distressed. She asked if I had heard anything from the GRA representa-
tives we had met at the Business Expo. Vaida explained that she was
waiting for them to come to her shop and ‘advice’ her on building her
business, and getting a loan to buy a bigger container and a vehicle to
transport larger amounts of cement from A�ao to Accra. Also, she
thought that she could start selling cement to ministries and other state
agencies that were building new infrastructure, including the recently
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opened Ministry of Defence at a prime spot on the way to the Accra
Kotoka International Airport. She had tried calling the number she had
scribbled down after seeing the advertisement for Business Expo, but the
number belonged to an event management company, who had no direct
line to the GRA. Calling the GRA directly did not bear fruit; it was
dif�cult to get an answer, and people did not ‘sound friendly’. And
contrary to her expectation that I was in regular contact with the GRA
and could provide a direct line of access, I could not help Vaida.

Two weeks after formalising her business and entering into an of�cial
relationship with the GRA, Vaida was growing disappointed with the lack
of tangible evidence of the bene�t of this shift in her company status. The
business was still the same: she sold cement from the same container, to
the same customers, in the same spot in Accra’s outskirts. In the aftermath
of starting to pay tax, Vaida understood the state as an entity of which
human agents were going to be regular patrons of her business – people
who would discuss business strategy with her, bring her new customers,
and facilitate access to the Ghanaian banking system. After all, she was
doing ‘her part’ – dutifully �lling the VAT forms for every purchase, and to
the best of my knowledge, also paying personal income tax.

It was clear that Vaida’s notion of reciprocity involved the right to
personalised help and care. While this can be taken as an example of
patronage, in the sense that Vaida thought tax payments included her in
an expansive network of relationships that offered support, it is far from
an essentialized ‘logic’ characterising ‘a post-colonial mode of govern-
ance’ (Lentz 1998: 47). At its core, patronage in this case was the ‘rightful
return’ on Vaida’s tax payments – it was not a mode of governance, but
what Vaida sought to secure by becoming a taxpayer and anticipating a
speci�c type of reciprocity. Above all, taxes were not ‘gifts’ or personally
disinterested, altruistic contributions to the nation-state, or instrumental
transactions intended to secure state support. Patronage as the rightful
return sat somewhere in the middle within this wide spectrum of char-
acteristics of taxation as the transactional mode. It was an intimate
expectation, also laden with hopes for new business associates, having
lost her husband’s support that had been instrumental to starting and
running her business previously. And it was instrumental, centred on an
expectation of fairly immediate ‘return’.

In this sense, it is possible to argue that taxes can evoke desires for the
state to ‘serve’ as a productive agent within one’s life course (High 2013),
which furnishes a counterpoint to the paradigm of taxation as primarily a
mode of power and governance. While states everywhere can make
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comparable statements of ‘nurturing’ their citizens as a mode of exercis-
ing power, this kind of hermeneutics can overlook citizens’ actual desires
and motivations that charge tax payments with expectations of a rightful
return – and speci�c modes of reciprocity, recognition, and belonging.
While some anthropologists have drawn on anthropologically oriented
‘psychoanalytics’ to explain why people continue to align with agents of
the state, even when state projects constantly fail to deliver the ‘greater
good’ (High 2013), these ‘desires for the state’ can also be explained by
investigating the notions of reciprocity that underpin these alignments.
Becoming a taxpayer represents one instance of such alignment, which in
Ghana involves negotiation between bureaucrats and citizens on the
precise conceptual status of tax as a monetary transfer. Vaida’s example,
and the ethnography on public tax forums in Accra, demonstrates that
contesting the quality of the reciprocal expectations between the state
and citizens characterises the content and form of this on-the-ground
conceptual debate. As a consequence, in Ghana currently, tax is an
exceptionally potent local concept that stands at once for a civic duty,
theological dogma, gift, perhaps even ‘investment’, and a personalised
transfer that secures new kinds of social relations.

Conclusion

Anthropologists and sociologists have long since shown that monetary
transfers, from gifts of money (Gutiérrez Garca 2019) to tithes (Haynes
2013), or even insurance payments (Zelizer 2017), carry the potential of
consolidating a special type of relationship between the transactors.
Contrary to what seems like the Enlightenment common sense, monet-
ary transfers are not necessarily socially corrosive but create and consoli-
date affective relationships. For a long time, taxation stood outside this
type of analytical rubric in anthropology, perhaps due to the fact that it
was not conceptualised as particularly ‘social’ – however, this has
changed and taxes are currently seen as key to creating relationships
within and beyond the state (Björklund Larsen 2018: 4–5).

This chapter has demonstrated taxes as affective mediums of state–
citizen relations and proposed the notion of the nurturing state to think
through the potency of tax. As a comparative concept, idioms of the
nurturing state may draw on varying notions of reciprocity that charac-
terise everyday ‘tax bargaining’. Notions of reciprocity are highly variable
even within a single polity such as Ghana, where middle-class Pentecostal
Christians and informal sector traders, of which many can also be

��������� �


terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/93C973858A6DE6910C34E4C9ECD23F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University College London (UCL), on 24 Jan 2025 at 17:33:15, subject to the Cambridge Core



Christians, seem to operate within different expectations of reciprocity.
Ethnographic methods are ideally suited to uncover these varied ‘qual-
ities’ of reciprocity sought across class, gender, race, and other axes of
social hierarchy. Beyond Ghana, anthropologists can unearth other
models of the nurturing state by paying close attention to what citizens
expect to materialise through tax payments, and the kind of life projects
that underpin these desires.
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3

An Ecology of Payments: Taxes, Cuotas, and Fees in
Highland Bolivia

������� �	
��� �	�����

In this chapter, I address one of the three questions that we pose in the
introduction to this volume – ‘what do taxes do?’ Setting aside the larger
issues of monetary policy, I examine the speci�c local effects of tax
payments in the mid-sized city of Cochabamba, Bolivia. What are the
consequences to the lives of my interlocutors of paying, or not paying,
their taxes, and what impacts do they themselves list as notable? While
the catalogue of impacts communicated to me was not brief, and cer-
tainly varied between neighbourhoods and individuals, one item that
stood out as both locally important and analytically interesting was the
impact of tax on other types of payments.

Over the following pages, I explore how taxes shape the meaning of
other payments and money �ows, and how this in turn produces the
qualities attached to taxes, asking how we might theorise these relation-
ships and effects. For instance, I describe how receipts for commercial
licence taxes and property taxes paid provided my interlocutors with the
right to make other kinds of payments, such as fees to local neighbourhood
associations and unions. Taxes paid thus afforded new and increased
political and economic choices. The relationship between the taxes and
these other fees fundamentally affected the character of each – the taxes

I wish to thank my interlocutors, colleagues, and friends in Bolivia who all make my ongoing
research there possible and a joy. The shape of this chapter owes much to the Q&A session
following a seminar I gave in the Social Anthropology department at the University of
Manchester; thank you to Soumhya Venkatesan for inviting me and to everyone there who
asked questions and offered feedback. Similarly, the chapter bene�ted from the feedback
received when presented at the Anthropology department’s seminar series at the University
of Aberdeen; thank you to Maggie Bolton for the invitation. I am also thankful to all my
colleagues who participated in the research forum at UCL Anthropology and provided useful
feedback on a half-baked draft of this chapter, and to Amy Pen�eld for her astute comments
on a much later draft. This work was supported by a UKRI Future Leaders Fellowship (grant
number MR/V022261/1) and a Leverhulme Early Career Fellowship ECF-2017-091.
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gained particular meaning as enablers of other payments, and the fees
gained particular legitimacy due to their link to taxes. I propose the
concept ‘ecology of payments’, to emphasise the multiple links and
dependencies between payments and the way they transform each other.

Ecology has been used in anthropology to describe social phenomena
that, strictly speaking, do not meet the scienti�c de�nition of ecology.
A notable example of this is Gregory Bateson’s (1972) formidable work
on ‘ecology of the mind’ in which he explores how ideas interact, evolve,
survive, and become extinct. Another one is Nicholas D’Avella’s (2014)
term ‘ecologies of investment’, which describes the investment practices
of Argentinian savers who try to cobble together sound investments in
the context of perpetual economic crisis. D’Avella justi�es his use of
ecology as this allows him to focus on the constitutive relationality
between diverse things and people, as he puts it, ‘When Mariela moves
her investments from bank deposits to cash, she is not only changing the
stuff of her investments but also the way she relates to and is entangled
with her world’ (2014: 175). Like Bateson and D’Avella, I am here guilty
of a loose employment of ecology as a metaphor, but humbly use the
term as I believe it conveys the enmeshed nature of different payments
and how they relate to their local, political, and economic ‘habitat’ of
state institutions, local organisations, and so-called informal markets.
It also draws attention to the way that actors and actions are co-
constitutive, and the vitality and transformation that happens within
these sets of relationships.

The aim of this chapter is twofold. (1) I want to explore how payments
relate to each other and gain their meanings within local �ows of money,
and speci�cally how the de�nition and meaning of taxes are relationally
and locally produced. I do this by interrogating taxes as part of an
ecology of payments. (2) To examine how the categories of ‘formal’
and ‘informal’, and the earmarking of money �ows attached to them,
create energies, stoppages, and possibilities in economic behaviour. For
the study of taxes, this is crucial, as while the distinction of ‘formal’ and
informal’ economic action does not tally with lived economic life, the
abstract idea of formality matters to the status that taxes hold, and
therefore their ability to ‘do’ things.

The term ‘ecology of payments’ is also analytically useful as it entails a
focus on what taxes do within a horizontal web of local economic
interactions. This enables us to explore taxes, not just in direct relation
to the state, or through abstract notions of long-term relations of reci-
procity, but also in terms of their local and more immediate effects. These
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more direct and everyday effects were particularly important to my
research participants, who were generally unconvinced by the idea that
taxes funded the public goods around them, or that municipal tax-
collecting agencies productively and fairly employed their �scal revenue
as opposed to lining their own pockets. I have previously argued (Sheild
Johansson 2020) that reading tax through a lens of reciprocity, as is often
done in the social sciences, draws attention to social relationships that are
mutually bene�cial, where there is an agreed upon moral vision for
society, to equality, and the so-called social contract. This, in turn,
obscures other �scal relations, or layers of varying and contradictory
exchanges, which are potentially characterised by extortion, lack of
choice, negative reciprocity, and utilitarianism.

I have also argued that amongst my research participants in Bolivia,
taxes were not imagined as an instance of what Maurice Bloch and
Jonathan Parry (1989) describe as long-term cycles of exchange that
are concerned with the reproduction of the social and cosmic order at
a level of the nation-state, as might be imagined in the classic welfare
state. Instead, they were regularly used to create distance from the state
(Sheild Johansson 2020). A key reason my research participants pay
taxes, I suggest, is to ensure the state leaves them alone, echoing historical
experiences of tribute systems where taxes on land were paid to the state
to protect that land from the same state (Harris 1995; Platt 1982; Sheild
Johansson 2018). Thinking about tax beyond state–society reciprocity
can productively be done through lenses such as redistribution (Polanyi
1944, 1957), the models and ethics of sharing (Ferguson 2015; Peterson
1993; Widlok 2017; see also Mugler, this volume), mutual taking and
immediate return systems (Bird-David 1990; Woodburn 1982), and as
I will do here, through payments (see also Maurer 2012, 2015).

Arguably, many of these approaches could be subsumed within the
broader categories of exchange and reciprocity. However, each one
challenges exchange as a catch-all for theorising tax by demonstrating
that it is not the most accurate or only way of understanding what it is
that taxes do in different locales. An ecology of payments provides an
alternative framework through which to think about taxes, helping us cut
through assumptions about taxes being primarily about state–citizen
relationships, reciprocity, or the social contract, and instead attend to
the data speci�c to the given locale, in this case, the importance of taxes
in relationship to other kinds of payments.

The focus on these inter-payment relationships speaks directly to
Anna-Riikka Kauppinen’s (2020) work on tithing in Ghana. Kauppinen
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argues that we need to interrogate the multiple ways that money is
redistributed in society, and view taxes as part of a ‘universe of transfers’
(2020: 41), a space where taxes gain their meaning, and their ef�cacy is
assessed in relation to other payments, such as tithes. In other words, not
only do we need to recognise these non-tax transfers as tax-like, but we
should also pay attention to how these other payments inform local
understandings of what taxes are and should be, how state-levied taxes
may, as in Kauppinen’s case, gain important meaning in relation to the
exchange of sacri�ces for divine miracles between a God and believers.
But while Kauppinen shows how the ef�cacy and value of a �scal
exchange with the state is always considered in light of these other
payments and their ability to build ethical relationships and physical
(as well as spiritual) worlds to live within, the present endeavour is
slightly different. I look speci�cally at how some payments transform
the ‘purchase power’ of other payments, and the role of taxes in this.
In this way, I shift the analytical focus from the exchange relationships
that taxes imply, to explore other ways that tax payments produce
particular economic landscapes.

Primero de Mayo and Bolivian Tax Policy

My ethnographic research was carried out during eight months of �eld-
work in 2018, and three months of �eldwork in 2023, in Primero de
Mayo, a suburb on the outskirts of the mid-sized Andean city of
Cochabamba. Primero de Mayo belongs to District 9, the fastest growing
part of the city. Twenty years ago, the area was mainly designated for
agricultural use, but by 2018, the urban zone of District 9 had expanded
to make up almost half of the city. Primero de Mayo, which stretches up
the dusty southern slopes of the otherwise green valley of Cochabamba,
was busy with people and construction projects, with new self-built brick
and cement houses popping up weekly. At the time of �eldwork, only the
streets by the marketplace, secondary school, and hospital were paved;
the sewage system was minimal; and no households were connected to
the city’s gas supply. Electricity was available, though much of the grid
was an informal one, with neighbours using each other’s supply. Most of
the houses lacked plumbed toilets and only some had outhouses. While
public services and amenities were lacking, and the area is located at a
fair distance from the city centre, Primero de Mayo was a popular area in
which to buy real estate due to the comparatively low prices of plots and
availability of shops and proximity to social networks.
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Many of the inhabitants of District 9 were recent migrants from
surrounding rural areas. Newcomers often buy their plots in urban zones
close to family and friends who originate from the same rural area,
ensuring the extension of existing kin and ritual kin networks.
In Primero de Mayo, people are members of multiple local organisations,
such as unions and neighbourhood associations, and a majority consist-
ently vote for the governing party, MAS-IPSIS (Movimiento al
Socialismo – Instrumento Político por la Soberanía de los Pueblos
(Movement toward Socialism – Instrument for the Sovereignty of the
Peoples), from here on referred to as MAS). People engage with a wide
range of jobs, and often have several income streams. Men will take
seasonal work on construction sites, paid positions within local organisa-
tions, run small shops, and drive taxis or public transport. Many women
earn money in the marketplaces selling a variety of goods and take up
paid jobs as domestic workers. The market work involves wider hustles of
buying and selling and engagement in long supply chains that weave in
and out of formality and illegality. This might include second-hand
clothes brought in as contraband, or fruit bought in bulk from the tropics
to be sold in the cities on the high Andean plains, such as Oruro. Many
also rely on produce from the �elds in their home villages. Overall, the
everyday implicates several and varying incomes and payments; in these
cash economies where pockets are emptied and �lled with speed and
often irregularly (Sheild Johansson 2022), the relationship between dif-
ferent transactions matters.

The current Bolivian president, Luis Arce, came into power in
2020 following a tumultuous political time which saw the former presi-
dent, Evo Morales, �ee the country and the controversial appointment of
the conservative Jeanine Añez Chávez as interim president. Luis Arce
belongs to the same political party as Morales, MAS, who were �rst
elected to power in 2005 following prolonged protests against resource
exploitation, privatisation, and exportation under the previous president,
Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada. MAS set out to remake Bolivia, promising to
�nally provide representation for the large part of the population who
identify as Indigenous. Self-identifying as Indigenous Aymara himself,
Morales’ era in power was meant to bring about an end to centuries of
racism, to secure Indigenous autonomies, protect the country’s natural
resources, and expand national industry and public services to provide
security and jobs for all. From the mid-2000s to mid-2010s, Bolivia saw
annual economic growth rates up to 6.8 per cent (although the average
was between 4 and 5 per cent), outpacing both regional and global
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averages (source: ECLA).1 While this level of growth has now tapered off,
it did allow the government to invest in public infrastructure and the
country experienced signi�cant improvements across multiple indices of
the human development index, including life expectancy, education, and
per capita income.2 Based on these �gures, it is hard to deny that MAS
have delivered on part of their promises for change. However, alongside
these ‘wins’ exists growing criticism towards MAS from many parts of
society, including their more traditional critics – the landowning elite – but
also middle-class small business owners who list corruption and heavy-
handed state intervention in markets as serious governmental failings, and
groups who were initially allies of Morales and MAS’s political project,
such as left wing and Indigenous activists and scholars (e.g. Rivera
Cusicanqui 2012). This last group warns that MAS have not protected
the environment or Indigenous rights, and that instead, corruption and
popular authoritarianism characterise their time in government.

An ongoing aim of MAS has been to grow and diversify their �scal
revenue stream to ensure the country’s long-term economic stability is
not overly reliant on the hydrocarbon industry. While Bolivia’s tax-to-
gross domestic product (GDP) ratio of 22.4 per cent (in 2020) fares
well in the region (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) et al. 2022) and is certainly an improvement on
the 1986 �gure of 3 per cent, it is signi�cantly lower than the OECD
average of 33.8 per cent (OECD et al. 2021: 31). To collect more taxes, the
Bolivian tax authorities have run campaigns aimed at including popula-
tions such as the inhabitants of Primero de Mayo, those who identify as
Quechua- or Aymara-speaking, who work in ‘informal markets’, and
who are already a fairly loyal electorate (so to some extent low-hanging
fruit), into the tax net. Alongside campaigns which promise to build a
new Bolivia with taxpayer money, one that will chime with Indigenous
ethics of living well ‘vivir bien’, the tax of�ce also enforces compliance
through regular spot checks on businesses and sanctions, including the
immediate closures of premises that do not have their tax paperwork in
order, and signi�cant �nes for late or unpaid taxes.

However, neither the campaign messages nor the threat of sanctions
impacted people in Primero de Mayo much. While many of the residents

1 United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA) – the Spanish acronym
is CEPAL.

2 In 2005, Bolivia’s United Nations Human Development Index (HDI) was 0.632, and in
2020, it was 0.718.
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in the zone voted for MAS in national and municipal elections, they were
cynical about both central and local government, and had little faith that
their tax payments constituted an exchange relationship which bene�ted
them. They attributed the improvements they saw in the wider country,
in areas such as education and health provision, to increased incomes
from the hydrocarbon industry, not the payment of their taxes.3 And
though the tax collectors do visit businesses in the centre of town to
check on their paperwork and issue �nes, they rarely venture out to
Primero de Mayo. This is mainly due to their limited institutional
resources, so it makes little sense to spend time or personnel on clamping
down on suburban market sellers with comparatively meagre pro�ts. But
while the campaigns and threats from local and central governments
aimed at encouraging tax payment were resoundingly unsuccessful in
Primero de Mayo, my interlocutors did pay some taxes, as to do so was
seen as productive within a local ecology of payments and so key to the
functioning of their day-to-day economic and political life.

Alto San Roque – Property Tax and Neighbourhood Cuotas

Alto San Roque is a newly established junta vecinal (neighbourhood
association) near the top of the hillside upon which Primero de Mayo is
built. It is a collection of around thirty plots, all of which were bought from
a hacienda owner and had now been divided between a group of family
and friends mostly originating from the same rural area. The experience of
the people of Alto San Roque in working to legally divide the land into
individual plots and re-designate their land as urban, and thus join the
urban zone of District 9, is useful for exploring the interrelationship
between different kinds of payments and the role that taxes played in this
economic landscape. In this case, receipts of taxes paid were leveraged to
ensure access to resources and political power and invest in non-state
collective worlds, such as unions and neighbourhoods.

The inhabitants of Alto San Roque had bought their plots circa 2013 –
�ve years before my �rst arrival. They had divided the land amongst
themselves and sold the remaining plots to any interested party. At the
time of research, the plots still held the designation rural. To change this,
the neighbours were busy preparing an urban development plan (plan
sectoral) for submission to the municipal of�ce (alcaldia). An urban

3 MAS sharply increased the taxes on natural gas pro�ts from 18 to 54 per cent, imposing
the Impuestos Directos a los Hidrocarburos (IDH) (Postero 2017: 97).
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development plan should include the individual plots, as well as mark-
ings for roads, public facilities, and green areas, all of which need to be
negotiated and settled between neighbours. Once approved, the individ-
ual plots in the plan can be entered into the land registry, and the people
of Alto San Roque can start paying individual taxes on land designated
urban. While the push for private ownership is something that many
rural-based Indigenous groups argue against in the name of preserving
communal organisation and access to land, including many of my
interlocutors with regard to their �elds in their home villages, they also
emphasised what they perceived as the economic and social bene�ts of
individually owning their own land in the urban context. And, signi�-
cantly for the current argument, once Alto San Roque had been desig-
nated urban, it could join Primero de Mayo’s neighbourhood association,
Organización Territorial de Base (OTB, grassroots territorial organisa-
tion), which, as will be outlined below, brings material and political
advantages.

All members of a neighbourhood association, like Alto San Roque, pay
regular contributions, cuotas, to their own neighbourhood association,
junta vecinal, and often another larger OTB. OTBs are grassroots organ-
isations, based around, for instance, a village or a neighbourhood associ-
ation that gains legal personhood through the submission of terms of
references, lists of members, collections of minutes from meetings held,
and any payrolls of leaders, to the municipal council. OTBs were estab-
lished by decree as part of the Law of Popular Participation (LPP), passed
in 1994. These organisations dominate local politics and carry consider-
able weight in national arenas as well; for instance, they have the legal
right and responsibility to form surveillance committees, Comités de
Vigilancia, to oversee municipal budgets. OTBs also provide basic
infrastructure and services in areas where the state fails to do so, such
as paving roads or repairing community spaces. In other instances, they
co-produce public services with the state; in these cases, the local muni-
cipality may cover some costs of the construction of, for example, a new
school and the OTB provide labour and management. The making of the
city of El Alto is a prime example of the role that junta vecinales and
OTBs play in the Bolivian context – as Sian Lazar (2008) has described,
while the state ignored the existence of El Alto, these neighbourhood
associations built what is now the second largest city in the country. For
OTBs to function the cuotas are key, as are labour contributions from all
members, including commitments to join marches and blockades to
further the union demands, when called upon by OTB leaders. Those
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who do not pay or do not contribute their labour can face �nes and social
sanctions. Overall, my interlocutors were happy to pay their cuotas, and
contribute with their labour, and frowned on those who did not – they
saw a direct value in the work of the OTBs.

On the one hand, OTBs are legally recognised as political players and
could be regarded as having been captured by the state, especially as
many OTBs would politically be aligned with the MAS party. On the
other hand, their structure and processes are rooted in rural ayllu
organisations (highland, Indigenous kin-territorial communities), with
its rotating authority structure; in kinship networks; and in existing
community power relations, which can be both inclusive and hierarch-
ical. In addition, much of the activity of OTBs, such as supporting
informal electri�cation, does not align with state plans. Arguably, the
power of the OTBs lies in their in-between nature, as they offer a
collective world which has access to the state but is rooted in local
concerns and loyalties.

In the neighbourhood meetings of Alto San Roque, paying the correct
taxes on their now-built-on-land was an urgent matter of conversation.
This was not because paying taxes was seen as a moral duty to the state
(at least this was not what I heard; in fact, it was believed that corruption
would make most of their taxes paid disappear). As mentioned, the
improvements they had seen in the MAS years were generally attributed
to increased revenues from the hydrocarbon industry, or to the efforts of
unions or neighbourhood associations. Nor were they incentivised to pay
taxes due to fear of penalties placed on evasions. As it was, all members
were already communally paying a nominal amount of tax in line with
the current pastureland designation, so they were not evading tax, and
even if they were, as mentioned, the local municipality of District 9 simply
did not have the resources or oversight to police property tax evasion.
Instead, this urgency was rooted in a desire to gain a level of formality
which would enable them to join the larger Primero de Mayo OTB, pay
their cuotas there, and thus access both the resources the organisation
could deliver and its political clout. Paying tax was therefore about
creating the conditions for being able to make another kind of payment –
the cuota. The cuota, in turn, gained a level of formality and exclusivity
by being payable only by those who were taxpayers. This shifted the tax
payment into being an enabler and charger of money �ows, as opposed
to a payment that resulted in a direct exchange with the state.

So, the members of Alto San Roque pushed on with trying to change
the designation of their land and enter it into the cadaster as urban land
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so they could pay the corresponding taxes on it. It is worth emphasising
here that this process was not straightforward. And the paperwork was
constantly stuck ‘en tramite’ (in bureaucratic process). Meanwhile, many
of the members had already built their houses and moved in, but were
frustrated that they could not enjoy the full bene�ts of an urban home.

Commercial Licence Tax and Union Fees

The second example I want to discuss in this chapter is that of Doña
Hilda and the commercial licence tax, patente. Doña Hilda lived in
Primero de Mayo and made a living by selling fruit. As opposed to
having a stall or set spot in one of the city’s markets, she was an
ambulatory vendor, using a wheelbarrow to store and transport her
goods. Ambulatory vendors, or ambulantes, as they are referred to in
Bolivia, who make up a large part of the traders in Cochabamba, do not
have a commercial licence issued by the municipality to sell their goods
in public. While ambulantes will return to speci�c selling spots on the
outskirts of the bigger markets, around bus stations, or simply on the
corners of busy streets, they do not have guaranteed spaces to sell.
Municipal law enforcement, guardia municipal, can ask them to move
on or let them remain in a location temporarily in exchange for a daily
unof�cial fee, sentaje. In addition, ambulantes face constant pressure and
at times aggression from sellers with of�cial stalls who do not appreciate
the competition that they present (Sheild Johansson 2022). Key for the
present argument, an ambulante is also not able to join the market
sellers’ union, La Federación de Comerciantes Minoristas, because to join
the union you need to have paid your commercial licence tax, patente,
which acted like a trading licence. According to the sellers in the covered
market in Primero de Mayo who had patentes, the union should be
exclusively for ‘of�cial’ sellers because managing the competition faced
by them from ambulantes was a crucial aspect of the union’s work to
protect its members’ interests. Doña Hilda had spent considerable time
attempting to obtain a patente from the municipal Intendencia so that
she could move on from ambulatory vending to selling from a secure
spot and join the union. Her problem was that there was a limited
number of patentes available in the city and acquiring one was not easy
because many were traded on an illegal market rather than returned to
the of�cial queue system (Goldstein 2016). The yearly patente tax was
around 250 Bolivianos (Bs) (£30) in 2018. While not an inconsequential
amount, it was one that Doña Hilda said she would gladly pay.
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The market sellers’ union, the Federación, had signi�cant political
in�uence, including with the alcalde (mayor), and ability to protect its
members. The Federación also provided infrastructure and services in
and around marketplaces, such as rubbish removal, electricity, and
security. It was a larger collective which people did aspire to be part of
and were willing to pay into. As Daniel Goldstein (2016) details in his
work on market sellers in Cochabamba, the role of the union vis-à-vis the
state became very clear in the wake of a large �re which devastated parts
of the huge central market la cancha. The land that la cancha is built on is
owned by the municipality, and people pay their patente to the munici-
pality. Yet when disaster struck, no state institutions extended resources
for clean-up or re-building, nor did they provide any support to the small
businesses which had been devastated. Instead, it was the Federación and
the smaller unions (sindicatos) and guilds (gremiales) of which it is made
up that organised the re-construction of the market after the �re and
provided some compensation for goods lost. The power and success of
the unions and the market guilds that make up the Federación is consid-
erable, with systems of credit and access to supply lines fuelling the
growth of substantial wealth amongst many of its members, as described
by Nico Tassi (2017).

At the time of the 2018 �eldwork, Doña Hilda informed me that
Federación membership was a hefty fee of 1,500 Bs (approximately
£175), a month’s wages for most of its af�liates. In addition, there are
regular charges of 50–100 Bs (£7–£12) towards speci�c purposes. Despite
this, af�liation was attractive to Doña Hilda. ‘They �ght for you, defend
you, and help you. They go on marches,’ was Doña Hilda’s reasoning for
wanting to join the Federación; it was deemed to offer better long-term
protection for its members’ interests than the government, as well as an
opportunity for business collaboration and expansion. Doña Hilda did
not believe that the tax payments she made in exchange for her commer-
cial licence would go towards providing public infrastructure, services, or
political representation. That money, she said many times, would disap-
pear into the pockets, bolsillos, of local civil servants and politicians. But
what this tax payment did do, in addition to giving her an of�cial spot to
sell from, meaning she no longer had to walk the city with her goods in a
wheelbarrow, was allow her to pay the fee to the union, granting her
membership. The union membership brought collective security, repre-
sentation, and access to new commercial relationships. Just as with Alto
San Roque, Doña Hilda needed to pay tax to make other payments which
people in Primero de Mayo said offered important bene�ts. ‘Paying the
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tax on this plot of land,’ Don Prudencio, one of the neighbours in Alto
San Roque, said, ‘is just something I have to do, then with that tax
receipts I can get on with life, it makes things easier here in Mayu
[Primero de Mayo].’ In this way, taxes gain meaning in relation to the
other payments they enable, as opposed to just their exchange power
with the state.

An Ecology of Payments

The Armenian folk tale, ‘The Tailless Fox’ (famously retold as ‘One Fine
Day’ by Nonny Hogrogian in 1971), recounts the story of a fox on a
desperate mission to retrieve his severed tail. The tail is held by an old
lady who cut it off after �nding him stealing her milk, and she will only
sew the tail back on if he replaces her milk. So, the fox goes to a cow to
ask for milk, but the cow will only give him milk if he brings the cow
some grass, but the �eld will only give him grass if he brings it some
water, and so on the fox goes from place to place with an ever-expanding
chain of demands. Finally, he meets a farmer who out of kindness gives
him some grain to feed the hen who will lay him an egg to give the
peddler, and so on, and in this manner, the fox slowly swaps his way back
to the milk, which he gives to the old lady in return for his tail. The story
not only pushes the message that hard work and determination pay off
and that acts of kindness matter, but also demonstrates the chain of deals
that are implicated in the exchange of goods. In addition, it illuminates
an ‘ecology of payments’ concept as it illustrates, albeit in a simpli�ed
way, how a payment is charged with where it has come from and what
else it allows. When the fox received the egg in exchange for the grain, the
egg was not just an egg – it held the promise of his tail, and therefore was
different from other eggs. Similarly, for my interlocutors in Primero de
Mayo, their tax receipts did not primarily symbolise an exchange with
the state, or the compliance with a demand for payment, but instead
carried the potential of the cuotas and patentes, OTB and Federación
membership. Conversely, the cuotas and fees gained part of their mean-
ing from the fact that only those with tax receipts were in the position to
pay them.

Both the ethnographic examples I give of taxes and other payments in
Primero de Mayo and the tale of the Armenian fox are linear in how one
‘payment’ affects the next one. In the Bolivian case, this is because they
were clear examples which presented themselves to me during �eldwork,
but I suggest that further ethnographic data would most likely shine a
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light on far more complex webs of payments. What the examples pre-
sented do illustrate though is the importance of potential and how these
payments do not just hold value in relation to what they can be swapped
with immediately, but instead their value is linked to their multiple and
rippling future effects.

An ecology of payments in Primero de Mayo – how tax payments have
potency as they enable other, important payments to happen – also
echoes Viviana Zelizer’s (1994) argument that the provenance of money,
and the act of earmarking it, matters. The money gifted from an uncle
intended for a child’s savings account is not the same as the money that
comes from one’s wages and goes on the weekly shopping. Or as D’Avella
sets out in the Argentinian context regarding investments where an
unstable monetary situation made it brutally clear that not all money is
the same – ‘Argentines are careful about treating different investments as
equivalent forms of abstract value in which one is like any other. Mariela
is acutely aware that even the dollars she keeps in her safe deposit box are
not equivalent to the dollars she used to have in her bank account.
Dollars are only equivalent to dollars under certain infrastructural con-
ditions’ (2014: 176).

The importance of potential and the charge of things resonates with
core anthropological debates about economic relationships such as
money (Zelizer 1994; Furness 1910 cited in Küchler 2021: 119) or gift-
giving (e.g. the Hau of the gift, Mauss [1925] 1954). As Küchler notes
about Yap stone money, ‘rather than serving as quasi commodities in
barter-like exchange, they served to make manifest the potential for
future transactions of the household, not its past executions’ (2021:
119). However, the analyses of taxes have, until very recently, remained
outside these more rhizomatic approaches to the economy. I suggest that
an ‘ecology of payments’ perspective is one useful way to shift the study
of taxes away from neoclassical economic thinking, and towards ethno-
graphically grounded understandings of what it is that taxes do in a given
locale and the horizontal effects of tax payments.

Formality and Informality

Since Keith Hart (1973) �rst started using the term ‘informal economy’
in our discipline, anthropology has generally moved to the position that
it is misleading to call economic activities that might be ‘beyond the
state’, or even anti-state, ‘informal’ because even as they act to circum-
vent the state on some level, they are in fact fundamentally linked to state
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structures and can be essential to the very composition of state power
(Roitman 2004: 192). Likewise, notions of the economy or people as
divided into formal and informal do not account for the socio-economic
complexity of lived realities, the heterogeneity of which also challenges
these categories that are constructed around the centrality of waged
labour, and therefore not useful tools to understanding social spaces
where waged labour is not the norm (Fernández-Álvarez 2020: 61).
Building on Timothy Mitchell’s (1999) work on the production of the
‘state effect’, Olly Owen argues that upon accepting that the division
between formal and informal is a constructed imaginary and a technique
of governance, we must focus our research on the social and political
meaning of the distinction between formal and informal in the contexts
where it is used, and further, who uses it to what effect (Owen 2018: 2)?
As development scholar Kate Meagher demonstrates in her work on
�scal relations in Nigeria, bracketing off some economic actors and
sections of the economy as informal produces the narrative that people
within it are excluded from the tax net and do not contribute to public
goods, when in fact, she argues, they tend to be signi�cant net contribu-
tors to wider society (2018: 3). Following Owen’s line of thinking, the
data from this chapter demand consideration of what the category of
formal, in this case tax receipts, does within an ecology of payments.
What is the particular charge that taxes bring in these circumstances?
As Don Prudencio noted, with tax receipts things are easier in Mayu, but
why do these receipts open doors that are not guarded by state of�cials,
and why does a union or neighbourhood association value tax receipts, in
other words, recognise the state as awarder of legitimacy?

In Primero de Mayo, the state did not have the resources to punish the
informal in any predictable or sustained way and so formality was not a
necessary protection against state sanctions, instead the formality, and in
this case taxes, had power because people for multiple reasons agreed
that they did. In OTB Primero de Mayo, there was consensus that all
neighbourhoods needed to be ‘of�cial’ to join up. Likewise, for the
Federación, the patente was key to de�ning the professional standing
and eligibility of the members. This attachment to formality demands
attention. According to members of the Primero de Mayo OTB, the state-
recognised formality of their membership body provided the organisa-
tion legitimacy in their engagements with local and national state insti-
tutions, enabling the OTB to make certain claims on the local
government with regards to resources, and the central government with
regard to political representation. And to the neighbours of Alto San
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Roque, tax receipts provided a level of certainty with regards to their land
ownership in unstable market conditions. In a property market where
property disputes are rife, receipts of taxes paid have surfaced as the most
stable arbiter. While the present data are not suf�cient for fully
answering the question of why the state retained the ability to award
legitimacy in a context where people did not experience it as producer of
public goods and instead viewed it as permeated with corruption, it is
clear that the state was a power with which to be reckoned. The categor-
ies the state created around formal and informal, and the weight it
awarded tax payments, could not be ignored. The state has historically
been able to take away land from Indigenous communities and is still in a
position to do this through mechanisms such as the government’s right
to exploit subsoil resources. In addition, demonstrating allegiance to the
MAS government can be advantageous to local OTB leaders, both in
terms of their own political ambitions and in terms of their ability to
attract resources to their neighbourhoods and have their concerns heard.

In this way, ‘informality’, in the form of the communally-funded work
of the Federación and OTBs, was sustained through ideas about formal-
ity. In other words, these collectives, who in many senses wish to remain
at arm’s length from the state, and who, due to their in-between status
are also excellent examples of why clear distinctions between formal and
informal are impossible, still employ and reinforce the state’s categorisa-
tion of vendors and properties as of�cial or not, and rely on state-de�ned
formality, in this case taxes, to function and build legitimacy.

Conclusion

In the introduction to this volume, we argue that de�ning taxes is not a
simple thing and decentring the state in our de�nitions allows for a more
nuanced discussion of what taxes are. In this chapter, I have focused on
taxes as de�ned by states and the status this awards them as particular
kinds of payments. The very idea of formality allows for taxes to be
differentiated from other payments, a distinction which is mobilised by
governments and communities to manage economic and political life.
Conversely, taxation itself is also a key instrument for inscribing the
formal–informal frontier (Owen 2018: 2). What taxes do within given
contexts is shaped by how they are locally de�ned. In this case of taxes in
Primero de Mayo, they acted as payments which allowed for other
payments, the cuota to the OTB or the fee to the Federación, to take
place. They were able to do this because they were recognised as
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payments charged with a formality which would subsequently legitimate
the unions and the neighbourhood associations. To my interlocutors, the
ability of tax payments to allow for and re-signify other payments was of
far greater consequence to their everyday lives than was the power of tax
to create a reciprocal relationship with the state.
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4

The Persistence of Kindred Spirits: Tax and Values
in Istrian Distilling

����� ���	


The winter evening’s chill settled in northwest Istria, Croatia as I sat
inside a farmhouse in a tranquil village enjoying the hospitality of the
Veronese family. The room was warmed by the wood stove upon which
our dinner was cooked, and on our table stood a jar of homemade fruit-
infused spirit called trapa. Mirna spooned out a peach onto a dessert
plate, and her husband Marijan �lled our shot glasses to the brim. As we
sliced pieces of soft peach in turn, my hosts began to weave a tapestry of
memories from the summer’s harvest, threading together a vivid story of
their challenges and triumphs – the extreme July heatwave that demanded
arduous nights of fruit picking, the hailstorm that ravaged a neighbour’s
vineyards days before harvest, and the unusually lucrative saint’s day
celebrations and summer festivals where they had sold enough trapa,
wine, and olive oil to pay their utility and medical bills for the year.1

The jar of trapa held the memories of seasons past, as well as their
historical connection to their land and the essence of their labour to
make ends meet for their family. For many, trapa and other farm

I warmly thank Cat Hardie, Nicolette Makovicky, Alice Wilson, Matti Eräsaari, Dora-Olivia
Vicol, Daniel Souleles, Hrvoje �argonja, and my co-editors Miranda Sheild Johansson and
Johanna Mugler for their valuable feedback and illuminating conversations that contributed
to this chapter. Thank you also to the members of the Writer’s Think Tank at Utrecht
University’s Anthropology department and colleagues at Copenhagen Business School for
the opportunity to present early versions. I am grateful to the Istrian families who opened
their homes and lives to me during my �ve years of living there (2012–2017) and subsequent
research visits which informed this chapter, including for my current project, AnthroTax.
This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and
innovation programme under the Marie Sk�odowska-Curie grant agreement no. 101026736.
Portions of this research were also funded by the Clarendon Fund, American Council of
Learned Societies, Wenner-Gren Foundation, and the Independent Social Research
Foundation – wonderful institutions that support social scientists.
1 Everyone referred to by name in this chapter has been given pseudonyms and their

identifying qualities thoroughly obfuscated. Any likeness is purely coincidental.
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products are an important source of income to make up for low wages or
meagre state pensions. Trapa’s centrality to making ends meet manifests
in many contexts, sometimes as informal sales to neighbours or as a
means of settling debts in tumultuous economic times. Marijan’s voice
resonated with a profound sense of pride as he conveyed that ‘we gift
trapa to family and friends when we visit – many people do this, and it’s
something really special because you make it yourself, from your land.
In the summer, Mirna collects the nicest pieces of fruit for infusing it,’
evoking the author Antoninetti, who described the personalisation of
such spirits as one’s search to taste something ‘charged with the fragrance
of summer’ (2011: 376). Its presence on dinner tables at family gatherings
and as gifts on special occasions signi�es a tangible link to their past.
Distilling trapa is a traditional craft passed down through generations
that carries with it a sense of heritage, identity, and economic resilience.
So, their hearts hold reverence for trapa, for the way it ties them to their
land, its cultural signi�cance, and its role in sustaining livelihoods.

After a few minutes, Marijan turned to the door to check his still’s
progress, so I grabbed my jacket and gloves. When farm work slows,
distilling is a wonderful aspect of the limited rural life leisure time, and so
they make as much as they feel like. We walked to the side of the house
under an awning – ventilation is essential because distilling fumes are
toxic. The equipment is basic – a small still called lambik is owned by
most rural families. Placed over a wood �re, it looks like a boiler about
chest high. Marijan preferred the �avour this lambik gave to his spirits,
but the family also had a large still in their shed for when they distilled a
greater volume of grape mash. So, he checked the level of the pure
alcohol dripping into a canister. When full, he mixed it with distilled
water to about 35–40 proof alcohol in glass jars. In the summer, they
would collect fruit and pour the spirit, plus some spoons of sugar, into
jars for infused concoctions.

Lovely as the evening was, I knew I was enjoying an activity located
squarely in Istria’s grey market. The Veroneses once openly bottled and
sold their trapa, but moved to the informal economy years ago because
the bureaucracy and tax regime around spirits became too complicated
for them to navigate. So, now they made moonshine – unregulated spirits
that they enjoyed at home, and, as alluded to, also sold liberally to
neighbours, local bars, restaurants, and cafés. Moonshine has been an
important source of liquidity in post-socialism because of its ease of
production and ever-present demand – from tourism and, sadly, rising
alcoholism as a result of job loss (see also Rogers 2005).
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The tax regimes governing Croatia’s private business sector went
through an era of rapid change from the end of the 1990s to the 2010s
in seeking to harmonise with those of the European Union (EU). In fact,
it has been described that its tax system and policies were overhauled
‘with every change of the ruling party’ (�imovi�, Bla�i�, & �tambuk 2014:
408). This included periods of aggressive enforcement to punish evaders
(see Smith 2020). In recent years, Croatia’s main tax enforcement strat-
egy has been to increase �nes, the logic being that fear will dissuade
evasion (Williams & Bezeredi 2018: 48–49). The swift evolution of
regulations and taxes quickly reshaped the spirits market, resulting in
the concentration of massive spirits companies in other regions, a small
handful of craft distillers, and many bootleggers like the Veroneses who
distribute their homemade moonshine through less formalised channels.
Much research has focused on why informality – in the form of unregis-
tered market activities – persists and how it functions in Croatia
(Friedman et al. 2000; Ihrig & Moe 2004; Mitra 2017; Rubi� 2013), and
indeed in the wider post-socialist European region (Böröcz 2000; Henig
& Makovicky 2017; Ledeneva 2006). This chapter contributes to these
conversations by elucidating the opaque qualities of how informal (busi-
ness) life functions in one of the country’s most vibrant informal sectors,
including the values underpinning it and the relationships between the
winemakers, craft distillers, and bootleggers of which it is constituted.

More fundamentally, this chapter makes explicit how the trapa market
developed over time, how the tax regime evolved in such a way as to push
some families to the margins of the formal economy (and others else-
where entirely), and the relationships between the business families that
keep it going today. By unpacking how tax regimes shape Croatia’s spirits
sector, speci�cally by exploring the three main actors constituting it –
winemakers, bootleggers, and craft distillers – this chapter contributes to
our understanding of the diverse ways taxes change not just economic
relationships, but social ones. Moreover, they transform the status of
work and traditions, making previously ordinary ways of life illegal, and
in doing so, challenging core societal values in ways that force new
considerations into long-standing production relations. That said, this
story of taxing spirits also reveals the limits of a tax regime’s reach, since
despite the risk of punitive �nes and other prospective issues arising from
non-compliance, these changes failed to disrupt the local values that
underlie informal trapa production and sales.

Indeed, some of the most fundamental values of Istrians happen to
converge in this �eld of trapa relations. One core value pillar is that of
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being pošten, that is, being honest and acting with integrity, and it arises
in three important ways. Particularly apparent in business, �rst, it is an
expression of honouring long-term exchange agreements, whether writ-
ten or verbal, which sustains one’s reputation and relationships. And
second, it is important to be considered pošten in the sense of following
the law and not being labelled as evading rules. Moving to quasi-business
and interpersonal relations, one is pošten in a third sense by acting
honourably towards one’s neighbours in myriad contexts. And it is this
multiplicity of �elds, wherein being pošten is expected, that presents
quandaries for business owners in relation to acting in their self-interest.
A second core value pillar is existential – the belief that people have the
right to sustenance. This is instantiated in their sharing of grape mash,
which takes on extra signi�cance since it is the sole component in
distilling trapa. Souleles, Archer, and Sørensen Thaning describe that
‘values are often built on underlying ethical and ontological premises
about how the world works’ – and I might amend to should work (2023:
166). So, understanding premises like Istrians’ value that people have a
right to sustenance helps us understand the centrality of being pošten
and how that is expressed – as helping one’s neighbours get by (in
whatever form that means). And �nally, being a farming region, a third
core value is, unsurprisingly, maintaining the local ecology – which is
negatively impacted by the improper disposal of grape mash waste from
winemaking.

However, changes in the tax regime created a con�ict between these
values, necessitating a reappraisal of them vis-à-vis personal interests.
Although axiomatic that taxes change monetary values, this account
demonstrates how taxes in�uence broader, non-monetary value matrices.
It illuminates the relationship between values, ethics, and economic
realities, showing the complexities that arise when they interact with
state regulations and market dynamics. Exploring grape mash’s position
in mediating relationships helps us understand how values and practices
intersect with taxation and how people navigate the challenges that this
intersection produces.

The Historical Value of Trapa

Trapa is pervasive because wine is so. Trapa is made from the distillation
of grape mash, the biowaste of winemaking. Its resemblance to Italian
grappa is not coincidental. Re�ecting their Italian heritage, it is unsur-
prising that Istrians would call their distilled grape-based drink by a
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name so similar to its Italian counterpart. Likewise, the grape mash, a
mix of grape skins and pulp, is referred to as vinaza – from vinaccia in
Italian. In autumn, grapes are harvested in the vineyard, brought to the
wine cellar, and poured into grape presses to extract their juice by
pressing, akin to the motion of an accordion, for several hours. The juice
�lls a large tray below and then is pumped into temperature-controlled
tanks where fermentation initiates its transformation into wine. The
leftover vinaza is transferred to large plastic barrels, covered with thick
plastic tarps secured with stones, and left in a corner of the cellar. Here, it
ferments to create alcohol that distilling extracts in winter. The leftover is
a smaller volume of inert biowaste that can be safely composted. Any
vinaza not distilled ferments in piles on unused corners of farmland,
acidifying the soil and leaching into groundwater, making distilling an
ecological solution ultimately integral to winemaking.

To fully grasp vinaza’s value, it is important to consider the history of
taxing spirits, and in particular, trapa.2 It might feel commonplace to
readers that spirits are taxed and regulated, since ‘sin taxes’ have been
part of many of our lives for generations. But the historical situation of
spirits regulation was different in Istria, making an unpacking of the
post-socialist era transition to a regulatory regime crucial in unravelling
how values were upended in its wake. As we tended to the �re that
evening, Marijan described how when Istria was part of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, ‘there was just a tiny tax on alcohol,’ and ‘no one
had trouble paying it,’ since the punishment for delinquency was the
forfeiture of the family copper cooking pot, essential to make both trapa
and polenta, a staple food – that is, it was a priority. In the early 1900s,
area farmers founded �ve cooperative wineries with distilleries, resulting
in large-scale production and bottling for distribution in Italy and neigh-
bouring markets. Thus, a harmonious system emerged, where winemak-
ing was followed by distilling its biowaste either at home or by a nearby
cooperative distillery.

Following Istria’s incorporation into Italy at the conclusion of World
War I, home distilling was swiftly prohibited, prompting more families to
rely on cooperatives. They paid 30 per cent of the resulting spirit, by

2 There are myriad other spirits in Croatia that may be distilled from other fruits, each with
their own name, sometimes in dialects, sometimes with special names due to being infused
with herbs or other things in a speci�c local way. Collectively, they are all spirits,
sometimes colloquially called rakija (especially in other Croatian regions), but this chapter
is concerned only with this one type of spirit based on grapes (komovica in Croatian).
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volume, as a service fee.3 The cooperative sold this liquor and distributed
the pro�t amongst members. However, despite the risks of �nes or
imprisonment, some still clandestinely home-cooked trapa at night using
their polenta pots, half a litre at a time – because it was a way to get rid of
the biowaste, it was deeply embedded in social life as both leisure practice
and gift, and they needed the income. If they wanted to make larger
amounts of midnight trapa, they hid in the forest under the veil of
darkness with either their pots or lambik – perilous, but necessitated by
the distinct aroma of distillation. Laughing, Marijan shared a family
anecdote from the era of Italian fascism, ‘My grandfather told me that
an elderly man from the village sat roadside with a gun waiting for
inspectors to come, since at the time they were fascists. Word got out
that there was a crazy man with a gun hunting people, so the inspectors
stayed away!’ The story vividly illustrated both how important trapa was
to their livelihoods and culture, and the inherent tension between state
authorities and societal resistance to its regulation. Indeed, distilling
moonshine assumed symbolic signi�cance as an act of de�ance against
a fascist state.

When Istria was divided between Italy and Yugoslavia at the conclu-
sion of World War II (WWII), taxing trapa on the socialist side of the
border underwent a signi�cant shift characterised by intensi�ed state
control via inspections. This period is often a point of comparison in
conversations about the intensity of inspections experienced today.
Marijan recounted an incident involving his grandfather who, irritated
by the incessant monitoring and confrontational demeanour of the
spirits tax inspectors, resorted to punching one, resulting in his four-
month imprisonment – the sentence timed for autumn harvest to cause
maximal �nancial damage, Marijan claimed. Such zealous enforcement
was motivated by the government’s desire to control food production.
However, the most consequential way it pursued this was the forcible
nationalisation of all farmer-owned cooperatives, transforming them into
socialist collective farms (zadruga), to which wealthy farming families
were heavily coerced to ‘donate’ their land. However, the new collectives
failed and were abandoned after just a few years, with Yugoslavia on the
brink of famine. Consequently, collective farms came to symbolise the
government’s inability to provide food security – a perspective that lives
on in collective memory. Today, elders invoke this story as a compelling

3 Incidentally, it was colloquially referred to as a ‘tax’.
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reminder that farming, winemaking, and distilling are vital for sustaining
their families and the resilience of their community.

After this initial phase, Tito, the then president, changed tack, lifting
the taxes and inspections regimes on household wine and spirits produc-
tion. Part of the division of this northwest borderland territory after
WWII included the establishment of a free trade area called the Free
Territory of Trieste, encapsulating Istria’s northwest corner, which facili-
tated the continuation of the two countries’ trade relationships, albeit in a
limited way. Back inside, Mirna explained that because of this, Tito
feared Istria would seek autonomy or formal incorporation into Italy,
so did not enforce rules around private business. This included
regulations on family food production. So, families returned to distilling
(and winemaking) in broad daylight. And living within the Free
Territory, they enjoyed plenty of private business in Italy, especially since
the theoretical limits on cross-border trade were disregarded by border
guards. Mirna explained that ‘Istrian trapa and wine sold well in Italy
and Yugoslavia. We could sell everywhere because there was no compe-
tition, like vodka,’ which encouraged the intensi�cation of private pro-
duction. Informal family sales, although not contributing to the nation’s
budget, added to the general wealth and supplemented the overall avail-
able food, which the government had learned from the collective farming
�asco was valuable for keeping the nation functioning. Istrian entrepre-
neurialism thrived, with most families selling some of their farming
produce. Vineyards were the main cultivar for many, which led to much
wine and thus, trapa. The cooperatives were nationalised and turned into
state companies, so farmed surplus not used at home, or sold directly to
tourists, was sold to them, maintaining the same system insofar as how
grapes and vinaza circulated. This permissive environment for private
entrepreneurialism allowed Istrians to carve out marked autonomy over
their economy, as the majority of revenue stayed in the region. It was
this experience that transformed trapa’s symbolic value into one of
sustaining livelihoods.

This was how the economy functioned until in�ation took hold in the
early 1980s that eventually contributed to the collapse of Yugoslavia and
descent into war in the early 1990s. Socialist �rms crumbled. As people
lost their jobs, they turned to full-time farming to feed themselves and
sell what they could, even though tourism had evaporated. Mutual
reliance on their shared livelihood of farming, winemaking, and distilling
strengthened. As soon as the war ended, tourists returned and families
increasingly courted them by selling their goods to hotels and
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restaurants, especially wine and trapa, leaning on those relationships to
maximise output and professionalise. Some families began modernising
their wineries and building distillers on the side.

The recent history of trapa’s taxation demonstrates how taxes shape
not only the economic landscape, but also how people are bureaucratic-
ally classi�ed while doing this customary practice so integral to rural life.
In some eras, the guiding tax regime categorised them as illegal bootleg-
gers, while in others they were entrepreneurs integral to the region’s
vibrancy. Tracing this history additionally clari�es how trapa became so
proli�c. Late socialism, the reference point for the farming families
I befriended, was a period during which vinaza circulated freely – wine-
makers distilled it in the winter, dropped it off at large local distilleries, or
left it out for locals to pick up (or commonly, a mix of these practices).
So, it was an important source of income for rural families, and people
grew accustomed to its lack of regulation. The post-war Croatian gov-
ernment thus inherited a governance regime of effectively no tax on
income derived from trapa (or wine), and no enforced regulatory regime
around distilling, either. This made more laws inevitable as it sought to
align and harmonise with the EU. (And indeed, today, the spirits sector is
a highly regulated commodity with attendant tax liabilities.) Also inevit-
able were the in�uences these legal changes would have on those whose
livelihoods had become so reliant upon trapa.

Vinaza and the Local Landscape of Values

Today, taxing trapa, and bringing it under the regulatory gaze of the state
as a commodity, has transformed vinaza’s meaning and created two
ethical dilemmas for winemakers: �rstly, how to responsibly handle the
potential ecological harm of vinaza, and secondly, how to maintain their
value of being pošten. Even though the government requires winemakers
to get rid of vinaza, it does not specify how – only that it cannot
contaminate the environment.4 Given this legal opacity, winemakers
either arrange handoffs or leave their vinaza in vats at the edges of their

4 Why it is vague is unclear, but the EU has a chequered past in its attempts to regulate
winemaking biowaste. In Italy and France (1970–1980s), the result was regulatory chaos
because winemakers sought new tactics to skirt the rules that inspectors could hardly
discern, much less control (Krzwoszynska 2013: 56–57). This backdrop hints that the
Croatian government may have settled on an unarticulated compromise, aware of the
quagmire that could arise were it to pursue regulating vinaza’s circulation like it does other
aspects of business.
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property where locals know to retrieve it for their own use. This grants
winemakers plausible deniability of their culpability in the furtherance of
the moonshine market. From their perspective, ridding of vinaza is a
necessary aspect of their business insofar as they need it to be distilled so
that it does not pollute their land and wider ecology. It has no monetary
value in its grape-mash form, but rather only harbours the risk of
pollution. In this way, vinaza inhabits a con�icting value regime where
for some, it is simply a biowaste, while for others it carries potential licit
or illicit use value (if only realised through its distillation). So, vinaza
circulates as a resource shared for its own sake rather than being quanti-
�ed in furtherance of either a social or monetary goal (for illuminating
discussions on sharing and the circulation of things with unquanti�able
value, see Widlok 2013; Otto & Willerslev 2013: 2). Moreover, anyone
who distils it, legally or not, is caring for the community’s ecology, and
thus providing a service to everyone.

So, one early autumn afternoon, I accompanied the Veroneses to
retrieve vinaza from a nearby winery. Come winter, they would deliver
50 litres of pure spirit alcohol in thanks for the vinaza, even though there
was no strict accounting or expectation of such a gesture. In fact, the
Veroneses were farmers who sold grapes to winemakers and regularly
arranged to take back the vinaza of their clients. The prevalence of non-
winemaking grape growers ensured that winemakers could buy whatever
varietal of which their own vineyards fell short. Marijan also coordinated
farming with some of them, re�ecting how this circulation of vinaza was
part of a more dynamic �eld of farming, production, and gift relation-
ships. Moreover, winemaking and bootlegging families are often other-
wise connected – as friends or neighbours for generations, and many
were classmates (since there is just one high school to attend). Indeed,
Marijan completed his military service with the winemaker we were
visiting. In explaining their relationship to me, they narrated their family
trees, which connected in the generation of their great-great-grandpar-
ents. Such factors together translated into a certain ambivalence amongst
winemakers about their neighbours who were both doing licit business
with them by selling grapes, and engaging in illicit distilling. More
fundamentally, this was an issue of being pošten – maintaining long-
standing production exchange relations that predated legal changes was
part of acting with integrity in their community because of the recogni-
tion that they were reliant on vinaza.

The implication is that despite the lack of regulations around vinaza
speci�cally, taxing trapa transformed vinaza from simply a nuisance as a
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biowaste into what became their second ethical dilemma. It acquired a
new meaning as something contributing to the now-informal economy.
But for winemakers, it was not simply an issue of helping or not helping
the informal economy per se, because the dichotomy between craft
distiller and bootlegger felt arbitrary; yet again, a tax regime was shifting
the de�nitional boundaries of legal and illegal, casting the same actors as
one or the other (Hart 1973: 68; Roitman 2005: 14). Rather, taxation had
divided their relations into two markets where previously there had only
been one. Now their colleagues, professional distillers, were operating in
a market de�ned by regulations and standards to which conforming was
costly and thus raised the price of their trapa. Meanwhile, bootleggers
were free of such constraints and so could sell their moonshine much
more cheaply – professional distillers paid in tax the equivalent price that
bootleggers often sold their moonshine. So, winemakers were thrown
into the untenable position of having to consider who was the more
deserving party of their vinaza, since this decision now bore conse-
quences. What had previously been a simple matter of ‘to whom shall
I of�oad this biowaste’ became an issue of providing or removing
someone else’s ability to make ends meet. In choosing to continue a
long-standing trade arrangement with a neighbour, they were, with the
intention of protecting the livelihood of some, tacitly choosing to support
one or the other market ‘actor’ (read: friend, neighbour, or family
member).

Thus, the clarity around how to properly deal with vinaza evaporated,
and the relationships central to its circulation were thrown into an ethical
�ux. Vinaza’s de�nition became nebulous because its position in social
life changed. It is not that tax made something new, but it took away
vinaza’s obvious meaning. This demonstrates how taxation destabilised
the value of vinaza, and thus, trapa, notable in part because tax usually
has the effect of stabilising value. Instead, taxation opened the potential
for vinaza to hold a broader range of values, including becoming a
liability for winemakers insofar as they might be considered as contrib-
uting to moonshine’s �ourishing.

This makes a discussion about the relationship and tension between
value and values important, since irrespective of one’s personal relation-
ship to vinaza, this relational balance changed when trapa became an
object of �scal value to the state. Indeed, myriad actors with unique
stakes in the production of a thing mediate its value in their own ways
(Graber 2023: 187), and so too their values around it. Balancing value
and values may take on an existential weight (Gewertz & Errington 2021:
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74), and indeed, DuBois and Salas describe that unpacking the relation-
ship between value and values is a way of unearthing connections
between ‘struggles over livelihoods . . . and the always challenging task
of building meaningful lives’ (2021: 7). Such a dynamic is apparent in how
winemakers empathise with the �nancial dif�culties of bootleggers – who
may be unemployed or pensioners simply trying to eke out basic susten-
ance – and their camaraderie with craft distillers who likewise struggle.
In this context, it is not always clear how to be pošten – to which
community members, and at what cost – especially as they consider their
relationship to the state as private business owners with obligations.
Carrier describes values as re�ecting what people envision as leading
towards a better world (2018: 22), but this becomes complicated when
the visions people have for a good life are in con�ict with each other.

Moreover, commodifying and taxing trapa changed trapa’s value –
new regulations translated to higher production costs, which increased its
market price, as did the addition of taxes the state collected as revenue.
But in doing so, tax made people reconsider their values around trapa.
Farming families had to decide whether it was ‘worth it’ (in both senses)
to continue distilling. In these ways, investigating the relationship
between value and values brings to the fore how people struggle to
balance their livelihoods and social lives in the context of market
demands and state pressures.

Disenchanted (with) Spirits

This process is illustrated well by tracing the shifting of trapa’s monetary
value and how families reacted by making different values-based deci-
sions around production and sharing. From an initial burgeoning craft
sector, many quickly became disenchanted with it. The 1990s marked a
rapid expansion of professional winemakers and craft distillers bottling
boutique, infused spirits. But as mentioned earlier, this coincided with an
increase in taxes and regulations, particularly targeting spirits (in part
due to the higher alcohol content). Mirna described the escalating
burden:

It started with just having to show a receipt [for sales tax]. Then, it was
stamps [state bottle taxes]. Then, there were rules mandating chemical
analyses from various institutes. Then, we had to pay for those analyses.
Then, there was a commission to taste for organoleptic properties [like
that for wine], which was obligatory [to send samples to]. Then, we had to
make special ‘marke’ [brands] for each kind of alcohol so each could be
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issued its own markica [holographic labels that are manually glued over
the top of the bottle neck with lot numbers according to the marke] and
register each one for tax purposes.

The government sought to regulate and tax trapa in a manner that
guaranteed certain standards and characteristics. But the labour inherent
in each of these seemingly straightforward steps made them impractic-
able. Each new regulation became a matter of driving across the region to
different state of�ces to deliver samples at inconvenient times, navigating
complex paperwork for tax sticker applications, mastering the computer
system for inventory reporting, and deciphering legal jargon. Simply
�nding suitable adhesive for the stickers that preserved the ink and
hologram integrity, without appearing shoddy, was additional labour.
Small families were compelled to hire part-time assistance to meet
inventory demands. Marijan lamented, ‘It was just too much for the
small volume of trapa that we sold,’ and so, they ceased registering as a
business. Like so many women of her generation, Mirna took a job
cleaning homes in Trieste, and Marijan redoubled his commitment to
farming and selling their harvest, and continued distilling on the side.

Concurrently, other households grappled with the implications of
complying with the new regulations. Among them were Diego and
Dora Radeti�, a family of entrepreneurs who belonged to the vanguard
of families choosing to invest in modernising their winemaking and
distilling in the 1990s. They were not initially wealthy, but they seized
opportunities like liberating abandoned farming and winemaking equip-
ment and cultivating abandoned �elds from collapsing state agribusiness
enterprises, and were strategic in how they reinvested their pro�ts dir-
ectly into their businesses. However, operating as a registered business
left a paper trail, which subjected them to heightened scrutiny.

One summer day, I visited the Radeti�s. As we dusted tables in their
wine-tasting hall in preparation for a tourist bus, I gestured to an elegant,
frosted glass bottle on their bar shelf. Dora retrieved it – one of their
spirits from 1997. The label read ‘grappa’. Admiring it, she recounted, ‘We
had to take over 10,000 bottles of trapa off the market because “grappa”
[in Italian] rather than “rakija” [in Croatian] was on the label, and �x that
manually,’ lamenting that they were �ned, too. Diego fetched another
bottle from the back to show me the tiny, hand-glued sticker in 10-point
font, and sighed, ‘We had to pay our workers to do this 10,000 times.’ This
alteration held meaningful implications, considering that their primary
consumers for spirits were tourists who frequented supermarkets and
souvenir shops. They were also one of the few families at the time
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exporting both trapa and wine to Austria and Germany. These buyers,
unfamiliar with the term ‘rakija’, were more likely to recognise ‘grappa’.5

To the Radeti�s, this incident highlighted the misplaced priorities of the
government and that it lacked the foresight to permit labels with terms
comprehensible to buyers. The �nes and additional labour incurred were
especially vexing, considering their limited revenue from trapa.

But in a subsequent incident in 1998, they were �ned 40,000 kuna
(£3,823 – quite a large sum then) by visiting inspectors for not reporting
2,000 litres of trapa. At the time, the tax regulations required a monthly
inventory report. Diego explained,

‘We did not report our volumes for two months because we had not sold
any. We did not know that we still had to report our monthly inventory
regardless. We took them to court over it and because of this [the Radeti�s
lost], had to pay compound interest on the debt, so we paid 42,000 kuna
[£4,014]. We lost interest in selling trapa after that.’6

Hence, they faced punishment as tax evaders for failing to report their
lack of trapa sales. This paradoxical and punitive encounter led them to
sell their still to a friend, removing it from their property to pre-empt any
future suggestion from inspectors of distillation activities.

Over the coming years, nearly every emerging winemaker-craft distil-
ler decided to sell their stills. Re�ecting on the circumstances of their
colleagues, Dora provided insight into their reasoning, saying that the
increasing risks of �nes eventually outweighed their pro�ts when com-
pared with redirecting their time and resources towards winemaking or
other business ventures, and, ‘It was too risky once the taxes started.
It scared people away. Many decided it was safer to focus on winemaking.
It’s a shame, a real loss for everyone that so much good trapa disappeared
from the market. This is a tax on our tradition, something we all do – or
once did,’ trailing off as she worked.7 And so, what had been a burgeon-
ing craft distilling sector began to rapidly shrink.

5 Grappa was �rst protected as an Italian product under EU law in 2005, so at this time the
Radeti�s could use it without contravening EU law, but Croatia had its own rules about
labeling being in the Croatian language.

6 A rate of 1 kuna: £0.09556 was used (from 1 January 1998).
7 Another wave of de-registering one’s production came with joining the EU (see A. M.

2012). For instance, according to Istrian distillers, approximately six months prior to
joining they were informed that they must begin storing their spirits in a warehouse
separate from their distillery on their property and then pay taxes on bottles as they were
sold, or if not, pay all taxes immediately on their total inventory volume before selling, at a
rate of 54 kuna (£5.80) per litre of 100 per cent alcohol.
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This demonstrates the profound impact tax regimes may have on
shaping regional markets and in�uencing individual priorities on a broad
scale. Changing the monetary value of spirits via the increased costs in
producing them intervened in their personal value landscape, disrupting
how they endeavoured to make ends meet and what professions they
valued most pursuing. In this way, the balance between value and values
was disrupted, tipping the scales in such a way that an entire market
began to transform. In effect, the government, through taxation, was
deciding who existed as economic actors in a certain �eld. One only
needed to turn one’s gaze to national-level processes to understand the
more fundamental implications of this phenomenon.

Indeed, one cannot understand tax regimes without considering their
greater political economic environment. And at the time, corruption
dominated social debates and was shaping perspectives around the
underlying power dynamics feeding into governmental decisions around
the taxation and broader regulation of industries (see, for example, Frey
& Leci� 2023). To that end, over the course of our conversation, Diego
voiced his perspective: ‘To me, the legislation for spirits comes from a
desire to allow the largest companies in the country to monopolise
production. There is no other logical explanation. Why else would they
create laws that make it so expensive for small producers?’ Former
socially owned wineries and distillers were now big players in the market,
and to his mind they were the bene�ciaries of those early changes
directed at their sector.

At the time, the rapid privatisation of socially owned �rms was marked
by a lack of transparency and widespread corruption. This process
involved the concentration of vast economic resources in the hands of
a select few individuals who had well-established connections in elite
networks cultivated in Yugoslavia (Rači� 2021; Richter & Wunsch 2020).
These privileged individuals forged strategic relationships with govern-
ment of�cials responsible for regulating their respective sectors, enabling
them to manipulate legislation to their advantage – a process called state
capture (Hellman, Jones, & Kaufmann 2003; Wedel 2003). Indeed,
‘Croatia was one of the best examples of corporate state capture’ in this
era of evolving crony capitalism (Kotarski & Petak 2021: 744) that grew
into a ‘mutual hostage model’ between government and corporations
(Kotarski & Petak 2021: 748; Ivankovi� 2017). This quickly laid the
groundwork for stark wealth disparities and the economic landscape
became highly unequal. It also created an atmosphere of widespread
and profound distrust and informed many people’s decisions around
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where to invest their future. Case in point, the Radeti�s and other
winemaker-distillers in their community of entrepreneurial families cal-
culated that these ongoing issues risked limiting their competitiveness as
small business owners. This was a danger for both wine and spirits
sectors, but the punitive nature of the inspections of spirits they were
experiencing, the relative lower taxes and bureaucracy for wine because
of its lower alcohol content, and the added layer that in the early 2000s
these former socially owned wineries were still making pretty terrible
wine, conspired in favour of turning their attention to winemaking.

So, rather than pouring themselves into the development of the spirits
sector, the Radeti�s and a handful of other entrepreneurial families
instead focused on branding and promoting Istria’s wine, and within a
few years were in the country’s leading group of wineries. This was an
unplanned but synergistic turn that had profound consequences for the
region. They collaborated in marketing to establish Istria’s reputation as
the distinguished home of Malvasia and Teran wine varietals. They
leveraged relationships of their own with municipalities, banks, and
associations to bring support to the farming sector with subsidy
programmes and marketing campaigns that pushed themselves to an
internationally competitive level. Many began winning prestigious inter-
national awards, and now, one can �nd them gracing the covers of
international wine magazines. The result is that Istria now contributes
the most tax revenue to Croatia of any region after Zagreb.

However, the unintended consequence borne of their turn away from
distilling was that as their wineries grew, so did their volumes of vinaza, but
they no longer distilled any of it. This disrupted the historic balance in the
production of wine and spirits, as winemakers vastly expanded their produc-
tion and thus generated copious vinaza, creating a new problem of excessive
biowaste and necessitating the question of what to do with it. By this point,
there were only a few families bold enough to continue distilling at a
professional level as registered craft distilleries, and they could not process
all the vinaza created by the blossoming boutique family wine sector. Instead,
locals who had always made some moonshine for themselves began taking
more vinaza – a welcome ecological intervention. Except then, their moon-
shine sales mushroomed. Gastro-tourism was expanding, and these unregis-
tered small distilling families found ready buyers in the gourmands and
hedonists staying in their villages or passing through on their way to the
beach. And with the closure of so many professional distillers, there was a
new gap to �ll, and so they sold liberally to bars and restaurants, too. This
dynamic brought a new set of market and social issues.
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Negotiating Registers of Value

The few professional craft distilling families whose entrepreneurial spirits
were yet unbroken, and had continued registering their distillery busi-
nesses, now wrestled with the dual challenge of the bureaucracy of the
new spirits regime and a glut of moonshine intervening in the trapa
market. I visited one such family, the Tomizzas, one spring afternoon.
Siblings Nerino and Lena managed their small bed and breakfast, winery,
and craft distillery together. Nerino had a master’s degree in agronomy
and oenology, the science of winemaking, and Lena in business adminis-
tration, so her ability to navigate the bureaucratic landscape gave them a
signi�cant edge in avoiding mistakes.8 Their parents played supporting
roles, of which there were plenty.

Sitting on a picnic bench in their garden, we sipped Nerino’s new trapa
infusions. When I asked why they tolerated the bureaucracy that so many
others did not, Nerino explained their family history as one of entrepre-
neurs who had always self-managed, adding, ‘I love this work. For me, it’s
an artistic endeavour.’ Indeed, all the craft distillers in the area said they
were enamoured of their craft, even more so than of winemaking. They
felt more creative freedom from distilling. So, although now classi�ed as
‘illegal’, Nerino felt their bootlegging neighbours were kindred spirits.
But Lena, the family member most focused on their bottom line, quickly
brought up bootleggers in a negative light, complaining, ‘We pay 30 kuna
in taxes for one half-litre bottle of 50-proof trapa, and we must sell it for
60 kuna to make a pro�t after the other costs of production, bottle, label,
and other inputs are calculated. But our neighbours can sell their trapa
[moonshine] for 30 kuna to a restaurant.’ Nerino elaborated, ‘A restaur-
ant may have bought one or two bottles from us, but they reuse the
bottles and �ll them with this other stuff. We have started to collect our

8 In the late 2000s, the government began enforcing a �ne of 3,000 kuna (approximately
£400) for possessing a bottle of trapa without a tax seal. If found by police on an
individual, say in a car, the driver would be �ned for possession, and if at a bar being
sold, the bar owner �ned for illegal sale, before in both instances con�scating the alcohol
and visiting the distiller to �ne them, too. If the distiller was discovered to be unregistered,
they were �ned an additional 50,000 kuna (approximately £6,500) for selling moonshine.
However, if they were a registered distiller, the police could summon inspectors to conduct
an inventory. Inspectors did so by randomly selecting a receipt and checking everything
about it, including visiting the buyer to verify that they possessed the bottles listed. If there
was a discrepancy, the producer was �ned 10,000 kuna (approximately £1,300) per litre
found undeclared (using exchange rate from 1 January 2009 where 1 kuna: £0.13073. See
also Ba�ak 2021).

�
� 	
� ������	��� �� ������� �����	�

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/93C973858A6DE6910C34E4C9ECD23F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University College London (UCL), on 24 Jan 2025 at 17:33:15, subject to the Cambridge Core



bottles from our buyers to stop this, but we cannot force them to return
them.’ Lena wanted the state to intervene, but their mother interjected
saying, ‘Except they also must eat.’ In response, Nerino shrugged his
shoulders and explained that it only meant that he had to make superior
quality trapa so that their clients would not want moonshine.

It was obvious that of all the characters implicated in the spirits sector,
the craft distilling families held the biggest axe to grind, if they chose to
do so. Bootleggers enjoyed all the bene�ts of not dealing with the
bureaucratic regime the Tomizzas navigated, except that they were living
in signi�cantly more precarious �nancial circumstances, and this is what
made all the difference. It made me think back to what one relatively
successful winemaker had told me: ‘It takes having been poor to know
poverty’ (Smith 2023). Anticipating the answer, I asked anyway whether
it was effective to report bootleggers to inspectors. Nerino and their
mother rejected the notion out of hand – siccing inspectors on one’s
needy neighbours would not be pošten, and anyway, doing so would
cause them more harm than good. It would create a hostile home
environment and likely inspire retaliation in the form of calling the
inspectors on the Tomizzas (because people could logically deduce who
had snitched). So, even though a neighbour might be �ned for bootleg-
ging, the Tomizzas could face a full audit, and were anything to be found,
the long-term consequence could be rumours damaging their reputation
as pošten businesspersons. Thus, snitching violated their value of being
pošten in two relational senses, as individuals acting towards their neigh-
bours and, more broadly, as a business in the economy.

Moreover, they knew that moonshine ameliorated, at least to some
degree, the precarious circumstances of their neighbours, circumstances
borne from a political economic system they identi�ed as far outside
their sphere of in�uence, and circumstances with which they empathised.
Neither winemakers nor craft distillers viewed bootleggers as embodying
the informal economy so much as being their community who needed
vinaza to pay their utility and medical bills.

State capture and corruption at the national level dwarfed the transac-
tions of a few litres of moonshine, even if collectively it was quite a lot of
moonshine.9 This national-level context, and their personal experiences

9 There are no of�cial �gures estimating how much moonshine circulates in Croatia. One
issue is that it can be made from many types of fruit, depending on the region. To give an
indication of the estimated volume of all types of moonshine circulating, according to the
World Health Organization, in 2016, Croatians consumed an average of 9.9 litres of pure
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of the structural changes of trapa’s taxation, made apparent the injustices
of the emerging system governing them. It is not that they were anti-tax
libertarians; they paid myriad taxes un�inchingly. But the rapidity and
capriciousness of the economic changes illuminated the fact that the
increasing wealth disparities did not re�ect the intrinsic worth of indi-
viduals. It was also widely understood that the structural issues made
selling moonshine not one of personal choice, but of necessity, and their
neighbours, newly classi�ed as bootleggers, deserved the opportunity to
sustain themselves. Given this context, craft distillers and winemakers
alike felt compelled to support their struggling neighbours, either directly
or indirectly. This stemmed from a convergence of their fundamental
values, and was reinforced by both their empathy for their neighbours
who shared a common origin and livelihood and the interconnectedness
of their lives.

While winemakers and craft distillers had grown accustomed to much
of the bureaucracy and what it took to be compliant, there remained a
constant threat of potential upheaval. They were keenly aware that at any
moment, the state could change tack, since it sometimes did so in
dramatic fashion (see Smith 2020). Their efforts to reconcile their ethical
commitments, values, and personal risk exposure was made visible in
their collaboration – winemakers began selling a percentage of their
vinaza for a nominal €35 per tonne to craft distillers, which created a
paper trail that would legally cover them were their anxieties to later
materialise in the form of retroactive inspections. This low price was
suf�cient, since the grapes-to-wine-to-vinaza-to-trapa volume arithmetic
was unique to each producer. This illustrates how they navigated the
ethical landscape surrounding vinaza, re�ecting a conscientious
approach to their practices within an ethical �eld they were
actively shaping.

Indeed, winemakers found themselves coming to terms with con�ict-
ing values as they negotiated the ambiguous terrain between the

alcohol per capita from the formal economy versus an estimated 1.4 litres from the
informal one: https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/librariesprovider2/country-sites/croatia/
achp_fs_croatia.pdf?sfvrsn=92ae2be0_3&download=true (last accessed 22 February
2024). Another indication is, for example, in 2012 Croatian inspectors launched an
enforcement campaign and con�scated 13,000 litres of unregistered spirits (Mikuli�
2013). However, as an aside, in conversation with a Croatian economist on the topic,
they said, ‘I have never bought it outside the informal market, and I guess that holds for
many in this country, or at least this is my impression.’ Finally, see Kovac (2008) for a
comprehensive description of Croatia’s of�cial spirits sector.

��� 	
� ������	��� �� ������� �����	�

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/93C973858A6DE6910C34E4C9ECD23F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University College London (UCL), on 24 Jan 2025 at 17:33:15, subject to the Cambridge Core



so-delineated formal and informal economies. While valuing their com-
mitment to being pošten in business, they had to newly consider that
sharing vinaza would broadly implicate them in the informal economy
via the proliferation of moonshine. Living within ‘multiple value regimes
simultaneously’ (Souleles et al. 2023: 176), so to say, winemakers and
craft distillers faced the challenge of reconciling what it meant to be
pošten in this new context – but to their neighbours, colleagues, or the
state, and how to embody all three simultaneously? They sought to
balance their �nancial interests against the values of being regarded as
pošten and acting in line with the shared belief that everyone had the
right to basic sustenance. It was a multifaceted endeavour, a dynamic
interplay between the state’s strength and local values.

Echoing Graber’s (2023: 187) words, this dynamic can be described
as further complicated by vinaza holding multiple forms of value
spanning different �elds by actors holding unique stakes in its pro-
duction and movement; so, its value was multidimensional.
To reiterate, for winemakers, it was a biowaste, but to distillers, a
crucial input, and bootleggers were doing a community service as
ecological caretakers. In these intricate and sometimes contradictory
value spheres, the circulation of vinaza became a focal point that
showcased the nuanced relationship and tensions between economic
spheres. This also demonstrates the fact that those in the informal
economy (such as bootleggers) can contribute meaningfully to the
public good (see Meagher 2018).

Thus, taxation, and its attendant bureaucracy, triggered a re-
examination of the boundaries between their ethical and business values,
and the intersection of these values with their bottom lines. In doing so,
they encountered Guyer’s (2004: 94) notion of negotiating different
‘registers of value’ on different scales – existential, �nancial, and legal
ones. An adherence to being pošten, commitment to community, and
core principles of human dignity intersected in the sharing of vinaza. The
gesture came to embody their commitment to their community and the
idea of a more equitable one in general. They were acting in alignment
with being pošten, and signalling their understanding of the inherent
structural issues governing their collective lives. They recognised that the
corrupt privatisation process and state capture had contributed to stark
wealth inequalities and widespread precarity. In response, they sought to
provide assistance to bridge the gap. And they knew that though they
fared better than some this time, they were not immune from future
�nancial upheaval.
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Conclusion

The study of the spirits sector thus provides a lens through which to analyse
the ‘gastro-politics’ of trapa as it is increasingly articulated into the capitalist
market economy (Appadurai 1981). And to grasp the prevalence of bootleg-
gers and the importance of spirits to rural families is to acknowledge the
challenging economic conditions they face. It reveals valuable insights into
the relationship between their precarious circumstances and the �scal
regimes governing their lives. The adoption of new spirits tax regimes
demonstrates how taxation may land in the context of multiple social
relations, and that we cannot always predict its effect. It demonstrates
how long-term relationships between neighbours and friends can withstand
a changing market and shifting �scal regimes to support one another in
maintaining their livelihoods. Like generations before them, they resisted
structural changes and pursued their own paths towards a strong economy
through working in solidarity and living according to their shared values.
Their story thus demonstrates how the state can run up against a limit in its
ability to effect change. Moreover, efforts to govern trapa showed how tax
can make and unmake markets in sometimes unintended ways, in that
families who could not handle the bureaucracy of spirits retreated from
formal business ownership and into the margins of the market, but in such a
number as to pose formidable competition to craft distillers braving the new
regulatory regime. In this way, it serves as a cautionary tale of the unin-
tended consequences of regulatory efforts.

The story of taxing spirits showed both how vinaza was a material that
could traverse and disrupt the boundaries between formal and informal
economies and how a community navigates values in �ux. The new tax
regime transformed the previously uncomplicated act of sharing vinaza
into one with profound moral dimensions. It disrupted vinaza’s per-
ceived value and the consensus around how it should circulate. As a
result, the actors involved found themselves negotiating multiple value
regimes. They grappled with the implications of this instability for their
businesses, relationships, and personal convictions. This process revealed
a dynamic relationship between one’s sense of responsibility towards
struggling neighbours, commitment to being pošten, and the pragmatic
realities of being a small family business. Ultimately, the circulation of
vinaza embodied a commitment to shared values, one that transcended
market dynamics and regulatory constraints. Their experiences illustrate
how values and ethics contribute to the fabric of a resilient community
and that, in a way, taxes are always about balancing value and values.
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5

Taxation without Hegemony: Land, Fiscal
Con�icts, and the Limits of Post-neoliberalism

in Ecuador

������ ������

Ecuador in the �rst decades of the twenty-�rst century was seemingly a
country transformed. President Rafael Correa, who, together with his
party, Alianza País, dominated electoral politics for a decade after 2006,
proclaimed a ‘Citizens’ Revolution’ that would pursue ‘socialism for the
21st century’. The constitutional convention of 2008 rede�ned Ecuador
as a plurinational state that recognised the collective rights of Indigenous
and Afro-Ecuadorians and nature. It was also a period of sustained
economic growth and political continuity unprecedented in modern
Ecuadorian history, which contrasted particularly with the preceding
decades’ �nancial crises, economic depression, popular revolts, and
coups.1 The consolidation of the ‘revolution’ was rendered concrete
through a major expansion of infrastructure and buttressed by the
increasing repression of independent Indigenous, environmental, and
trade union organisations. Time has, however, proved this consolidation
illusory: by the early 2020s, other parties were in power, Correa and
many of his collaborators had been convicted on corruption charges,
austerity had returned in force, and ambitious infrastructural projects
had been abandoned.

One key reason for this rapid reversal was the project’s speculative
dependence on the price of oil (Lyall & Valdivia 2019). But other
contradictions and challenges of the Citizens’ Revolution as a political
process, and particularly as a hegemonic project, also contributed to its
unravelling. Taxation was one important source of controversy.2 In this

1 For example, Correa was the eighth president to take of�ce in ten years, and the only one
of those to �nish an elected term.

2 Correa’s government marginally increased rates of taxation and collection (as had his
immediate predecessors) and made the tax system somewhat more progressive. It is
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chapter, I consider two contentious processes involving land taxes that,
taken together, reveal limits and contradictions of the Citizens’
Revolution as a ‘progressive’ hegemonic project that was supposed to
serve popular interests and confront Ecuador’s profound inequalities.
I hope that attention to these limits and contradictions might provide
lessons for future transformative political projects with a more demo-
cratic and decolonising vocation.

The �rst controversy centres on the ongoing campaign to maintain the
distinct property regime, and constitutionally-guaranteed-tax-free status,
of land within the comunas (communes) of the Quito Metropolitan
District (DMQ). This campaign has been led mainly by activists with
the Pueblo Kitu Kara, part of the Confederation of Indigenous
Nationalities of Ecuador (CONAIE). My analysis draws on participant
observation and dialogue with leaders and promoters of the comunas as
well as their interactions with representatives of the municipality of
Quito between 2015 and 2019.3

The second controversy concerned a value-added land tax, generally
known as the ley de plusvalías, but of�cially titled the ‘Law to Avoid
Speculation on the Value of Land and the Establishment of Taxes’. The tax
at the centre of this law was intended to control speculation and insider
trading in land and socialise extraordinary, unearned income from the
appreciation of land values. This tax – proposed together with an equally
controversial inheritance tax – was widely opposed by homeowners (espe-
cially, but not only, the more af�uent among them), as well as by the
politically powerful real estate and construction industries. Mass protests
between 2015 and 2016 succeeded in blocking passage of the inheritance tax,
and the ley de plusvalías had been revoked by 2018 in a referendum organised
by Correa’s successor, Lenin Moreno. In my discussion of this law, I draw on
observations of the protests, conversations carried out with opponents and
supporters of the bill, participation in academic forums about the tax, and a
review of news and other media produced by proponents and opponents.

The frames of contention in the two cases were distinct: the �rst
appealed to constitutional guarantees and Indigenous rights against a
traditional property tax, and in the interests of preserving a distinct form
of land tenure and community organisation; the second used a discourse

important to note, however, that taxes never became ‘high’ by international standards: the
tax increases of this period barely brought Ecuador up to the per-capita average for Latin
America, hardly a region of high taxation in general (CEPAL 2018).

3 For further discussion of methods, see Rayner (2017, 2021).
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of private property rights and economic rationality to advocate against an
anti-speculative land tax. The juxtaposition is itself instructive: putting
these two controversies up against each other reveals the plurality of
material interests within contemporary Ecuadorian society, even within
the Quito metropolitan region. It also highlights the tensions between the
multiple objectives advanced by a purportedly post-neoliberal, pluri-
national state, which pursued the conversion of communal land into
(tax-paying) private property (in possible violation of the 2008
Constitution), even as it simultaneously sought to use taxation to limit
the speculative buying and selling of land.

Such contradictory projects and discourses point to a political forma-
tion that does not derive from a compelling national hegemonic project.4

The absence of such a project has limited the spread of institutions of the
capitalist state – such as registered private property in land – as well as
the forms of ‘consensus’ (or delimited contention) that surround pro-
cesses of institutional homogenisation and consolidation, including the
legitimacy of the national state and the use of taxation in the service of
‘national interests’. By the same token, there is remarkable diversity in
forms of property and government.

Much of the signi�cance of the Citizens’ Revolution is that it seemingly
came close to consolidating such a hegemonic order at the national scale.
Alianza País was the �rst political party to win electoral support through-
out the national territory in a context of universal suffrage (Errejón &
Guijarro 2016). It did so while promoting an emphasis on national
interests and national inclusion (‘the country is for everyone’), even as
it drew sharp lines between the Ecuadorian people and its internal and

4 My understanding of hegemony draws on Gramsci’s prison writings as well as scholars who
have worked closely with them (Crehan 2002, 2016; Thomas 2009, 2020). While the term is
often employed in anthropology as a shorthand for domination exercised primarily through
culture or ideology (Crehan 2002), Gramsci’s hegemony was developed primarily to under-
stand the dynamic organisation and leadership (direzione) of revolutionary change, includ-
ing capitalist state formation (Thomas 2009). This bourgeois hegemonic project implied the
creation of new state forms and institutions as well as capillary organisational and cultural
work by ‘intellectuals’ (e.g. Crehan 2002, 2016; Riley 2010; Thomas 2009). There is, of
course, also an extensive debate over what hegemony means more speci�cally in the post-
colony or periphery. The title of the chapter references Guha’s (1998) foundational argu-
ment, although the speci�c relationship to his argument will remain undeveloped here.
Considering that the recent literature on ‘post-hegemony’ in Anglophone Latin American
studies (e.g. Beasley-Murray 2010), like much anthropological treatment, also starts from a
particularly idealist de�nition of the concept (Thomas 2020), a principal goal of this chapter
is to demonstrate the analytical utility of a concept of hegemony that begins with a
processual focus on how institutions are created and transformed.
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external enemies (the privileged classes, US imperialism, the Indigenous
and ecological movements). Programmatically, despite invocations of
‘socialism’, the project promoted a consolidated and stabilised path for
capitalist development, which combined redistributive measures such as
progressive taxation, better wages and working conditions, and the
nationalisation and socialisation of natural resource rents, with the
creation of infrastructure for capitalist development, through the support
of strategic areas like tourism and biotechnology, as well as fostering
institutions such as the registration (and taxation) of private property in
land. Such a combination of social reform with the creation of an
infrastructure for capitalist accumulation is typical of processes of ‘pas-
sive revolution’ that have sought to consolidate capitalist hegemony (see
Morton 2011; Rayner 2021; Thomas 2009: 145–152).

As a hegemonic project, however, the Citizens’ Revolution had some
particular features that both conditioned and limited it. In the �rst place,
its activists and intellectuals were largely drawn from a segment of the
middle class with professional experience in academia and non-
governmental organisations (Errejón & Guijarro 2016: 39). Already
facing opposition from economic and political elites, Correa quickly
entered into con�ict with the full spectrum of movement organisations,
including trade unions, environmentalists, feminists, and the Indigenous
movement, while his substantial popular support remained largely pas-
sive and electoral. The style of ‘technopopulism’ (de la Torre 2013)
re�ects this: led by middle-class professionals, it adopted a vertical and
technocratic approach to reform, and promoted an abstract concept of
citizenship that delegitimised the demands of speci�c social groups,
especially trade unions and Indigenous peoples, as ‘corporatist’ (Errejón
& Guijarro 2016; Ospina Peralta 2011).5

The tax policies of the Citizens’ Revolution – and the resulting contro-
versies – were shaped by these characteristics as a hegemonic project. The
emergence of a normative tax politics is an underappreciated aspect of
capitalist hegemony: arguments about taxes centre con�ict around a
delimited set of distributional questions, which have been made still more
tractable for the wealthy through the idea that taxes harm ‘economic
growth’ and ‘kill jobs’ (King 1983; Crehan 2016: 134–141).6 If this tax

5 This assertion of universality from a position of particularity is, of course, a classic
hegemonic move.

6 This preserves control over the ‘decisive nucleus of economic activity’, for Gramsci (1971:
259–260) the minimal condition of a class’s hegemony.
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politics has been more consolidated in the capitalist core, a normative
package of tax policies and discourses has also diffused widely as an insti-
tutional template for capitalist states (see Scott 2009). This normative tax
politics delimits rather than eliminating controversy – taxes, after all, are
contentious. But within the set of normative tax policies, some kinds of taxes
attract particular controversy and are more prone to variation. Inheritance
taxes are a notable example, because they implicate concepts and commit-
ments of kinship and family (Beckert 2007), and raise a fundamental
contradiction in the liberal tradition between rewarding hard work and
treating private property as an absolute good (see Hetherington 2011:
120–122). An even more controversial kind of tax are those designed to
socialise unearned income from land rents, like the ley de plusvalías dis-
cussed in this chapter – so much so, that it is hard to �nd an example of
anyone actually implementing such a tax for a signi�cant period of time,
which leaves them outside the normative tax policy package. This is inter-
esting, given the long history of liberal thinkers who have lent support to
such taxes, including Thomas Paine, David Ricardo, and Henry James; as
with inheritance taxes, liberal theory can countenance attacks on propertied
interests that are, in really existing capitalist societies, politically impossible.

The normative taxes play other important roles in building the insti-
tutional infrastructure for capital accumulation. Property taxes encour-
aged the spread of private property in land in early modern Europe (Scott
1998), while from the late twentieth century, the drive to encourage land
registries and property taxes to the rest of the world became a key part of
a hegemonic project to universalise North Atlantic capitalist state and
property forms (Scott 2009; see also Krupa 2015: 100).

Aspects of this now globally circulating, hegemonic tax politics are
certainly present in Ecuador. Public culture and policymakers have
assimilated its models, categories, and arguments. ‘Progressives’ look to
high-tax European social democracies, while the argument that taxes
‘smother economic growth’, in the words of Christian Democratic
Party leader Jaime Nebot, has been widely disseminated (Paz y Miño
Cepeda 2016). Christopher Krupa (2015) shows how a plan to introduce
property taxes in the rural, and largely Indigenous, Ecuadorian canton of
Cayambe in 2002, drew on globally circulating discourses of property,
development, and state decentralisation. Crucially, however, this project
was transformed by the context of con�ict over land and labour and the
long tradition of the exercise of state-like authority by large landowners.
The consolidation of a hegemonic tax politics has been limited by the
diversity of ways of life and forms of property and governance.
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The absence of a consolidated, hegemonic tax politics provided open-
ings for approaches to taxation that depart from the normative package
(this was after all, a ‘revolutionary’ process), including the ley de
plusvalías (promoted by Alianz País) and a juridical category for tax-
free communal property (promoted by the Indigenous movement). But
the limits of the Citizens’ Revolution prevented it from consolidating
more transformative proposals. The ley de plusvalías is emblematic: as a
radical technocratic intervention that did not directly respond to the
demands of any organised social group, it could not survive the intense
opposition that it provoked, and certainly contributed to the erosion of
Correa’s support. By contrast, the recognition of communal property and
its tax-free status, which responded to demands from communal leaders
and activists, seems more likely to endure.

Disputing the ‘Property’ in Property Tax

There are more than forty-�ve functioning comunas within the DMQ,
communities and territories with a distinct mode of property and gov-
ernance. In general terms, they are characterised by Indigenous ancestry,
government through assemblies and an elected council (cabildo), collect-
ive celebrations and work brigades (mingas), and a distinct, usufruct-
based property regime – although each of these aspects varies in practice,
as the comunas in the DMQ are remarkably diverse, ranging in popula-
tion from a few families to 10,000 persons, and from substantially rural to
highly urbanised.

They are also surrounded by political and juridical ambiguities, a
product of the unresolved paradoxes of an exercise of power – at once
profoundly colonial and perennially unsettled – that regularly provokes
processes of contention and renegotiation. Formally, they are regulated
by the 1937 Law of Communes, although the law is increasingly being
challenged as a limitation on the comunas’ constitutionally guaranteed
right to autonomy. Despite the law and the Constitution, the cabildos
often struggle for recognition – by the municipal government, by resi-
dents of Quito in general (including those involved in buying and selling
land), and even the comuneros themselves, a phenomenon that commu-
nal leaders and activists describe as ‘invisibilization’. Their territories do
not appear on maps, for example.

The relationship between the comunas and the municipality is often
particularly contentious. Con�icts have involved land use, water, com-
munal property, and the payment of property taxes (Rayner 2017, 2021).
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In the past state actors at various levels have often pushed for the
dissolution of comunas, especially when they have become more densely
urbanised (see, for example, Jácome Calvache 2019). By the time of my
�eldwork, however, the comunas had strong constitutional protections
and were defended by an established and powerful Indigenous move-
ment. Of particular importance here, Article 57 of the 2008 Constitution,
amplifying the provisions of the 1998 Constitution, declared that the
comunas have a right to ‘maintain the imprescriptible ownership of their
community lands, which will be inalienable, unseizable, and indivisible.
These lands will be exempt from the payment of fees and taxes.’ While
the municipal and national states pursued more indirect strategies to
make claims on communal territory, the Pueblo Kitu Kara and af�liated
communal leaders and activists campaigned for the recognition of com-
munal property. The issue of property taxes was central to the process of
contentious negotiation that followed. Property taxes are bound up with
the creation of certain kinds of property relations, which in turn suppose
certain ways of relating to the land and organising collective life.

The importance of property tax, and its intimate relationship to the
privatisation of land, was made clear to me at the beginning of my �eld
research in 2015, when I attended a meeting between representatives of
the municipality and the comunas to discuss the issue of taxation. The
municipal of�cial conducting the session attempted to convince the
comuneros (commune members) that land held in usufruct was in fact
a form of ‘private property’ and should be registered and taxed as such.7

Communal property and its tax exemption, she claimed, applied only to
those lands actively used as public or common spaces (the communal
meeting house, soccer �elds, and the like) – and not to lands held in
usufruct by individual comuneros, which is the majority of communal
land in most cases.8

To bolster her argument that most land in the comunas is private
property, she pointed out that communal land is, in fact, bought and
sold. This is indeed a complex issue. In theory, only comuneros can buy
usufruct rights. The 1937 Law of Communes allowed conversion of land

7 For the sake of readability, in this English-language text I use the masculine form
comunero instead of the more gender-inclusive forms, with apologies to those who may
feel less represented as a result.

8 At the time my �eldwork began, the city government had recently passed from Alianza
País to the more neoliberal CREO party. Policy towards the comunas has, however, been
relatively consistent across administrations.
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to private property (i.e. sale to non-comuneros), given approval by the
communal assembly and a representative of the national government,
but the declaration of communal land as ‘inalienable’ in the 1998 and
2008 Constitutions would seem to make such sales illegal as well.
In practice, communal land has been extensively privatised, legally or
not. Most comunas have at least some lots of�cially registered as private
property within their territories, and in Cocotog, for example, a large
comuna in north-eastern Quito, the great majority of the land is private.
Purchasers may also be enrolled in the comuna, maintaining the land
in usufruct.

Even given the complexity of communal property relations in practice,
the of�cial’s equation of usufruct with private property was a striking
case of misrecognition – after all, communal property is not an uncodi-
�ed vernacular or ‘traditional’ form, but a legal category that has been on
the books for nearly a century, and with twenty years of explicit protec-
tion by the Constitution. In fact, however, the misrecognition re�ected a
more systematic (and systemic) negation. Most decisively, the municipal-
ity simply had no category in its cadastre with which to register commu-
nal property held in usufruct. And, as in the case above, municipal
employees often seemed to be unfamiliar with both legal status and
practices of usufruct (as are most ordinary citizens). Communal land
was, as a result, often described as ‘informality’ – that is, ‘unregularised’
private property in waiting. Some of this misrecognition was certainly
motivated – by the collection of property taxes, or by an ideological or
material interest in the creation of private property. But it is also certainly
a re�ection of the ‘invisibilisation’ of the comunas, the social and cultural
gulfs of contemporary Ecuador, and the in�uence of the globally circu-
lating normative property regime, with its apparently neat divisions of
land into ‘public’ and ‘private’. As one representative of the Pueblo Kitu
Kara said in a roundtable with agents of the municipality in 2016, ‘our
understanding of property is completely different from yours.’ By 2019,
the municipality had agreed to create a category of ‘communal juridical
property’ (with the concession that lots registered as private property
before 1998 would continue to pay taxes), although it has not been
carried out as of this writing.

Recognition of communal property was a priority for the Pueblo Kitu
Kara largely because the inalienability of communal land helped to
maintain the comunas’ viability as self-governing territories. The objec-
tion to paying property taxes was a part of the larger demand for the
recognition of communal property, and was therefore more about the
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maintenance of communal institutions than it was about the taxes as
such. Of course, property taxes are an economic burden and can also
contribute directly to displacement, especially where persons with low
incomes are in possession of lands of high or rising values. Although
Quito’s property taxes are relatively modest, the comunas are among the
lowest-income communities of the DMQ (Instituto de Estudios
Ecuatorianos 2014), and some comuneros did raise the concerns that
taxation would contribute to displacement during discussions of com-
munal property and taxation.

Property taxes and the registration of private property titles were also
bound up with negotiations over the provision of municipal infrastruc-
ture and services. Municipal of�cials presented the payment of property
taxes as a reciprocal exchange, arguing that insofar as the comunas do not
pay property taxes, they should also be ineligible for municipally pro-
vided infrastructure and services. From the point of view of the comunas’
advocates, however, municipal of�cials made illegitimate use of the
promise of public works to convince the comuneros to vote to dissolve
their comunas and convert them into ‘regular’ neighbourhoods. They
pointed out that many of the services at issue, such as water and electri-
city, are �nanced by user fees, not property taxes, and argued that the
constitution guaranteed both equal rights to public services and the right
to maintain communal land tax-free.

Some comuneros also reject the presumption of equality behind the
assertion of a shared obligation to pay property taxes. Doris, an activist
with the Pueblo Kitu Kara, pointed out that they do pay taxes, ‘every time
I buy gum or a yoghurt.’9 But she then went on to say:

It is very clear in the law of collective rights that we as comunas do not
have to pay taxes, because we are the original inhabitants here . . . And not
because the government says we are all equals [somos iguales] and we
should all pay. No and no. They say we are all equals but, let us see, did we
have the same education? We never did. In the rural parishes it was
impossible . . . I achieved something, but that was me, an effort that
I made . . .

The negation of the equal obligation to pay taxes appeals to both the
historical legacy of colonial domination and the unequal distribution of
opportunities, with its implicit critique of the state. According to Doris,
the limited educational opportunities that the state provided were only

9 This is a pseudonym, as are all names provided without family names in this chapter.
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accessible by means of enormous personal effort (including long and
dangerous journeys by bus at night). But because somos iguales means
both ‘we are the same’ and ‘we are equal’, the negation of the phrase also
points to an assertion of difference.

Underlying the con�icts between the municipality and communal
activists were divergent assumptions about property, political authority,
and what constituted a desirable way of life. Re�ecting longstanding
emphases of Indigenous politics, communal activists sought to foster
the comuna as an autonomous, self-managed territory (see, for example,
Postero & Tockman 2020; Rivera Cusicanqui 1991; Yashar 2005). This
meant making their own collective decisions over communal territory, as
well as attempts to foster economic independence, through agriculture,
the ‘social and solidarity economy’, or building and maintaining their
own infrastructure (Rayner 2021; Testori 2018). At the same time, the
comunas’ ability to carry out their own works depended on contributions
from comuneros, both voluntary and obligatory, in labour and money.
Freedom from property taxes partially counterbalanced these and other
obligations of communal life, but in the end the ability of the comunas to
carry out works is limited. The appropriate relationship to municipal was
a matter of debate, and, as we have seen, comuneros’ understanding of the
relationship was often distinct from that of the municipality. Javier, who
had recently �nished a term as head of a cabildo, complained that ‘all
they see when they look at us is money’ – that the municipality is only
interested in collecting property taxes, when the comuna should be
understood as an exemplar of participatory democracy, and receive a
portion of the city’s budget to self-administer for public works. At the
same time, municipal service provision was sometimes presented as the
�rst step in losing communal autonomy or being subject to exploitation
by the municipal enterprises (Rayner 2021).

Importantly, it was only by active pressure from below, including
protests and lawsuits, that these debates became both public and conse-
quential. The relationship between municipal services, private property,
and property tax was embedded in legal and administrative practice,
making its reproduction almost routine. For the municipality, the
absence of registered property and lack of access to services went together
in a single condition of ‘irregularity’, and had to be resolved together.10

10 The following quotation from a municipal webpage for the ‘Regularize Your
Neighborhood’ program is indicative: ‘Once your neighborhood is regularized, it can
access basic services like: drinking water, electricity, sewage and civil works like: roads,

�����	��� 	�� ‘������	�’ �� ������	� 	�
 ���

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/93C973858A6DE6910C34E4C9ECD23F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University College London (UCL), on 24 Jan 2025 at 17:33:15, subject to the Cambridge Core



The fact that there was no category for communal property in the
cadastre, however, meant that registration necessarily implied privatisa-
tion. As a result, comuneros have been induced to register their lands as
private property to receive access to services.11

Notably, it was the mayoralty of Alianza País (2009–2014) that really
kicked the registration of private property into high gear through the
programme ‘Regularize Your Neighbourhood’ (Regula tu Barrio), which
provided property titles together with access to urban infrastructure and
services to more than a hundred thousand residents of Quito. Members
of the party in and outside of the municipality promoted the programme
as one of their most successful initiatives. Defenders of the comunas,
however, denounced it for intruding into and privatising communal
lands. That an emblematic project of the Citizens’ Revolution should be
the extension of the form of property most appropriate to the capitalist
mode of production, together with improvements in popular access to
basic services, is suggestive: such a combination of capitalist institution
building with social reforms to undergird political stability has charac-
terised the more successful bourgeois hegemonic projects. In this light, it
is not surprising that its militants sidelined the collective rights and
property forms proclaimed in the 2008 Constitution. As we will see in
the following section, however, it would be misleading to reduce the
Citizens’ Revolution to a hegemonic project of the propertied classes.

Socialising Unearned Gains

While these comuneros were defending communal territory and prop-
erty, Ecuador’s middle and upper classes were mobilising against two
newly proposed taxes, the value-added land tax (‘ley de plusvalías’) and
an expanded inheritance tax. Protestors donned black shirts in
‘mourning’ and blocked Shyris Avenue, a busy street in a high-rent
district of Quito, for several weeks, as increasingly large protests were
organised in Quito and Guayaquil. President Correa was out of the
country, and there were rumours of a possible military coup. As a result
of the protests, the inheritance law was retracted. The ley de plusvalías,

paving, sidewalks, etc.; and, in that way, improve the quality of life of all of the inhabit-
ants’ (Quito Informa 2018, emphasis mine).

11 There are of course many other reasons why people would want to register as private
property – the apparent security of a widely recognised title, the possibility of mortgage or
sale at a higher price outside of the comuna.
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which was passed the following year, was also short-lived: Correa’s
successor, Lenin Moreno, included repeal of the law in a referendum as
one of the �rst acts of his presidency, which was approved overwhelm-
ingly by voters.

While the inheritance law was a straightforward, modest, progressive
tax on patrimonies over $150,000, the ley de plusvalías was both more
complex and more interesting. By capturing the lion’s share of extraor-
dinary pro�ts from land-value appreciation, the law aimed to discourage
real estate speculation while socialising unearned gains. Its basic mech-
anism was a tax of 75 per cent on the ‘excess pro�ts’ from the sale of land,
which were de�ned as pro�ts above the prevailing passive interest rate,
allowing for deductions for construction and improvements (as well as a
standard deduction). The taxes collected were to be earmarked for urban
public works, with a guaranteed percentage for water and sewage.

Supporters of the tax pointed out that increases in land values were
often the result of public investments, resulting in a private appropriation
of public wealth. Worse, those with privileged access could in�uence
decisions about the location of public investments or use prior infor-
mation about planned projects to manipulate the land market. Correa
explained the law in one of his Saturday public addresses in November of
2016, after nearly a year and a half of controversy:

This law is for the land speculators, to avoid the real estate bubbles that
destroyed our migrants in Spain – and before that the same thing
happened in the United States, right? So, do not be fooled by the usual
suspects . . . ‘if I sell my house for 120 [thousand] the state is going to take
it all’ . . . This law is tremendously bene�cial to avoid land speculation,
illegitimate gains, gains from public works . . . We build a highway, and
the price of land triples, the whole country pays, the whole Ecuadorian
people pays the cost of constructing the highway, but the additional value
from that work is privatised, it is only for the fortunate that have lands
along the highway. And it’s worse when some have access to privileged
information. ‘Buy this piece of land because the mayor told me that in two
years, they are going to build a highway or a street.’ OK? That’s worse,
that should even be a crime, legally sanctioned . . .

The opposition to the tax invoked a range of counter-arguments in
newspaper opinions, social media posts, academic forums, and the like.
To begin with, the ley de plusvalías was presented together with the
inheritance tax as the con�scation of family patrimony. Maricela, a
young architect from a family of real estate developers, attended the
protests against the law in June of 2015. She explained her opposition
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to both taxes with the protection of family property and a rejection of an
‘abusive’ state:

We, the women of my family, reject these laws. What we have in the
family has been achieved on the basis of much sacri�ce and struggle in the
face of the abuse of the local and national state, and this has cost us
30 years of confronting injustices. And in the face of that we look out for
the girls of the family.

As is clear in this quotation, opposition to the taxes on inheritance and
plusvalías appealed to the obligations and affects of family, both of which
are very powerful in Ecuador, and very often take precedence over public
commitments, including (or especially) those of the state.12 Although the
quotation invokes a speci�c and gendered family history in particular
ways, the portrayal of the state as an illegitimate claimant to family
patrimony was widespread. And like Doris, cited in the previous section,
Maricela expresses the idea that the state underwrites an unjust social
order, although in this case not as the agent of continuing colonial and
class domination, but rather because it attacks the virtuously prosperous.
Despite the important points of contrast, the dual invocation of injustice
at the hands of the state – from opposed ends of the class structure –
underscores its precarious legitimacy, particularly as an agent of taxation.

Opponents of the ley de plusvalías were also successful in making the
tax appear as a credible threat to many more people than could in fact be
expected to be directly affected by it, given the deductions included and
the distribution of property (Paz y Miño Cepeda 2016). In this they were
helped both by the law’s complexity and by the increasing importance of
real estate appreciation in household economic strategies across the
economic spectrum, which has characterised Ecuador as it has much of
the rest of the world.

The campaign against the ley de plusvalías also invoked the priorities
of economic growth and employment, which were more familiar goals of
public policy, and which resonated with aspirations for a better life. Such
arguments were pitched to a general national economic interest, contest-
ing Correa’s construct of the common good. Opponents particularly
emphasised that the law would, allegedly, adversely affect the construc-
tion sector, and therefore employment and economic growth. In this they
were aided by the conjuncture – 2015 was the year that declining oil

12 As Jens Beckert (2007) has shown, concepts of family are important in explaining the
differential acceptance of inheritance laws in the United States, Germany, and France.
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prices began to seriously impact Ecuador’s economy, provoking greater
economic insecurity, a renewed preoccupation with the conditions of
economic growth, reduced investment, and a notable decline in the
construction sector, in particular. Although the decline in construction
activity that did follow passage of the law almost certainly re�ected
reduced demand produced by declining oil revenues (Báez 2018), it
was easy to attribute it to the tax.

On the other hand, the argument for the law was relatively opaque.
While the promotion of economic growth and employment has long
been established as a (if not the) central goal of public policy, the control
of speculation was more novel, outside of the usual lines of debate. So too
was the suggestion that the appreciation of land values are unearned or
ill-gotten gains that should be resocialised. The argument that controlling
speculation would make land and housing more widely available was also
a complex one to make. That the tax was calculated through a complex
formula only made the problem of explanation worse – despite the fact
that the very complexity of the law can be understood as an attempt to
isolate the element of unearned appreciate from the value-added activ-
ities of construction, which, in principle at least, might have neutralised
the argument that the law attacked the construction industry.13 But this
point was quite esoteric, and competed with decades of efforts by
Ecuador’s elites to associate taxes with the sti�ing of economic growth
(Paz y Miño Cepeda 2016).

Finally, the ley de plusvalías did not respond to, or emerge from, the
demands of a broad constituency, such as renters or potential �rst-time
home buyers, that might have been counted on to argue for it or mobilise
around it.14 The tax instead re�ected the priorities and worldview of
progressive technocracy that characterised the Citizens’ Revolution, epit-
omised by Correa himself, an economist from a lower-middle back-
ground with a PhD from the University of Illinois. Indeed, a self-
proclaimed independence from particular, ‘corporatist’ interests, and
the pursuit of the public good de�ned from the perspective of an
imagined abstract (albeit ‘popular’) citizen, was characteristic of the
discourse of Alianza País (Ospina Peralta 2011).

13 Others argued that the law’s design was too complex and unwieldy and was bound to
be arbitrary.

14 Renters, who might be most concerned about increasing land values, are a relatively small
proportion of the population and not an in�uential constituency.
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It would seem, however, that the same disconnect from the established
claims of organised interests which made the law politically weak had
also allowed for a certain degree of creative freedom in its design.
In technical terms, the tax was ambitious and interesting, notable for
the precision with which it attempted to isolate the incidental gains from
the appreciation of land values. This might well have been what appealed
to Correa, whose creative Keynesian management of a dollarised econ-
omy impressed heterodox economists (e.g. Weisbrot, Johnston, &
Lefebvre 2013). It is, after all, dif�cult to understand the commitment
to a gruelling two-year �ght over the less-than-critically-urgent problem
of real estate speculation.15

Correa’s political investment was certainly crucial, because – and this
is also characteristic of the Citizens’ Revolution – he was responsible both
for the political initiative at the top and the cultural work of making the
tax ‘popular’. Correa accordingly dedicated a signi�cant part of his
weekly, three-hour live television and radio programme, Enlace
Ciudadano (Citizen Link), to the theme of the ley de Plusvalías.
As indicated in the quote above, these performances were partially
dedicated to explaining the logic of the tax, supplemented by exhort-
ations to use the online tax calculator, which would allegedly allow the
great majority of people to see that they would not be affected (even if
most of this majority lacked internet access). At the same time, the
con�ict was folded into a larger ‘populist’ political narrative that rested
on a division between the people (el pueblo), on the one hand, and, on the
other, the elites, ‘bigwigs’ (pelucones), speculators, and ‘the usual sus-
pects’ (los mismos de siempre), even if the reality of widespread real
property ownership – despite the massive inequalities in its distribution –
probably softened the force of this appeal in this case.16

Although the opponents of the law predictably denounced it as a
‘Marxist’ measure that would make Ecuador ‘like Cuba or Venezuela,’
its proponents pointed out that in fact it responded to a long liberal
tradition critical of the gains from landed property as unearned, a
tradition including David Ricardo and Henry George. What this also
makes clear is that the controversy over the inheritance and land value

15 It is also ironic, perhaps, that even as this controversy unfolded, the speculative nature of
Correa’s project – and its reliance on ground rents – was being revealed by the fall in oil
prices (Lyall & Valdivia 2019).

16 Reliable data on the distribution of landed wealth is dif�cult to come by, but it is certainly
highly unequal. For data on Quito, see Naranjo Zolotova (2017).
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taxes revealed longstanding contradictions within the liberal tradition
itself, between the ideal of rewarding hard work and creativity, on the one
hand, and the af�rmation of ‘private property’ rights as primordial and
(relatively) absolute, on the other (Hetherington 2011: 120–122).

During a broadcast of Enlace Ciudadano on 17 December 2016,
Correa made an argument against ‘aristocracy’ and for an ‘adequate’
distribution of property that would have been familiar to many classical
liberals:

In terms of inheritance, well, in the 21st century we still have families with
hundreds of hectares in what is practically south-central Quito. The �rst
question: is this right? I think it is not right. I think that this is the
difference between an aristocracy, that is fruit of inheritance and a real
democracy, where property is adequately distributed. That was one of the
objectives of the inheritance law that was blocked by the usual suspects.

Interestingly, Correa also promoted the ley de plusvalías as part of an
initiative to modernise the cadastral system – without addressing the
longstanding exclusion of communal property discussed in the preceding
section. Even assuming a kind of social liberalism which sought to
marginally reform the distribution of private property to improve its
functioning, the juxtaposition between enthusiasm for the ley de
plusvalías and indifference to communal property is notable. After all,
proponents of a law intended to reduce speculation on land might be
expected to show interest in an institution that closely resembles property
forms, such as community land trusts, that have sparked enthusiasm
amongst those most concerned with this problem (Davis 2010).17 This
paradox points to the social and cultural distance between the comuneros
and the technocrats of Alianza País, and clari�es the character, and
limits, of the Citizens’ Revolution.

Conclusion

In closing, I would like to point to a few of the lessons that I believe
emerge from the two cases presented here. One of the predominant
tendencies in the theory of hegemony as it has developed since the
1970s has cast it as a form of power or political process that is, in itself,

17 Like the comunas, community land trusts set aside land for the purpose of providing
affordable access for housing or agriculture. They control the terms of resale to limit price
increases, while the comunas limit sale to non-members. In cases where membership in
the comuna is open, the two approximate each other more.
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neutral in relation to the class composition of the social bloc that leads
the hegemonic project – a tendency perhaps most fully elaborated by
Laclau and Mouffe (2001), whose thinking has been particularly in�uen-
tial in de�ning the concept of hegemony, including for intellectuals of the
Citizens’ Revolution. For Gramsci, in contrast, the characteristic forms of
bourgeois hegemony were integrally related to those of the capitalist
state. A truly revolutionary project from below would, accordingly, have
to reinvent the state as a ‘non-state state’ (Thomas 2009: 232–234).

Although Gramsci’s own understanding of what that process of
reinvention might look like responded to his own place and time, the
cases discussed here reveal the ongoing importance of contestation over
state forms: the attempt to ‘regularise’ communal property as private
property threatened to undermine one of the most important institutions
of participatory democracy and Indigenous autonomy in Ecuador.
A different starting point – outside of the standard forms of the capitalist
state – might consider the comunas instead as a basis for the reinvention
of the state as both participatory-democratic and plurinational.18

Similarly, the fate of the ley de plusvalías reveals the limits of a techno-
cratic approach to redistributive market regulations, unrooted in organ-
isation from below.
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6

Gambling Away Fraud: Tax and Speculative
Governance in Slovakia
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Over the past decade, ethnographers have increasingly paid attention to
the ways in which practices and principles of �nancial speculation have
been adopted in the governance of public and private resources. Those
interested in matters of tax and taxation have typically associated specu-
lation with tax evasion and fraud, paying less attention to other ways in
which speculative thinking has entered the relationship between the
taxpayer and the state. In this chapter, I examine the design and public
reception of the Slovak National Receipt Lottery, one example of the way
speculative logic has become part of governing the �scal subject. I show
how the Lottery both re�ected and challenged established ideas of �scal
citizenship and redistributive justice, triggering novel anxieties about
fraud, disclosure, and privacy amongst citizens and policymakers alike.
It revealed a profound disconnect between the way policymakers
imagined taxpayer behaviour and motivation, and citizens’ own percep-
tion of themselves as morally and socially embedded subjects. Finally,
I suggest that the National Receipt Lottery is an example of speculative
governance: a particular way of administering public life which combines
elements of audit culture, behavioural policy, and gami�cation to gener-
ate social goods and shape citizen subjectivities.

A Lottery is a Taxation, Upon all the Fools in Creation;
And Heav’n be prais’d, It is easily rais’d, Credulity’s always in Fashion;
For, Folly’s a Fund, Will never lose Ground;
While Fools are so rife in the Nation.

Henry Fielding, The Lottery (1748)

There is a certain kinship between taxes and lotteries which invites us to
think about them in tandem. Both taxes and lotteries invite us to think
about the collection and redistribution of wealth, about self-interest and
generosity, and about relations between citizens and state. Often run as
state monopolies, lotteries are a way for the state authorities to regulate
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gambling while capturing the proceeds as �scal income. These proceeds
are usually distributed to arts institutions, sports associations, and char-
itable organisations, re-allocating the funds from citizens’ pockets to
collective and public projects. This leads detractors to describe them as
regressive ‘taxes on the poor’. This kinship also invites us to think about
the nature of speculative practices and their use in the governance of
communal life and resources. Public authorities across the world fre-
quently use lotteries and random draws to make decisions about the
allocation of limited resources: lotteries are used to distribute everything
from public housing to work permits and visas, to mandatory COVID-19
quarantine accommodation. Some policymakers have even experimented
with using public lotteries to counter antisocial behaviour like speeding,
and to encourage citizens to save, take care of their health, and use public
transport. Lotteries thus belong to a collection of tools used by contem-
porary policymakers to anticipate and shape human behaviour. As such,
they are an example of what I call speculative governance: policy instru-
ments which produce and use particular con�gurations of risk, chance,
and contingency to generate social goods and shape citizen subjectivities.

In this chapter, I examine the design and public reception of the Slovak
National Receipt Lottery, just one example of the way speculative logic
has become part of governing the �scal subject. Scholars have conven-
tionally conceptualised the relationship between �scal authorities and
taxpayers in terms of exchange and contract (Makovicky & Smith 2020).
Speculative practices, such as the shifting of capital and credit across tax
jurisdictions, have been considered the preserve of a minority of (cor-
porate) subjects wishing to escape the �scal state (Maurer 2005; Rawlings
2004, 2005). This association of speculative logics with tax evasion,
however, has obscured other ways in which ideas and practices of
contingency have entered the relationship between the taxpayer and the
state. One of these has been an increasing popularity of receipt lotteries
amongst governments seeking to combat the evasion of Value Added Tax
(VAT). Receipt lotteries are run by local and national governments in a
number of European, Asian, and Latin American countries, and are
designed to encourage consumers to ask for proof of purchase by turning
receipts into tickets for a publicly funded draw. Extending the process of
fraud detection to everyday activities like shopping and paying for
services, they turn participating consumers into voluntary tax inspectors.
There already exists a lively debate amongst scholars about whether
receipt lotteries advance compliance and generate �scal dividends
(Fooken, Hemmelgarn, & Herrmann 2014; Naritomi 2019), as well as
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how the psychology of reward and risk in�uences levels of public partici-
pation (Fabbri 2015, 2016). None, however, have considered whether and
how they function as technologies of governance.

I start this chapter precisely by exploring the kinship between specula-
tive governance and other, more familiar ways of administering public
life. I argue that speculative governance has emerged together with the
increasing in�uence of the behavioural sciences on government (Thaler
& Sunstein 2008), as well as the introduction of ludic elements into the
administration of public and personal life (‘gami�cation’) (Woodcock &
Johnson 2018). However, it also coexists and intersects with ideas and
practices of calculative rationality rooted in neoliberal ‘audit culture’
(Strathern 2000; Shore & Wright 2015), and the shifting regimes of risk
and responsibility introduced by the increasing �nancialisation of public
and private life (Bear 2017; Bear et al. 2015). Next, I introduce the
National Receipt Lottery and its discursive framing by the Slovak �scal
authorities, and citizens’ responses to it. While of�cials viewed the
Lottery as an unproblematic way of improving tax morale, some citizens
saw it as running counter to everyday economic and social practices,
triggering anxieties about privacy and disclosure. Others perceived the
Lottery as a real or metaphorical extension of the economic practices of
the country’s corrupt elites, believing that a political actor or group stood
to gain �nancially from the initiative. As such, the Lottery both re�ected
and challenged established ideas of �scal citizenship and redistributive
justice amongst policymakers and the public. More fundamentally, it
revealed a profound disconnect between the way policymakers imagined
taxpayer behaviour and motivation, and citizens’ own perception of
themselves as morally and socially embedded subjects.

Of Games, Capitalism, and Speculative Governance

The concept of ‘speculation’ has recently gained some popularity
amongst ethnographers seeking to understand the characteristics and
effects of contemporary capitalism. Charting the expansion of the logics
and practices of �nancialisation into the realms of �scal policy, statecraft,
and household �nances, they have shown how speculative capitalism has
become a key component in the governance of collective and individual
lives. The �nancialisation of sovereign debts, infrastructure, and other
public assets by governments across the Global North and South means
the state has become an area for speculative accumulation by hedge
funds, global investment banks, and other actors on the international
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�nancial markets (Bear 2015, 2017). This has been accompanied by
austerity and a radical redistribution of the risks and costs of governance
between the state and the taxpayers. As public assets are passed on to
private ownership, citizens have been asked to bear the costs of failing
housing, infrastructure, and transport systems (Narotzky 2020;
Rakopoulos 2018). They have also been encouraged to take on and
manage the costs and risks of ordinary life – including education, health
care, housing, and pensions – by purchasing new credit, insurance, and
retirement products (Bähre 2020; Mikuš & Rodik 2021; Weiss 2019).
Equating speculation with practices of capital accumulation and manipu-
lation, ethnographers have thus shown how the �nancialisation of public
resources and private lives has produced certain kinds of subjects, dis-
positions, and technologies of government.

When translated into the realm of �scal and social policy, the logic of
�nancial capitalism shares certain af�nities with the calculative
rationality of neoliberal ‘audit culture’ (Strathern 2000; Shore & Wright
2015). Both re�ect a desire on the part of policymakers to maximise the
quality and cost-ef�ciency of public assets, institutions, and services
through their outsourcing to external (market) actors. And both produce
similar social and political effects; amongst them the de-politicisation of
�scal and public policy in favour of technocratic government, and the
perception of citizens as calculating subjects who should bear the risks
and responsibilities of a marketised society (Bear & Mathur 2015). Yet, as
Laura Bear (2020) recently argued, �nancialisation also requires a speci�c
kind of speculative labour in which practices of calculation and audit are
suspended in favour of an active engagement (and perhaps even produc-
tion of ) with uncertainty. Rather than employing formal knowledge and
calculative practices to quantify and control outcomes, it is aimed at
‘making present and materializing of uncertain futures’ through their
imagination and narration (Tsing 2005; Bear et al. 2015: 387). Indeed, as
Rebecca Bryant and Daniel Knight (2019) have argued, speculation arises
precisely when anticipation and expectations appear to fail, �lling the gap
between that which is and that which cannot be predicted.

This suggests that the establishment of speculative �nance as a tool of
�scal governance has been accompanied by a shift in the way uncertainty
and contingency are approached by policymakers: rather than being per-
ceived as something to be controlled and reduced, they are increasingly seen
as something which can be measured, understood, and employed to achieve
policy objectives. One way this change has manifested itself has been the
introduction of games, competitions, and other ludic elements into public
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policy. Touted as models which can ‘help people and organizations inhabit
the complexity of future risks’ while also ‘bonding and building trust in ways
that are both serious and fun’, games are increasingly being used to generate
knowledge for political campaigns, development and infrastructure pro-
jects, and resource management (Hassan & Hamari 2020; Kelley & Johnston
2012; Suarez 2017). Thomas Malaby has argued that the use of games in
public policy and political practice introduces elements of skill, chance, and
risk into the encounter between citizens and states, and citizens and corpor-
ations, forming a technique through which private and public institutions
can ‘cultivate legitimacy, domesticate and exploit creativity, and generate
subjectivities’ (2012: 103). Appealing to citizens as playful, pleasure-seeking
individuals, games produce bounded or semi-bounded environments which
public institutions can use to educate and inform citizens, as well as canvass
public opinion, generate new data and knowledge, and/or troubleshoot
policy solutions.

Another, less obvious, way speculative thinking has entered policy-
making has been the growing use of behavioural science to shape public
policy by governments across the world. Behavioural approaches apply
the insights of behavioural economics, psychology, and neuroscience to
direct citizens to make pro-social choices which align with the aims of
policymakers. The purpose is to create environmental clues (‘nudges’) or
incentives that encourage citizens to make desirable choices without
resorting to coercion or restrictions on individual choice (Oliver 2017).
Typical interventions of this kind include displaying healthy food options
at strategic locations in canteens and supermarkets, using smart meters
and/or colour-coded billing to encourage consumers to save water and
energy, and offering citizens perks for exercising (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 2019). Born out of
a political reluctance to regulation and a commitment to austerity,
behavioural approaches share with audit culture a promise to deliver
policy outcomes in a cost-effective way. However, they assume that
inef�ciencies arise as much from bad decision-making on the part of
citizens, as they do from the faulty processes or structural inef�ciencies of
states. Perceiving individuals as calculative, but not necessarily rational
actors, they identify human behaviour as an important source of uncer-
tainty in policy-making. By manipulating the environments in which
citizens make cost–bene�t decisions, these approaches seek to identify
behavioural biases and exploit them to generate change.

As we shall see below, the design of the Slovak National Receipt
Lottery combined ludic elements with the principles of behavioural
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public policy. It was driven by policymakers’ belief that compliance
would be best achieved by harnessing the self-interest of social actors
in the service of public good, rather than by using coercion or moral
appeals. Branding the Lottery a ‘progressive’ policy, of�cials saw the
Lottery as an ideal tool for promoting a (neo)liberal vision of the public
good which included a commitment to competitive markets, �scal
transparency, and individual choice. Policymakers, however, gave much
less consideration to how citizens’ reception of the Receipt Lottery might
be in�uenced by their experiences of contingency in everyday life, or by
popular ideas of political legitimacy and redistributive justice. Despite
running the Lottery for nearly a decade, they did not commission any
opinion polls or studies which could shed light on how public participa-
tion in the Lottery was shaped by cultural and sociological factors, such
as local moral economies – that is, notions of social responsibility, equity,
honesty, and enterprise – and levels of trust in government and the
political process. As such, they failed to address popular misgivings about
the scheme. As I show in the following sections, these misgivings ranged
from the widespread feeling that it unfairly targeted small business and
causes social discord, to the belief amongst some citizens that it was
ultimately rigged in favour of some unknown person(s) within or behind
the government.

The Slovak National Receipt Lottery

The Slovak National Receipt Lottery was launched on
16 September 2013, accompanied by a national publicity campaign of
billboards, posters, and a TV spot featuring the veteran pop singer Eva
Máziková. Trained consultants were deployed to major shopping centres
to guide people through the process of submitting receipts on a dedicated
website (www.narodnablockovaloteria.sk), by mobile phone app, text
message, or at dedicated TIPOS kiosks. In order to play, customers
needed to register the date, time, value of their purchase, the tax identi�-
cation number, and the electronic cash register (DKP) printed on the
receipt. Successful registration gave them a stake in two competitions: a
fortnightly draw for ten cash prizes ranging from €10 to €10,000, and a
monthly draw for eight cash and material prizes – including a car –
where one winner was picked from each of Slovakia’s regions. From
December 2013, players also had a third chance to win a prize on the
televised game show ‘Cena je správna’ (‘The Price Is Right’). In the weeks
following the launch, Slovakia appeared to be gripped by ‘lottery
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madness’, with more than 7 million receipts being submitted in the �rst
two weeks (Remeta et al. 2015). National newspapers reported that
shoppers were splitting their purchases to gain more receipts, while
retailers and restaurateurs collected and submitted receipts left behind
by customers (Buchláková 2013). By the end of the year, Slovak con-
sumers had registered more than 41 million receipts with TIPOS; by
September 2014, this had grown to nearly 87 million receipts (Remeta
et al. 2015).

The National Receipt Lottery was born out of the Slovak �scal author-
ities’ need to address the country’s VAT gap, which had grown from
18 per cent in 2006 to a whopping 40.3 per cent in 2012 (Gábik &
Motková 2019). Facing one of the largest VAT tax gaps in Europe, the
�nancial authorities viewed the Lottery as a cheap and convenient way to
police compliance in sectors of the economy where VAT fraud was
common, such as construction, retail, and the hospitality business.
Behind the customer-facing side of the Lottery website, a digital system
of audit was created to check all submitted tax identi�cation numbers for
irregularities. This system also performed an audit of the issuing retailer
on receipts which were picked out in the national and regional prize
draws, checking whether the registered transaction had been reported
correctly (Remeta et al. 2015). Beyond forming a new way of detecting
fraud, however, the Lottery also operated as a tool for inducing behav-
ioural change amongst business owners and citizens. It made the VAT
gap visible and pertinent to the consumer, promising that this gap could
be closed through the action of individual citizens. According to a press
release in 2013 published by the Ministry of Finance, the Lottery was
designed to ‘encourage and motivate citizens and businesses to behave
normally and fairly in making and receiving payments for goods and
services’ and ‘remind people that those businesses that do not pay taxes
essentially rob those who pay taxes fairly and thus gain an unfair
advantage over honest companies’.

Invoking ideas of fairness and normality, the Slovak �scal authorities
presented the Lottery as grounded in a particular kind of civic and moral
reasoning. Drawing on a familiar model of taxation as an exchange
between the citizen and the state, as well as a contribution to the
common good, they suggested that state revenue collection was based
on principles of reciprocity and solidarity. As Lotta Björklund Larsen
(2018) has shown, many citizens also see equitable exchange as central to
their �scal relationship with the state and each other. Apart from a
generalised understanding of tax as a ‘tit-for-tat’ for public services, they
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expect others to pay their ‘fair share’ (Björklund Larsen 2018: 26–27).
This perception of tax as an instrument of distributive justice is particu-
larly prevalent in welfare states where �scal income is understood to be
collected for and spent on common societal goals. And yet, such a
reading of �scal solidarity through reciprocity is grounded as much in
a liberal version of the social contract, as it is in socialist sentiment: it
assumes that citizens ‘consider their relationship with the state from the
perspective of a “fair deal”’ (Sheild Johansson 2020: 24). Indeed, the
contours of this liberal social contract were visible in the way the
Ministry of Finance formulated their message to the Slovak public: rather
than highlighting the VAT-gap as lost income for vital public services,
they drew attention to how VAT fraud distorted market conditions.
According to the Ministry, solidarity was thus ensured not simply
through redistribution, but through maintaining fair competition.

As government policy delivered in the form of a game of chance, the
Lottery was thus meant to promote a particular liberal vision of the
public good. Its format re�ected the authorities’ understanding of the
nature of tax fraud, and the behaviour and motivations of taxpayers.
Assuming that citizens were calculative subjects who weighed the �nan-
cial bene�ts of successful evasion against the possible costs of detection,
Slovak policymakers approached VAT evasion as a collective action
problem. However, rather than attempting to increase the economic or
social costs of being caught (e.g. by introducing heavier �nes, or encour-
aging whistle-blowing), they believed that compliance could be best
achieved by recalibrating the cost–bene�t calculations of citizens by
offering tangible awards for good citizenship. Touting the Receipt
Lottery as a ‘progressive tool of public policy, based on the knowledge
of behavioural economics and the philosophy of liberal paternalism [sic]’
(Gábik & Strížencová 2014: 1), they hoped that the prospect of a win
would give citizens an incentive to collect and register receipts, as well as
furnish them with an excuse to ask for a bill in settings where one was not
usually provided (such as at open-air markets or in cafés). Policymakers
thus saw the Lottery as establishing a particular ‘choice architecture’
(Thaler, Sunstein, & Balz 2013) which naturally encouraged good behav-
iour on the part of citizens without sanctioning those who choose not to
participate. As one told me, participation in the Receipt Lottery was
deliberately designed to be cost- and risk-free for citizens.

What of�cials appeared to miss, however, was that as a game of
chance, the Lottery also established a speci�c arrangement of risk and
reward – an ‘architecture of contingency’, to (mis)appropriate the
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terminology of behavioural economists. This was true in a purely math-
ematical sense; in that it was based on a speci�c construction of prob-
abilities for the national and regional draws. However, it was also true in
a wider sense, in that the Receipt Lottery left any successful detection of
fraud up to chance. Unlike an anonymous hotline or website which
allowed citizens to report suspected incidents of fraud, the Lottery turned
detection and audit into a matter of luck: participating (i.e. registering a
receipt) did not guarantee detection (the ticket being picked and trigger-
ing an audit), let alone allow the consumers to target speci�c retailers for
inspection. Indeed, statistical evidence collected in the �rst couple of
years indicated players treated it less as a system for whistle-blowing,
and more like any other public lottery. By 2015, the initial ‘lottery
madness’ abated, and the number of receipts submitted fell to 40 million,
and then to 35 million a year from 2016 (Najvyšší kontrolný úrad
(Supreme Audit Of�ce of the Slovak Republic) (NKU) 2017). This fall
was accompanied by a shift in the composition of players: rather than
attracting incidental players from across the population, the Lottery was
increasingly played by individuals or syndicates who regularly submitted
large numbers of receipts. In 2016, just 5 per cent of players submitted
50 per cent of the receipts; the most dedicated player submitting 198,937
receipts and winning thirty prizes of €100 (NKU 2017).

Less than two years after the Receipt Lottery was launched, Slovak
consumers were approaching it as a vehicle for speculative behaviour.
This development caused disappointment among policymakers and ana-
lysts who lamented that players were ‘attracted to the lottery due to
gambling motives and the misperception of probabilities’ (Fooken,
Hemmelgarn, & Herrmann 2014: 15). The authorities reacted to these
developments by changing the frequency and structure of the Lottery
draws, changing what they perceived to be the incentive structure (‘choice
architecture’) of the game. They did not, however, undertake any studies
of popular opinion or ask citizens how they felt about the scheme. In the
next section, I explore the attitudes of a selection of Slovak citizens
towards the Receipt Lottery. I show that while some of them echoed the
language and concerns of policymakers, a signi�cant number of them
perceived the scheme as socially divisive. Putting greater emphasis on the
possible social consequences of demanding receipts from retailers, they
worried that new demands for transparency would push against existing
moral and social expectations. Indeed, the very format of the Lottery
itself – with its introduction of contingency into the process of detecting
fraud – appeared to exacerbate (rather than ameliorate) their misgivings.
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Understanding why requires examining how cultural ideas of chance and
luck shaped their experience of the scheme.

The Lottery as a Regime of Disclosure

I have worked my entire life. They took what belonged to the state from my
salary, without asking me if I wanted it. Why should an entrepreneur have
bene�ts with regards to paying taxes? He does not print receipts, he has a
cash register which is not registered with the tax authorities, he tinkers with
the software so that he does not need to pay tax. I am not jealous, but then
people should not be surprised when he was not able to afford salt water and
today, he rides around in a BMW and has a luxury villa, expensive holidays
and so on. We are all to blame for the fact taxes are escaping elsewhere, we
are all looking for cheaper deals, paying in cash etc.

This was how Zuzana, a middle-aged teacher from Bratislava, responded
when I asked her whether she thought the Receipt Lottery was a good
idea. Zuzana was typical of one particular type of Lottery player, namely
a citizen who was spurred on to submit a few receipts by the initial
excitement surrounding the scheme. She approved of the Lottery and its
key objectives, but she told me she had only played it once or twice over
the �rst year it had run. At the time she had had two small children, and
she had not been able to �nd the time nor the patience to collect receipts
and register them online. One person who did actively collect and
register receipts was Andrej, a 35-year-old information technology of�cer
from Bratislava. He belonged to the tribe of ‘professional’ players who
had incorporated the Lottery into their everyday routine. Andrej regu-
larly played the Lottery since its inception in 2013 and used to collect and
register around four receipts a day, some of them from his family and
friends – although he assured me that while he considered playing the
Lottery his ‘hobby’, he had never been obsessed enough to be going
around ‘picking up receipts from the ground’. Despite his enthusiasm,
however, Andrej was somewhat unsure of whether he thought the
scheme was a genuine success: ‘My personal opinion is that this will
not solve the problems we have with collecting taxes. However, it also has
the effect that I ask for receipts, especially in shops and services where it
is not common, so I at least feel that it ful�ls its purpose.’

Despite their different levels of engagement, Zuzana and Andrej
responded to the Receipt Lottery like model citizens. They exhibited
the kind of moral reasoning the �scal authorities expected of responsible
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taxpayers. Zuzana’s concern about the fraudulent practices of some
entrepreneurs echoed the Ministry of Finance’s focus on compliance
and fair competition, as did her acceptance that the Slovak consumer
bore at least some responsibility for rectifying the situation. Despite his
misgivings about the ef�cacy of the Lottery, Andrej likewise recognised
its essential function as a citizen-driven audit scheme, and his own role.
However, not all my respondents were ready to embrace this new role as
citizen tax inspector. A number of people told me that they refused to get
involved in the Lottery precisely because they felt uncomfortable asking
for a receipt. Peter, an accountant in his mid-�fties based in the town of
Trnava, told me he would be ‘too embarrassed’ to ask for a receipt in a
bar or restaurant if it had not been supplied, as it would signal his distrust
of the patron. His misgivings were echoed by Dagmar, a retired maths
teacher from Banská Bystrica, Central Slovakia. For years, she had
bought sheep’s cheese from a shepherd who grazed his �ock in the hills
surrounding the city. She had never asked him for a receipt, and certainly
had no plans to start now: ‘He brings me the cheese right here, to my own
door and I pay him what he asks, in cash. I would never ask him for a
receipt. I trust him to do the right thing.’

Researching svart arbete (informal work) in Sweden, Lotta Björklund
Larsen notes that people buying goods and services off the books often
explain their choice to evade tax using ‘two sets of reasoning: economic
and habitual’ (2013: 420). In their efforts to make illegal transactions at
least morally licit, they point out that such work is done to ‘help each
other out’ and is often simpler, cheaper, and more reliable than a service
provided by a registered professional. Combining reciprocal help and
economic rationality, svart arbete is thus a ‘good deal’ in both senses: it
not only favours the buyer and seller economically, but reaf�rms the
primacy of human relations over market transactions. The reluctance of
Peter and Dagmar to ensure the formalisation of their transactions by
demanding a receipt from patrons and retailers can be seen as their own
pursuit of such af�rmation of social mutuality. As anthropologist Juraj
Buzalka (2020) has recently remarked, relaxed attitudes to the formal
economy are not only widespread in contemporary Slovakia, but should
be seen as part of everyday economic practices and rituals which are
socially and historically embedded in kinship and community structures.
Relationships which blend mutuality and self-interest – like that of
Dagmar and the shepherd – are not felt to be problematic or paradoxical,
but are rather seen as a natural part of life when everyday needs and
problems are solved by turning to friends, relatives, and/or acquaintances
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for help (Buzalka 2020; Henig & Makovicky 2017). As in the case of svart
arbete, such arrangements are not merely a locus of morally positive
relations, but were productive of interpersonal trust.

Peter and Dagmar’s reluctance to participate in the Receipt Lottery
indicates that they did not want to test the limits of this trust. Indeed,
some of my respondents reacted even more forcefully to the notion that
they should take on the role of citizen tax inspector. Slavo, a sixty-year-
old gallery owner from Bratislava, became quite agitated when we talked
about the scheme: ‘I am not going to inform on anyone. If our genial
government of “experts” did not suffocate tradesmen and small entre-
preneurs with high levies and did not waste money and thus actually
force them into doing all kinds of bullshit, even the state’s coffers would
be �lled up faster.’ He railed against the �scal mismanagement of the
Slovak state, and the over-regulated business environment which forced
small business owners like himself to take an unorthodox approach to
reporting transactions and pro�t (although he claimed never to have
engaged in any such practices himself ). Yet, more striking was his
reference to playing the Lottery as a kind of ‘informing’, a word pregnant
with social and political meaning in a country which had once been part
of the communist Eastern Bloc. Comparing playing the Receipt Lottery
to collaboration with the communist-era secret services, Slavo portrayed
the scheme not as a means for creating greater transparency, but rather as
what Steven Sampson has recently called a ‘regime of disclosure’ – that is,
‘a set of practices which formally or informally regulate the escape
knowledge’ through the prevention, encouragement, reward, or punish-
ment of disclosure (2019: 777).

For many of my respondents, in short, the Receipt Lottery triggered
anxieties about social solidarity, trust, and individual privacy. Rather
than perceiving it as a cost- and risk-free competition, Peter, Dagmar,
and Slavo saw it as causing social friction between consumers and small
business owners, and as pitting citizens against each other. Their percep-
tion of the Lottery as a regime of disclosure, however, indicated that they
saw it not only as productive of social distrust, but as a problem of what
normative philosophers call ‘moral luck’ (Williams 1981). According to
Western ideas of possessive individualism, moral agency is the property
of rational agents and guaranteed by their ‘unconditioned will’ (Williams
1981: 35). People therefore cannot – or should not – be morally assessed
for what is not their fault, or for what is due to factors beyond their
control (Nagel 1979: 58). And yet, as Mark Mosko has pointed out, even
in societies where ‘subjects are ordinarily expected to be the agents,
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sources, or causes of their success (or failures)’, people frequently experi-
ence that they are judged for actions and consequences outside of their
control (2012: 34). Such ‘moral luck’ plays a key role in the working out
of the distribution of responsibility in society, determining what is seen
as within or beyond the control of an individual and what they can be
held responsible for (Kuan 2017; Mattingly 2014). Despite the fact that
the Receipt Lottery randomised the odds of catching out crooked retail-
ers, some of my respondents clearly felt that playing it implicated them in
the possible misfortune of others.

The public perception of the Receipt Lottery as a problem of ‘moral
luck’, rather than as a fun, risk-free competition, illustrates the gap
between policymakers’ perception of citizens as calculative agents, and
their own experience of themselves as morally and socially embedded
subjects. It also shows the degree to which the introduction of chance
into �scal policy appeared to disturb popular perceptions of fortune and
responsibility. Indeed, while policymakers appeared to think the element
of chance afforded by the Lottery would render it more attractive to
citizens, it appeared instead to challenge them to look for alternative
causalities beyond mere luck. Accustomed to periodic revelations about
large-scale VAT fraud and complex, illegal money-making schemes by
prominent economic and political �gures, many regarded the Lottery
with suspicion. Rather than celebrating its ‘progressive’ nature, they
compared it to the Ponzi and pyramid schemes and questionable prac-
tices of speculation which had accompanied post-communist privatisa-
tion. Against the backdrop of widespread corruption and fraud involving
prominent politicians and businessmen, they wondered whether winning
the Receipt Lottery was a matter of luck, or whether the scheme was in
some way rigged in favour of the state (or some shady �gure within the
state apparatus). Indeed, some believed that there was simply no such
thing as luck when it came to the accumulation and (re)distribution of
wealth, and that the introduction of chance into �scal policy was not
morally or socially inconsequential.

Lotteries and Speculative Post-socialisms

Existing anthropological studies of VAT reforms, including new receipt
lotteries and practices of audit, have shown that citizens perceive such
interventions as modes of discipline and surveillance instituted by a
predatory state (Schueth 2012). New forms of audit and digitalisation
are seen as politically in�ected technologies, which – when combined

��� �
	����� 
�
 ��
��

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/93C973858A6DE6910C34E4C9ECD23F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University College London (UCL), on 24 Jan 2025 at 17:33:15, subject to the Cambridge Core



with measures such as unannounced inspections and pre-emptive tax-
ation – may breed distrust towards the state amongst taxpayers
(Björklund Larsen et al. 2012; Smith 2020). My respondents, however,
seemed more prone to see the Lottery as an insult to their intelligence.
A common trope was that it was a waste of time and money for both the
consumers and the Slovak state, with people wondering whether the
Receipt Lottery generated enough tax income to cover the cost of the
administration and prizes. Others were certain that the Lottery must be a
mechanism for either defrauding the state or taking advantage of the
gullibility of the general public. Some pointed out that the scheme did
nothing to stop large-scale tax avoidance by multinational companies.
As Peter, the accountant from Tranava, pithily remarked, ‘What is
allowed for the master is not allowed for the ox (čo je dovolené pánovi,
nie je dovolené volovi). We may �nd small defaulters, but how many
millions will the state lose by failing to force large taxpayers to repay their
debt to the state fairly?’

Like many other citizens in Slovakia, and beyond, Peter was frustrated
by the power of big businesses to dictate �scal policy and escape their tax
liabilities. In the decades following the collapse of communist rule,
Slovakia staked its economic and industrial recovery on attracting invest-
ment from multinational corporations. Offering favourable tax provi-
sions to major international industrial players, politicians sometimes
subordinated the needs of domestic �rms and populations to that of
foreign capital (Pavlínek 2016). It was also a reference to the widespread
corruption and tax fraud perpetrated by Slovak actors with the collusion
of the �scal authorities. Our conversation happened in the wake of the
trial (and acquittal) of the businessman Marian Kočner for the murder of
the investigative journalist Ján Kuciak, and his subsequent jailing on a
separate charge of forgery and tax evasion. The trials laid bare not only
Kočner’s business practices – which included submitting fraudulent VAT
claims on repeated sales of his properties to his own shell companies –
but the fact he had evaded prosecution by using blackmail and bribes to
gain in�uence over prosecutors, judges, and politicians (Holcová &
Soltesz 2020). The case laid bare the corrupt economic practices of the
Slovak oligarchy, and their successful capture of political and judicial
institutions. Against this background of such widespread malfeasance,
the Receipt Lottery appeared to be little more than a �g leaf covering up
the plunder of state assets by elites. As Štefan, an electrician, told me, ‘If
the author of the lottery and his companions did not steal everything in
this Banana Republic (“bananistan”), we would not need the Lottery.’
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Indeed, the more cynical amongst my respondents told me they felt
like they were living inside a giant Ponzi scheme run by Slovakia’s elites –
a scheme in which the Receipt Lottery was merely the very bottom of a
far more lucrative pyramid. Declaring that the Lottery must serve the
special interests of some unknown person or group, two of my respond-
ents referred to it as a kind of ‘tunnelling’ (tunelovanie), the Slovak word
for asset stripping. In doing so, they drew a parallel between the Receipt
Lottery and questionable practices of investment and privatisation which
emerged in the 1990s, including the proliferation of Ponzi and pyramid
schemes promising citizens high returns on their investments.
As Katherine Verdery has argued, such schemes introduced ordinary
citizens to the speculative economic practices of capitalism (1995: 4).
During state socialism, economic speculation was ideologically and prac-
tically associated with the informal economy, the low-in�ation and non-
market conditions of the command economy rendering any arbitrage on
future value impossible. Ponzi and pyramid schemes extended such
socialist-era understandings of capitalism as speculative commerce into
new forms of investment and credit, mediating post-socialist processes of
wealth creation through privatisation and �nancialisation (Musaraj 2011,
2019: 109). As such, they were a particular feature of the way neoliberal
processes of global �nancial circulation and rapid accumulation
developed in the context of post-socialist transition (Musaraj 2011,
2019). Drawing analogies between the Receipt Lottery and practices of
‘tunnelling’, my interlocutors thus presented an alternative reading of the
scheme as a sophisticated mechanism for the extraction and conversion of
public (and the public’s) assets into private wealth.

Placing the Lottery within the context of the speculative economies of
post-socialism and contemporary practices of state capture, Peter, Jaro,
and others appeared to ascribe to a particularly Manichean view of
Slovak society. As is illustrated by Peter’s reference to the Slovak proverb
about the master (pán) and the oxen (vôl), they shared the conviction
that such pathways to wealth were not available to ordinary people, but
the preserve of unscrupulous businessmen and politicians. Like the
proverbial ox, the role of honest, hardworking citizens was to be
exploited – perhaps because they were not clever enough to avoid it
(vôl is a common Slovak expression for ‘idiot’). This worldview coloured
their reading of the Lottery, convincing them that it must be rigged in
favour of the �scal authorities, or even a group or person behind the
policy who stood to gain �nancially from it. This impression was
strengthened by the impression that the Receipt Lottery was a game of
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chance without risk for the consumer. While the Slovak authorities were
keen to assure citizens that they had nothing to lose by playing the
Lottery, they also inadvertently suggested that by controlling risk, they
were also controlling chance. As Iveta, a feisty pensioner in her late
seventies, told me: ‘No I did not participate in the Receipt Lottery, my
mother told me when I was child that “no one will give you anything for
free”. The only thing anyone will give you for free is the �u, or perhaps a
slap if you are in the wrong place at the wrong time!’

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have sought to unpack the cultural and ideological
logics underpinning the design and reception of the Slovak National
Receipt Lottery, exploring the ways in which it introduced contingency
into the practice of governing the �scal subject. Over the past decade,
ethnographers have increasingly paid attention to the ways in which
practices and principles of �nancial speculation have been adopted in
the governance of public and private resources. Those interested in
matters of tax and taxation have typically associated speculation with
tax evasion and fraud, paying less attention to other ways in which
speculative thinking has entered the relationship between the taxpayer
and the state. Formulating the concept of speculative governance,
I proposed that the Receipt Lottery could be seen as an example of
speculative governance: a particular way of administering public life
which combines elements of audit culture, behavioural policy, and gami-
�cation. Policies like the Lottery are speculative partly because they are
experimental, unorthodox, and future oriented, and seek to anticipate
and shape human behaviour and environments (rather than simply
control them). They are also speculative in a stricter sense: harnessing
the goodwill, creativity, labour, and data of citizens for the purposes of
policy-making, using a compelling mixture of incentives and risks to
engage citizens while achieving prede�ned policy goals. In broadening
the term speculation beyond the arena of �nance, I want to ask questions
about how contingency is understood, embraced, and employed in
policy. What principles of government and beliefs about human agency
is speculative policy-making built on? What sorts of citizen subjects and
social goods is it meant to produce?

In the case of the Receipt Lottery, speculative policy-making was used
by the Slovak �scal authorities to promote a particular vision of the
public good which included �scal transparency, competitive markets,
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and self-disciplined citizens. Faced with one of Europe’s widest VAT
gaps, they imagined it to be an inventive tool for educating the public on
the virtue of paying one’s taxes, as well as for policing the behaviour of
small businesses in problem sectors. In many ways, the choice of the
Lottery format was a pragmatic one: running the Lottery was less expen-
sive than intensifying existing audit and detection efforts, less punitive
than introducing new �nes, and less morally controversial than a
straightforward whistle-blowing programme.

However, it also revealed much about their way in which they under-
stood the taxpayer and sought to in�uence their behaviour. Assuming
that citizens were calculative subjects who approached tax evasion – and
participation in any kind of anti-fraud scheme – with a cost–bene�t
mindset, the �scal authorities eschewed appeals to morality in favour of
appeals to their self-interest. Representing the Lottery as an ostensibly
cost- and risk-free competition which rewarded lucky citizens and (at the
same time) detected and punished VAT evasion, they believed they could
incentivise Slovaks into good citizenship. Indeed, by extending the pro-
cess of detection and regulation to everyday practices such as shopping,
the authorities transferred part of the responsibility for �ghting tax
evasion to the public, turning citizens into voluntary tax inspectors.

Speaking to men and women across the country, I found that many of
the policymakers’ assumptions did not hold. While there were many who
were positive about the Receipt Lottery, or at least indifferent to its
attractions, others baulked at the prospect of being turned into citizen
tax inspectors. These people were reluctant to demand a receipt from
producers and retailers with whom they shared personal relations, pre-
ferring to keep transactions opaque in favour of keeping a sense of
interpersonal trust. Perceiving the Lottery as a regime of disclosure, they
were uncomfortable with the implication that their luck in winning
might bring misfortune on another. Most strikingly, they associated the
Lottery less with the range of other, state-sanctioned gambles and games
of chance run by TIPOS, but rather with the corruption and fraud which
had been a permanent feature of political and economic life since the
1990s. In a country where tax fraud by political and economic elites is a
permanent part of the governance landscape, the Lottery triggered asso-
ciations with the pyramid schemes and ‘tunnelling’ of early post-
socialism, as well as contemporary state capture. For those who had
misgivings about the scheme, the role of chance was either discounted
or even dismissed outright in the belief that it was rigged. As in Fielding’s
poem, the most cynical of my respondents saw the Lottery as ‘a Taxation,
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Upon the Fools of Creation’ and their fellow citizens as the oxen (vôl)
from the Slovak proverb – honest, hardworking, but also gullible victims
of chance.
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Novysedlák, V., & Palkovičová, J. (2012). The estimate of the value added tax
revenue loss. Economic Analysis 25. Institute for Financial Policy, The
Ministry of Finance of the Slovak Republic.

Nunez, J. (2017). A clinical economy of speculation: Financial trading and gambl-
ing disorder in Spain. Cultural Anthropology, 32(2), 269–93.

OECD. (2019). Tools and Ethics for Applied Behavioural Insights: The BASIC
Toolkit. Paris: OECD Publishing.

(2020). Revenue Statistics 2020 – The Slovak Republic. Paris: Centre for Tax
Policy and Administration.

Oliver, A. (2017). The Origins of Behavioural Public Policy. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Pavlínek, P. (2016). Whose success? The state–foreign capital nexus and the
development of the automotive industry in Slovakia. European Urban and
Regional Studies, 23(4), 571–593.

Rakopoulos, T. (2018). From Clans to Co-ops: Con�scated Ma�a Land in Sicily.
Oxford and New York: Berghahn Books.

���������� ���

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/93C973858A6DE6910C34E4C9ECD23F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University College London (UCL), on 24 Jan 2025 at 17:33:15, subject to the Cambridge Core



Rawlings, G. (2004). Re-regulating offshore �nance? Geography Compass, 2(1),
155–175.

(2005). Mobile people, mobile capital and tax neutrality: Sustaining a market
for Offshore Finance Centres. Accounting Forum, 29(3), 289–310.

Remeta, J., Perret, S., Jareš, M., & Brys, B. (2015). Moving Beyond the Flat Tax –
Tax Policy Reform in the Slovak Republic. OECD Taxation Working Papers,
No. 22. Paris: OECD Publishing.

Sampson, S. (2019). Citizen duty or Stasi society? Whistleblowing and disclosure
regimes in organizations and communities. Ephemera: Theory and Politics in
Organization, 19, 1–24.

Schonleitner, G. (2009). Between liberal and participatory democracy: Tensions
and dilemmas of leftist politics in Brazil. Journal of Latin American Studies,
38(1), 35–63.

Schueth, S. (2012). Apparatus of capture: Fiscal state formation in the republic of
Georgia. Political Geography, 31(3), 133–143.

Sheild Johansson, M. (2020). Taxes for independence: Rejecting a �scal model of
reciprocity in peri-urban Bolivia. Social Analysis, 64(2), 18–37.

Shore, C., & Wright, S. (2015). Governing by numbers: audit culture, rankings and
the new world order. Social Anthropology/Anthropologie Sociale, 23(1),
22–28.

Smith, R. (2020). Contesting the social contract: Tax reform and economic gov-
ernance in Istria, Croatia. Social Analysis, 64(2), 79–100.

Šrámková, L., & Melioris, L. (2015). Much Ado about Nothing? Yes and No: VAT
Pass-through to Consumer Prices. Economic analysis – Policy paper 32.
Institute for Financial Policy (IFP).

Strathern, M. (2000). Audit Cultures Anthropological Studies in Accountability,
Ethics and the Academy. London: Routledge.

Suarez, P. (2017). Rethinking the future of governance through games. Global
Challenges Foundation. https://medium.com/@ChallengesFnd/rethinking-
the-future-of-governance-through-games-1987c85fee6b. Last accessed
25 February 2021.

Sunstein, C., & Thaler, R. (2003). Libertarian paternalism is not an oxymoron. The
University of Chicago Law Review, 70(4), 1159–1202.

Thaler, R., & Sunstein, C. (2008). Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health,
Wealth, and Happiness. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Thaler, R., Sunstein, C., & Balz, J. (2013). Choice architecture. In E. Sha�r, ed., The
Behavioral Foundations of Public Policy. Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

Tsing, A. (2005). Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

Verdery, K. (1995). ’Caritas’: And the reconceptualization of money in Romania.
Anthropology Today, 11(1), 3–7.

��� �
	����� 
�
 ��
��

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/93C973858A6DE6910C34E4C9ECD23F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University College London (UCL), on 24 Jan 2025 at 17:33:15, subject to the Cambridge Core



Weiss, H. (2019). We Have Never Been Middle Class: How Social Mobility Misleads
Us. London: Verso Books.

Wilks, D., Cruz, J., & Sousa, P. (2019) ‘Please give me an invoice’: VAT evasion and
the Portuguese tax lottery. International Journal of Sociology and Social
Policy, 39(5/6), 412–426.

Williams, B. (1981). Moral Luck: Philosophical Papers 1973–1980. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Woodcock, J., & Johnson, M. (2018). Gami�cation: What it is, and how to �ght it.
The Sociological Review, 66(3), 542–558.

���������� ���

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/93C973858A6DE6910C34E4C9ECD23F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University College London (UCL), on 24 Jan 2025 at 17:33:15, subject to the Cambridge Core



7

Mottos for a More Tax-Compliant Society:
Strategies, Tax Compliance Research, and Fiscal

Practices at the Swedish Tax Agency

����� ���	
��� ��	���

How are people made to pay tax?1 Tax collectors have applied many
strategies to increase tax compliance ever since rulers �rst made citizens
contribute to public expenses. Such strategies are both a re�ection of the
governmental steering of tax collectors’ work, for example, maximising
revenue or applying the law equitably, and also a response to thwart
taxpayers’ manifold counter-strategies aimed at, if not to avoiding, at
least reducing tax payments. The practicalities and materialities sur-
rounding reporting, collecting, and controlling tax are numerous and
increasingly digital. Tax collectors learn about collection strategies from
available research and from the experiences of other collecting agencies.
In addition, tax collectors adopt communicative efforts – words – to
ultimately increase taxpayer compliance while legitimising their work.

The Swedish Tax Agency (STA), Skatteverket, provides an array of
documents on its website. It2 writes reports, standpoints, and writs.

I am grateful to comments by Lynne Oats and by several former interlocutors at the Swedish
Tax Agency and to insightful suggestions by editors Johanna Mugler, Miranda Sheild
Johansson, and Robin Smith. Any remaining faults are mine alone.
1 As taxes are a key fundamental of most nations’ public activities – which can be war,

infrastructure, welfare, or general administration – it is imperative to understand how due
taxes are collected. Weber noted that ‘a stable system of taxation is the precondition for
the permanent existence of bureaucratic administration’ (Weber 1978: 968). Although
taxes provide the backbone for public administration, in many societies they also collect
funding for public services that bene�t society. Yet, these bureaucracies have throughout
history been feared and despised and have struggled to legitimise their work.

2 The STA is referred to in the singular form throughout the text, but the author wishes to
acknowledge that there is in fact a plurality of voices within what we refer to as ‘the STA’,
rather than being monolithic. It is people who work there, and although there are
enormous amounts of guidelines and increasing digitalisation of tax administrative tasks,
it is ultimately the employees at the STA who steer how taxation is conducted, decide on
communication strategies, and choose mottos.
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It describes legal cases and produce directives. Public recommenda-
tions are published, as are announcements, consultative responses to
governmental tax proposals, and handbooks serving taxpayers, tax
advisers, and inspectors. Each type of document has a slightly different
purpose, and the bewildering array has collectively been referred to as
diverse �owers in a (�ower) bed of rules and regulations (Björklund
Larsen 2015; Påhlsson 2006). Although there are a large variety of
documents, the contents are almost entirely addressed to informed
tax experts.

Aiming to reach a wider audience, the STA has for the last 70 years
articulated visions, slogans, maxims, and rallying cries – here collectively
referred to as mottos. These short communicative phrases are the subject
of this chapter. The various mottos applied over the years illustrate the
numerous strategies the STA has applied to make taxpayers report and
pay tax in an increasingly timely and correct manner while legitimising
their own work. We will see how strategies are applied in carefully
considered and well-articulated mottos, drawing on contemporary tax
research. Mottos play an active role at the STA. The incumbent motto
was repeatedly referred to in the analysis project I followed at the STA –
in discussions among the analysts, at coffee breaks, and at presentations
for management (Björklund Larsen 2017: 77). In addition to being part of
daily conversations, mottos were embedded in the project’s aims and
analysts related the motto to existing research and to strategies currently
applied at the STA. Lars, an analyst and leader of this particular project,
said at one presentation:

Strategically we relate to research (especially economic models and behav-
ioural economics). The STA has readymade strategies to address our
mission and there are employees who make sure we apply them.
Currently the STA applies a soft strategy as expressed in our motto –
‘Our vision is a society where everybody wants to do their fair share.’3

This re�ects an appreciation for people’s inner motivation.

Studying mottos is a useful way of analysing how Swedish taxpayers
are made to comply. Whether the STA’s aim has been to inform, instruct,
convince and/or persuade taxpayers towards increased compliance, we
will see how these mottos re�ect tax collectors’ responses to contempor-
ary challenges. Focusing on the mottos allows us to understand the
development of the STA’s engagement with taxpayers in various ways.

3 ‘Vår vision är ett samhälle där alla vill göra rätt för sig’.
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Tracing the many mottos employed over the years, we can also gain
insights into how the STA navigates between public administration
decrees, policies and fashions, how they selectively adopt tax compliance
research, regard the subjects for taxation – the taxpayers – and how they
legitimise their work.

The word ‘motto’ derives from Italian, meaning a short sententious
phrase, clever witty saying, or even one word (from French mot). Mottos
encapsulate beliefs or ideals of an individual, family, or institution
(Oxford English Dictionary). Mottos are usually carefully crafted, drawing
on long traditions or social foundations, and express a rule of conduct or
philosophy of life. Heraldry has mottos written on banderoles, badges,
and shields. The STA’s mottos have changed over the years, but I see
each one as an attempt to articulate a contemporary message of how this
tax administration perceives taxpayers and aims to make them
more compliant.

Studying mottos illustrates how organisations’ catchy phrases, such as
slogans, are employed to affect and govern the public (Makovicky,
Trémon, & Zandonai 2017). Exploring the STA’s mottos offers an insight
into how they view their own positioning in society vis-à-vis their
constituents, the government, other public bureaucracies, and the public
at large (Mayer 2009). As such, the mottos also re�ect and shape the
STA’s own work. They steer STA employees’ ways of working and
engaging with the public – how they should behave in relation to
taxpayers. Mottos refer to how tax compliance knowledge should be
applied in practice and are used in a deliberately performative manner
(Callon 2007; Callon & Muniesa 2005). They signal the inherent values
and rules of conduct and are thus a type of communicative imperative
(Holmes 2009, 2014) where words, not numbers, are applied to govern
taxpayer behaviour.

Studying the STA’s mottos as communicative engagements with society
thus serves several purposes. First, the articulation of these engagements
can inform us of how this governmental organisation views its taxpayers
and attempts to govern them – to make them comply. Depending on
whether tax collectors coerce or control, alternatively collaborate or com-
municate with taxpayers when raising revenue, very different views of
taxpayers and of their relationship with each other emerge.

Second, analysing the mottos these tax collectors communicate also
sheds light on how this central institution of the state selectively uses
scienti�c research to develop and maintain revenue compliance strat-
egies. Many scienti�c disciplines have engaged in tax compliance
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research – why taxpayers do not pay tax and consequently proposing
strategies for how to make them comply (e.g. Allingham & Sandmo 1972;
Alm 1991; Boll 2014a; Braithwaite 2003; Folger 1986; Levi 1988; Onu &
Oats 2014; Picciotto 2007; Torgler 2002). This wide range of research
provides examples of multiple methods and proposes many causal
explanations for taxpayer non-compliance and/or compliance. This
research inspires the STA and as such also governs how taxpayers are
viewed. Yet it also competes with the deeply ingrained, almost tacit,
knowledge and ideas among tax inspectors about why people pay tax,
why they avoid paying tax, and which type of taxpayers make up each
category. New research might contradict views of experienced tax
inspectors and create tension between instructions and practice.
An ethnographic gaze on mottos allows us to see in practice which tax
compliance strategies are in fashion, under what assumptions certain
strategies are chosen, and in response to what. The mottos can thus be
seen to provide access to understanding the ‘epistemic cultures’ of this
tax administration (Holmes 2014: 12, e.g. Knorr-Cetina 1999). In this
sense, the work of the STA is very far from a Weberian apolitical
bureaucracy.

Third is how tax administrations relate to societal changes, to contem-
porary trends of engaging with citizens and adapting their strategies to
those of other Swedish public administrations – how the STA expresses
contemporary societal values of governance. Even a bureaucracy like a
tax administration is not immune to organisational trends, media
reporting, and anecdotal knowledge (Fredriksson & Pallas 2014). The
mottos highlight how the STA has developed their strategies in response
to challenges, their own failures, and contemporary tax research, as well
as the changes and development of Swedish society. This includes,
among other things, relating to a growing welfare state, clumsy handling
of tax incidents, as well as increased immigration and the recent COVID
pandemic. A tax administration cannot remain static in its tax collecting;
it has to adapt to the times. And this is what the STA does by continu-
ously working with strategies articulated in their mottos; aiming to shape
Swedish taxpayers into greater compliance, while steering their own
workforce to apply what it sees as compliance-increasing behaviour.
Overall, communication with the public at large illustrates an important
aspect of how a tax administration contributes to creating national
tax cultures.

The chapter is organised as follows. I start by describing my methodo-
logical approach, the data collection, as well as what a study of tax
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administration mottos can teach us about actual practices. This is
followed by a short description of central tax compliance strategies.
The references in this section derive largely from scholarship within
disciplines other than anthropology; there is very little written on tax
compliance from an anthropological perspective – a noteworthy excep-
tion is provided by Karen Boll (2014a, 2014b) who has critically dissected
the Danish tax administration compliance practices. Following a brief
overview of central concepts in the tax compliance literature is an
ethnographic analysis of the various mottos embraced by the STA during
the last seventy years. The chapter ends with a few points on how the
mottos can be seen as imperative.

Methodology

The material for this chapter builds on extensive engagement with the
STA for more than a decade, interacting on various tax issues (e.g.
Björklund Larsen 2013, 2015, 2017; Björklund Larsen, Thoresson, &
Johannesson 2017; Björklund Larsen et al. 2018). In particular focus is
the ethnographic �eldwork I conducted at the STA during 2010–2013
where I followed a risk assessment project for its entire duration: from
ideas and initiation, through the research phase, intermingled with
presentations of its conclusions among management, to the moment
the �nal project report was buried by the Director General (Björklund
Larsen 2017). The resulting material comprises over 100 hours of tran-
scribed meetings at the STA and interviews with key participants, all
their internal emails, policy regulations, and instructions for their work,
as well as copies of work in progress. One issue that repeatedly surfaced
in discussions at all levels of management throughout the STA was
references to its contemporary vision. It was central both to which
arguments were possible to articulate and to which conclusions could
feasibly be drawn (Björklund Larsen 2017: 73–74). This material comes
into new light in this chapter, supplemented with strategy documents
and guidelines as well as a para-ethnographic engagement (Holmes &
Marcus 2005, 2006, 2008) with analysts (Björklund Larsen, Thoresson, &
Johannesson 2017), and interviews with former and current inspectors
and managers at the STA.

I regard the material used for this chapter as an ethnographic response
(Riles 2006); it is a response to the published mottos, supporting docu-
ments, and visions proudly produced and articulated by the STA to the
Swedish public as well as to my own knowledge acquired about this
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organisation through long-term participant observation and numerous
engagements. Applying this knowledge and material thus builds on
Annelise Riles’ insight that a study of documents is also a re�ection of
ethnographers’ own knowledge. ‘The document becomes at once an
ethnographic object, an analytical category, and a methodological orien-
tation’ (Riles 2006: 7). In this case, the documents are very short. The
mottos are single-sentence concise summaries of attempts to change
behaviour. These are related to research as well as to my own acquired
knowledge about the STA.

My methodological approach of studying how communicative efforts
make an impact on society also takes inspiration from anthropological
work in the �nancial world. Douglas Holmes argues with his concept of
‘the economy of words’ that central bankers steer the performance of the
economy through carefully narrated stories (Holmes 2009, 2014).
He shows how central bankers since the 1980s have nurtured a commu-
nicative relationship with the public. By persuasive stories – not by
interest rates and outcomes of econometric models – the public have
been convinced about how the economy will perform. The insight by
central bankers is that persuasive stories about the present impact the
public’s economic behaviour in the future. By telling the public about
certain goals, for example ‘promoting maximum employment’, promises
are made about the central banks’ future behaviour as well as their
policies that are meant to direct the economy in certain ways. Thereby,
the public is provided with ‘intellectual material – data and analysis’
(Holmes 2014: 218) on which to make decisions. Central bankers thus
steer how the economy will perform, not from the outcome of econo-
metric models (Callon 1998), but through words.

Tax Compliance Work at the STA

The STA has long worked with encouraging taxpayers to comply more
voluntarily (Björklund Larsen 2017). It is a seemingly successful quest as
it has during the last ten years been considered among the most trusted
and revered Swedish public administrations (Arkhede & Holmberg 2015:
22, 24). This is considered quite an achievement, not only in an inter-
national comparison, but also in the view of classic economic tax com-
pliance research that postulates that the more people are made to pay tax,
the larger is people’s propensity to avoid them (e.g. Allingham & Sandmo
1972). And Swedes pay a lot of tax; they are considered to be living under
one of the largest tax burdens in the world (measured as total tax revenue
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in relation to gross domestic product (GDP); see www.ekonomifakta.se,
in reference to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) 2018).

Allingham and Sandmo’s (1972) model of tax avoidance belongs to
some of the most cited work of why people do not pay tax. A very
simpli�ed summary of the model is that a taxpayer is always calculating
economic pro�ts and will therefore attempt to maximise their economic
outcome by paying just enough tax to not be caught and �ned, but never
more. Allingham and Sandmo’s seminal article and economic model
have often been cited as an inspiration for why taxpayers evade income
taxes (e.g. Engström & Holmlund 2009; Lindbeck, Nyberg, & Weibull
1999; Schneider & Enste 2002; Slemrod 2007) and often cited by the STA
itself (Skatteverket 2005, 2006, 2015, 2019). If taxpayers’ main motivation
is to minimise tax contribution, tax administrations need to coerce and
control taxpayers. It becomes a cat and mouse game (Braithwaite 2003;
Picciotto 2007).

Although hugely in�uential, this emphasis on seeing the individual
taxpayer as cheating has been supplanted by other approaches, including
looking at individual, behavioural, and cognitive factors (e.g. Gogsadze
2016; Kirchler 2007) and/or at social and cultural levels (e.g. Lewis et al.
2009). More speci�cally, research on compliance strategies has argued for
the importance of strengthening reciprocity (Gribnau 2015; Kornhauser
2007; Smith 1992), and discussed ideas about a fair society (Picciotto
2007), procedural fairness (Hartner et al. 2008), social norms (Edlund &
Åberg 2002; Onu & Oats 2014; Posner 2000), and tax morale
(McKerchar, Bloomquist, & Pope 2013). More recently, taxpayer trust
in society has surfaced as a key driver for tax compliance (Berenson 2018;
Gribnau 2017). In these debates, trust is understood as a relational
resource which is accomplished iteratively by using the right strategies
in combination.

Drawing on this research, I argue that �ve tax collector strategies can
be identi�ed. These have varied over the years and adapted to various
categories of taxpayers, but important to keep in mind is that the
compliance-strengthening strategies are often invoked in combinations
(Levi 1988). First, coercive strategies, where taxpayers are forced to pay,
have been the main tools of rulers for most of tax history. Under the
threat of weapons or legal prosecution, non-obedient taxpayers have
across time and space been �ned or jailed and subsequently subject to
public condemnation (Levi 1988). Yet, coercive sheer force does not
strengthen trust (Berenson 2018). Second, controlling and auditing
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taxpayers ensuring that the right tax has been reported and paid is
currently seen as one of the most important tools of any tax adminis-
tration (OECD 2017). These tools can be part of coercive strategies but
can also in more re�ned ways ensure that taxpayers at large trust the
work of the tax collector. By showing that all taxpayers are made to
report and pay the tax they owe, the argument goes that then other
taxpayers are more prone to also pay up (Skatteverket 2015). This, as
mentioned, was the main strategy at the STA during the end of the last
century. Third, communication strategies were the results of tax adminis-
tration insight that tax is for most taxpayers a horribly complicated task.
Instructions in everyday language, step-by-step guides, and lea�ets in
most spoken languages of a country are seen to increase the possibility
but also willingness to pay tax (Thärnström 2003). As will be seen in the
discussion on mottos below, communication also includes informing
taxpayers about what taxes are used for and may also carry moral
messages. Fourth, collaborating with taxpayers in the name of making
their reporting procedures more ef�cient is a fairly recent idea. The so-
called cooperative compliance initiatives with multinational corporations
as promoted by the OECD are just one such example (cf. Oats & de Widt
2017; Björklund Larsen et al. 2018). Five, simplicity is a somewhat
overlooked strategy in tax compliance literature (Mann 2006) – that tax
administrations could increase willingness to pay tax and also compli-
ance levels by making the tax return process for taxpayers as simple as
possible. Digitalising tax returns can, if introduced carefully in an envir-
onment where all can assess the technology (cf. Osman Elmi 2021), be
one such smoothing strategy. That Swedish employed taxpayers are seen
to be more compliant than their American counterparts can perhaps be
partly explained by the fact that the former spend very little time doing
their tax returns, whereas the latter on average need twenty-seven hours
(Lepore 2012; cf. Björklund Larsen 2017: 69).

The STA has over the years tried many of these compliance-increasing
strategies and tools. For example, one consequence derived from such
work was its changed aim from collecting maximum amounts of tax to
collecting the ‘right’ tax (Skatteverket 2005). The report stated up front
that research and knowledge were adamant for articulating strategies; in
this case, it drew heavily on research about the in�uence of norms and
social values on tax compliance. The move towards collecting the
right tax was not a frivolous undertaking, but a very deliberate policy
decision based on tax compliance research and internal analysis
projects conducted in the Swedish context. The report emphasising the
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‘right’ tax draws heavily on academic tax research but is also re�ective of
STA’s own analysis work.

Mottos

Articulating mottos is a way for the STA to communicate to the public at
large its view on how taxpayers ought to behave; the mottos are
communicative imperatives (Holmes 2014: 13). Mottos are thus a
response to actual revenue collection, a �ne-tuning of strategies, but also
a statement about future actions regarding collecting taxes. They articu-
late ‘a desirable step towards a common good’ – a hoped-for future
(Makovicky, Trémon, & Zandonai 2017: 9). As Gunnar, the head of the
analysis department at the STA said in one conversation:

Our strategy [as a tax administration] currently re�ects the motto ‘Our
vision is a society where everybody wants to do their fair share.’4 I think
the motto basically holds even if there are people that intentionally deduct
for issues they consider right to do, although they legally are not allowed
to do so.

The mottos are, as will be discussed, sometimes the result of very wishful
thinking about taxpayers’ behaviour. Yet, the message conveyed in the
mottos is not only intended for the public but also for STA tax inspectors
instructing them on how they should regard, and thereby treat, taxpayers.

Politically Inspired Mottos

Mottos play a central part in STA strategies. The �rst mottos the STA
introduced were probably in 1955 (Thärnström 2003). These mottos
drew on the contemporary political agenda as the building of the welfare
state was in full force (e.g. Rothstein 2001). The Social Democratic Party
had by then governed Sweden almost exclusively since the 1930s. One of
its governing ideas was arbetslinjen, the ‘Work Approach’, which meant
getting all Swedes to work. Argued to be one of the main and most
successful initiatives in the building of Swedish welfare society (Esser
2005: 14; Lindvert 2006: 18), it created policies to increase �scal income.
For one, it established public childcare to encourage women to �nd work
outside the home while also creating a large new cohort of taxpayers.
Another political idea was Folkhemmet, literally the ‘People’s Home’,

4 ‘Vår vision är ett samhälle där alla vill göra rätt för sig’.
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which proffered that society should be a place where all citizens feel
secure and are treated equitably (Frykman & Hansen 2009: 80).

It was in this political context that the Department of Finance in the
1950s ran a national advertising campaign in forty-three different news-
papers throughout the country (Thärnström 2003: 119). There were
several slogans. Våra skolor danar framtidens Sverige (our schools fash-
ion Sweden’s future), Att bli sjuk utan att bli ruinerad (being sick without
going bankrupt), and att få åldras utan oro (to age without anxiety), but
also re�ecting the Cold War with the slogan Skatterna bär upp försvaret
(taxes support defence). Such slogans intended to underscore that taxes
�nanced public expenditures and that citizens got something in return
for taxes paid. These mottos brought out both reciprocal and redistribu-
tive elements in taxation. The emphasis was not on the work of the tax
administration per se, but rather on what you as a citizen in the emerging
welfare state got for the taxes you paid. The imagined taxpayer was a
citizen of the welfare state who ought to realise the public goods that
taxes made available.

The taxes citizens paid were used for both collective (redistributive)
and individual (reciprocal) purposes. Taxes could in this perspective
almost be regarded as insurance. If Sweden was attacked, there was a
defence; if you got sick and were prevented from working you were going
to be taken care of. But there were also messages about the future;
Swedish children were to get good schooling so that they could continue
to build and support the welfare society and thus take care of you and
your age cohort in the future. There would be funding available for your
retirement – funding provided by taxes. These mottos re�ected to a large
extent the building of an archetypical welfare state (e.g. Svallfors 1995).

In addition to taxes being closely tied to building the welfare state,
non-compliance was also framed as an anti-democratic act. Another one
of these mottos emphasised democratic citizenship. Vår åsikt om skatter
ska vi uttrycka med vår röstsedel—och inte genom felaktig deklaration
(Our opinion on taxes should be voiced through voting, not through
faulty tax returns) (Thärnström 2003: 119). In this motto, taxes were
directly tied to issues of citizenship and democracy instead of funding the
welfare state. It was acknowledged that taxation was not exclusively a
means to build a welfare state and that even Swedes could have different
views on what the welfare state would encompass. However, the message
was also that if Swedes had different opinions on tax, such opinions
should be expressed in the voting booth – like any other political issue –
and not through tax evasion. And if taxes are recognised as a truly
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democratic issue, all taxpayers ought to respect and obey the laws and
regulations and report and pay taxes due in a timely fashion. Those
sceptical about contributing to the emerging welfare society need to
comply because the majority ruled.5 The fact that non-citizens living in
Sweden, who did not have the right to vote, were still liable for tax was an
issue that was left to one side. Arguably, the mottos therefore excluded
non-nationals in their talk about taxpayers. In this sense, it was a quite
nationalistic motto indicating that taxes concerned Swedish citizens only.
Although the mottos were informative, reminding citizens of the �scal
purpose, the coercive strategies were not yet out of fashion. Alongside
these messages about the welfare state, citizens were duly informed that
two years of penal work awaited those who did not contribute
(Thärnström 2003).

Organisational Mottos

There are many Swedish tax inspectors that have held, and still hold, a
sceptical view towards the taxpayers they serve (Ekerling 1996; Björklund
Larsen et al. 2017; Stridh & Wittberg 2015). The main way of verifying
that taxpayers report and pay correctly is via systems of control. The
ways such controls have been conducted have varied according to the
trends of the times. In the 1970s, there was an attempt to marry the
somewhat contradictory concepts of audit control with service mind-
edness. These were not well received by the media. The motto Kontroll är
en del av servicen (audit control is part of the service) became subject to
many bantering articles in the media (Ekman 2003: 19). Yet, with the
motto emerged for the �rst time an introspective focus, which was
directed towards the STA’s own activities. Taxpayers obviously had to
be controlled – taxation was not a frivolous and voluntary activity – but
they were also citizens with rights. The tax agency had to consider how it
collected taxes and how it treated taxpayers. The motto was adopted
simultaneously as the infamous Ingmar Bergman affair exploded.
In January 1976, Bergman was at the height of his career as an inter-
nationally acclaimed �lmmaker and revered theatre director, when he
was led away by two black-clad policemen from the national theatre
Dramaten where he was rehearsing a play. The STA charged him with
tax negligence, charges that were dropped two months later. A staunch

5 For a US readership, it can be noted that the individual tax level in the United States was
higher than in Sweden at the beginning of the 1960s.
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believer in the welfare state, Bergman was not questioning the payment
of taxes, but he was furious over the treatment he had been subjected to
(Bergman 1987; Björklund Larsen 2017: 1–2). His decision to emigrate,
promising never to return to Sweden, brought headlines all over the
world, followed by harsh critique and international astonishment
towards the way controls were conducted at the STA. The negative
international and domestic media attention underscored a growing
insight at the STA that it had to do something about the way it treated
taxpayers (Stridh & Wittberg 2015: 17).

Although the view held was that taxpayers still had to be disciplined –
controlled – for the �rst time ideas about servicing citizens surged.
As Bertil recalled, attention to how controls were introduced started
being discussed at the STA around this time. The late 1970s saw a shift
towards even more introspection about the STA’s ways of working. Rätt
skatt på rätt sätt (the right tax (collected) in the right way) and Balans
mellan kontroll och service (strike a balance between control and service)
(Höglund & Nöjd 2014) were two mottos. Höglund and Nöjd argue that
these mottos’ intent was to ensure correct taxation with the minimum of
coercive strategies employed. Yet they also emphasised the treatment of
taxpayers. The STA could not say that only it offered a service, or
conversely, audited taxpayers; its work had to be conducted and com-
municated in a more delicate way. It had to strike a balance between the
carrot and the stick, both motivating and controlling taxpayers. Slowly,
the STA started to communicate its new ways of working, stating that
correct, perhaps even lenient, treatment of taxpayers – was a better
strategy than coercive controls. The late 1970s saw an STA that increas-
ingly focused on its own practices, dissecting its own ideas and treat-
ments of taxpayers.

The 1980s saw increased attention to taxpayer depictions. There is a
big difference between talking about citizens as taxpayers (skattebeta-
lare), describing them in terms of contributing or tax indebted (skatts-
kyldig), or portraying them as customers (kunder). Referring to an
individual as indebted awards a completely different status to that indi-
vidual from the one that a payer acquires. Although one can argue that it
is only human to be in debt (Peebles 2010), it is clearly a position of
inferiority compared with that of someone depicted as contributing to
society. The indebted is subservient from the very start (Mauss [1990]
2002). In everyday jargon, STA employees even had an abbreviation for
all ‘tax indebted’ people, sksk, pronounced as it appears. Needless to say,
it also impersonalised taxpayers and made the distance even greater
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between STA employees and the people they ought to serve (Stridh and
Wittberg 2015).

Referring to the taxpayer as a customer brings other connotations.
Service was the code word in the 1980s and had started to inspire
corporations, organisations, and bureaucracies throughout Sweden
(Johansson 2003), bringing in the notion of customers. A customer has
a choice; s/he can decide what, where, and when to shop – or indeed not
shop at all – whereas the taxpayer has few choices if s/he wants to obey
laws, rules, and regulations. One can therefore question the validity of
depicting taxpaying individuals as customers when the citizen has no
choice whether or not to use the service ‘offered’ (Drewry 2005).
Imagining the taxpayer as a customer also makes for a more market-
informed relationship. A customer who pays ought to get value for
whatever is paid. A customer also has certain rights; if nothing else these
rights include being given the correct information and help to pay the
taxes due. Although STA’s intention with such an approach was better
treatment of taxpayers and improved service, the risk was that taxes
become more directly seen as a market exchange. ‘Servicing customers’
can also transform the publicly employed tax administrator into a ‘simple
salesman’ (Stridh & Wittberg 2015: 121), which clashed with the positive
self-image held by many tax inspectors who were proud publicly
employed bureaucrats (Ekerling 1996).

Moral Mottos

At the end of last century, a new motto was introduced that redirected
focus towards morality. Folk ska vilja göra rätt (people should want to
comply). This perhaps coincides with the 1990s as being a more indi-
vidualistic era (Rothstein 2001), yet not necessarily less solidaric
(Pettersson & Geyer 1992). A moral individual is imagined in this motto,
but even more so, the duty to pay the right tax is moved from servicing a
cohort of taxpayers – tributaries – towards putting the responsibility into
the hands of taxpayers. They ought to willingly submit to paying tax. The
motto in existence during most of the last decade, Vår vision är ett
samhälle där alla vill göra rätt för sig (our vision is a society where
everybody wants to do the right thing) or perhaps more speci�cally,
where everybody wants to do their fair share, emphasises a move from
the STA being a collector and auditor of taxes to it being a shaper of
taxpayers’ voluntary compliance. There is a vision, an idea about a future
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of moral individuals that pay for the common good and thus make up
society. Morality moved from an individual to a societal level.

A motto that sees the taxpayer as willing to comply and partaking
responsibly in the collective funding of society re�ects very different
taxpayer motivations to those of Allingham and Sandmo’s tax-
minimising taxpayer. There is of course other research pointing to other
strategies, and mottos, and Lars knew about them too. He elaborated:

Such research suggests more control. We wrote about the causes [for
deducting certain ‘illegal’ costs] in this analysis project. This is not
controversial. But when we get to recommendations [to increase compli-
ance], the issue is much, much trickier. There is research that suggests
that increased control is a problem and will undermine our legitimacy.
So if we [in the analysis report] suggest increased control, it will not agree
with STA’s explicit strategy.

The fate of this particular analysis project report underlines how the
director general negotiated the risk analysis �ndings, contemporary
(economic) research, and existing strategies in communication. The
analysis report showed that taxpayers might not be as compliant as the
motto at the time suggested. The STA’s vision of a society where every-
body wants to do their fair share did not hold. Instead, increased control
was recommended. This contradictory message to contemporary strat-
egies was one reason why the report was never publicly communicated
but in fact buried (Björklund Larsen 2017: 170).

The current motto was coined a couple of years ago and it puts even
more emphasis on the collective. On us. Together. Including the tax
administration itself. Tillsammans gör vi samhället möjligt (in collabor-
ation we make society possible) depicts an inclusive strategy where we,
the citizens, should feel solidarity with the STA, in paying tax (Höglund
& Nöjd 2014). Gone is the morality of the individual and the speci�c
reciprocity of getting something for taxes paid or when in need; instead
the message is that we are all in this together – all sorts of individuals,
organisations and corporations, whether taxpayers or working at the tax
administration. What can be read into this motto is also a shift towards
equality – equal treatment before the law regardless of taxpayer’s occu-
pation, socio-economic status, education, place of residence, and so on.
This collaborative aspect also includes the tax administration itself. They
should behave according to the same standards as all other Swedish
taxpayers. The STA has come far from when the employees referred to
a taxpayer as sksk!
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Imperative Mottos

Studying mottos provides an insight into how Swedish taxpayers are
made to comply and offers some clear takeaways. First of all, mottos
reveal how the STA governs tax collection but also how it aims to
understand Swedish taxpayers. The STA has a revered position in
Swedish society as one of the most trusted bureaucracies. Studying its
mottos over the years, we can see how they aimed to strengthen this
position by putting words to ideas about what makes people more willing
to report and pay the taxes they owe. While the mottos cannot tell us
everything about STA practices, the messages the mottos convey illus-
trate how the STA enables �scal strategies in practice. Whether the
mottos or the strategies came �rst is a question of the chicken and the
egg. But we can clearly see a connection between the STA’s tax collecting
strategies and contemporary mottos. The political mottos communicated
what tax collected was used for. These mottos separated tax from the
STA’s collecting practices that during this period continued to be coer-
cive and controlling. The organisational mottos that followed put the
limelight on the STA and its working methods and re�ected an increased
focus on simplifying tax reporting and payment for taxpayers. The moral
mottos are encompassing, providing a message that the STA and taxpay-
ers collectively make up Swedish society. Alongside collaboration
emerging as an important compliance strategy, control is also back in
fashion. From the STA’s perspective, there is tax avoidance and evasion.
Its view is that there are taxpayers who have little interest in reporting
and paying what they owe and therefore have to be made to comply.

Second, although taxpayers consist of individuals, corporations, and
organisations, STA communication concentrates on the individual tax-
payer. Perhaps the reason is both economic and societal: taxes from
individuals constitute two-thirds of total �scal revenues in Sweden.
An informant working as a tax adviser for one of the ‘Big Four’ (account-
ing �rms) in Sweden stated: ‘The upshot is that any income earned by an
individual ought to be subject to tax assessment.’ This means any income,
be it monetary, the result of bartering, or any other service that has value,
is taxable. Being a Swedish resident earning any type of income means
being liable for tax. The �scal importance of individual contributions
results in the mottos primarily targeting the individual. The STA thus
aims both to make sense of values held in society and to reinforce those
deemed to increase tax compliance by educating taxpayers on the role tax
plays in Swedish society.
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Third, by looking at mottos we can see how the STA has applied many
different compliance strategies, often in combination. Coercion, control,
communication, collaboration, and, noteworthy, simpli�cation – the
mottos show how the STA strikes a �ne balance between different
compliance techniques. If employed, doing your tax return is an easy
feat in Sweden as the employer reports and pays the income taxes and
social security fees due. While it is easy to conform to the STA’s motto of
taxpayers doing the right thing, it is also not, strictly speaking, a question
of con�rming as these taxpayers have little choice in the matter.

Which brings us to a fourth point, which is both methodological and
empirical. This study is an ethnographic response to short communi-
cative statements where the STA’s ambition is taken seriously but put in a
wider context. The analysis builds on my own extensive knowledge about
the activities that the STA engages in and the role these tax collectors
want to play in society. Like the central banks who provide imperative
messages to the public for us to make informed choices (Holmes 2014:
218), the STA brings us mottos to ensure compliance. The mottos are
communicative imperatives; they tell taxpayers how a tax-compliant
society ought to be. Mottos are also employed to govern the STA’s own
employees, encouraging them to abandon preconceptions about certain
taxpayers and instead apply the STA’s own strategies in their daily work.
We have seen how the STA increasingly situates itself as part of society.
The message is that we, the STA and taxpayers, are in this together; in
collaboration, we make society possible. This �nal point underscores that
a successful tax administration has to pay attention not only to tax
research, but also to contemporary societal changes and cultural values
to make its taxpayers comply. This includes telling the public explicitly
about these values by articulating mottos about ideal compliant taxpayers
and their vision of their own role in collecting revenue.

Conclusion

The STA currently claims that they aim to collect taxes simply, correctly,
and securely from all taxpayers (Skatteverket 2020). This has not always
been the case. In this chapter, through a study of STA mottos, we have
followed the agency’s trajectory in adopting various strategies to ensure
taxpayers report and pay the right tax, to ensure they comply. From a
position of being a feared and somewhat despised bureaucracy, it has
achieved a contemporary standing as one of the most revered public
administrations in Sweden. The diverse mottos the STA has used during
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the last seventy years illustrates how it has increasingly legitimised its
work and how it has adapted to societal changes, responded to contem-
porary politics, and articulated strategies based on contemporary
tax research.

Interestingly, it is not only bureaucratic ef�ciency and, sometimes,
coercive methods that steer their activities. The study of the STA mottos
mirrors how the agency’s employees actually pay close attention to
academic tax research, engaging with scholars, and that they re�ect on
the STA’s own standing in society. In other words, the STA pays rather
close attention to how taxpayers regard them and their �scal collection.
In this way, they pay attention to societal values around tax and aim to
adapt when such values change.

The STA has constantly modi�ed its practices to chime with contem-
porary happenings and societal values. We have seen how the STA
changed its views on citizens from educating them about the bene�ts
taxes ought to provide, to forcefully encouraging citizens to pay the right
tax. It started by articulating mottos about taxes as politically decided and
thus the result of democratic elections. The message was that it is a
majority of citizens that decide and have voted for a welfare state and
the services it provides. These mottos underline that citizens should not
express any discontent through faulty tax returns, but instead wait until
the next democratic election and elect politicians who would change
taxes to their liking. The STA then started to look inward realising that
it also needed to serve taxpayers. These mottos re�ected organisational
changes within the administration. The inward gaze – how they referred
to and treated taxpayers – was there to stay, alongside directing more
focus onto individual citizens. Part of the organisational change was to
make taxpaying as easy as possible; it should ‘be easy to comply – dif�cult
not to comply’. It thus employed both a carrot and a stick method;
servicing the public, while also making sure that taxpayers paid due taxes
by control measures. Next, in turn, was an approach which carefully
considered the language used to depict taxpayers. Notions of a tributary,
a tax indebted person (expressed in derogatory acronyms), a taxpayer, or
a customer communicate very different messages to the public. Focus on
the individual followed the times. In the 1990s, where the idea of
individual agency ruled fairly unchallenged, the emphasis was put on
the moral taxpayer. It was up to the individual to decide to be moral and
law-abiding, to report and pay the amount of taxes owed. Currently,
focus has moved to ideas about collectivity. It is a message that taxes
serve all of us and the mottos are moral and communicate societal
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collectivity. These mottos convey a message that only if everybody ful�ls
their �scal obligations and the STA does its job properly, we will have a
good society – one where everybody aims to do the right thing and pay
their fair share. We are in this together – citizens and the STA.

Following the various mottos over time not only draws on tax
research, but also convey messages about the importance of taxes for
Swedish society and which types of individual behaviours and morals
make up society. These �scal mottos are thus also imperative as they
make ‘promises of a distinctive social order’ (Holmes 2014: 218), one
where all taxpayers ought to be willing to pay their taxes due to society
and trust that all other taxpayers are made to do the same.
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8

General Knowledge and Particular Society:
Taxation as a Way of Knowing

���� ����

As an effort in extending extractive control over people, property, and
activities, taxation is also intrinsically the creation or extension of a
system of knowledge. This chapter traces that knowledge creation aspect
of contemporary tax reforms in Nigeria, framed within the long-term
perspective of transforming its political economy away from a distribu-
tive system based on oil rents, and towards a present based on direct
taxation revenue. These reforms require new forms of knowledge that
enable both collection of surplus in the present and �nancialisation of the
future. A historical perspective on this process lets us see today’s reforms
not only as the re-creation of long-retreated systems of state taxation-led
ordering, but against the backdrop of what intervened in the meantime –
a four-decade late-twentieth-century interregnum where revenue reliance
on oil pro�ts created a very different distributive system of government-
as-knowledge. Thus, today’s system of tax-and-knowledge is not just
reform but an inversion of what came before.

Nigeria’s institutions of governance and politics re�ect close to a half-
century of formation around a logic of central distribution of resource
rents, and the data, forms of knowledge, and even the categories in which
of�cial knowledge is ordered bear the hallmarks of that, whether it be the
‘macro’ level of how the human resources of the state are classi�ed during
recruitment (Suberu 2001) or their everyday manifestation in how paper
forms which gatekeep the processes of state are structured (Mang &
Ehrhardt 2019). From 2015, however, the revenue scale began to tip
gradually and inexorably back towards non-natural resource revenues
(Burns & Owen 2019, 2023) and with it followed a slow, emergent, but
tangible reworking of the forms of knowledge and data needed to
facilitate new forms of political economy. This gives an observer a
window into a real-time process whereby the use of often descriptive or
in�ated forms of public data is transforming into a need for more precise
and traceable forms of data which are tied to revenue collection
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imperatives. With taxes on income and property foremost among the
new revenue sources, here I particularly trace the reordering of know-
ledge about place, property, and activity as they are reconstructed and
reinscribed in of�cial record in novel ways. In a way, this forms an
extension and sequel to the story of natural resource-reliant rentier states
familiar from social science literature, and shows how a careful ethno-
graphic eye to actual revenue process can detect early and real changes in
the actual examples of such archetypes.

Perhaps inevitably, this chapter draws on the insights of James
C. Scott’s in�uential work on how states ‘see’ – how governments render
things differently visible, legible, or salient, through ways of ordering and
knowing (Scott 1998). It further derives lessons from Tim Mitchell’s
(2002) careful study of legibility as a constructed system allowing pat-
terned regimes of value to interact; a wonderfully full depiction of how
states work on worldly realities through regimes of measuring, knowing,
and registering, which move from the material to the abstract and back
again in ways that endow even mundane administrative techniques with
deep and powerful consequences, both intended and accidental. Broadly,
these studies (and mine) sit within a framework which owes much to
Foucault’s insights on how power and knowledge are manifest in com-
bined, inseparable techniques of knowing-doing.

What this study adds is to catch one such array of state power/
knowledge at a moment of its transformation. This allows us to see a
logic thrown into reverse – the messy yet discernible process of a system
of knowledge built to facilitate the workings of a distributional oil-funded
state changing into one which can facilitate a public political economy
rapidly rebuilt around a return to taxing citizens, their activities, and
property. That involves sometimes discarding (but sometimes repurpos-
ing) some old practices and actors, and bringing in new ones; rediscover-
ing lost techniques of governance and also importing new ones from
elsewhere; and rebuilding not only forms of registration and the data they
generate, but also making them meaningful in new ways; making
numbers speak to different purposes and audiences, and with a different
resonance and aesthetics.

The historicised transformations in statistical capacity of African states
are equally a part of this story. Morten Jerven’s (2013) book, subtitled
How We Are Misled by African Development Statistics and What to
Do about It, importantly documents the decline of technical statistical
capacity in African countries. Jerven shows it as coincident with the
deliberate destruction of independence-era developmental states by the
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local–global nexus of misgovernance and forced structural adjustment.
He demonstrates that this paucity of accurate statistics is not merely a
technical problem. Rather, it has a huge impact on the welfare of citizens
because where policy is made and targets set on the basis of faulty,
incomplete, or totally invented information, it will be bad policy.
Moreover, the targets will be unrealistic or impossible, leading at best
to failure, and at worst, to irreparable damage to nations, places, and
lives.

However, I contend that this portrayal is only half of the story, one
that misses the central ‘why’. At least in Nigeria, and perhaps in many
other developing nations, the decline in this capacity was not just a story
about a depleted and demotivated post-structural adjustment public
sector becoming increasingly unable to produce to the quality level
intended. Rather, it is also about the demand for those statistical services.
An impaired capacity to produce accurate data is, I argue, the absolutely
predictable counterpart of a political dispensation based on the deliber-
ately imprecise allocation of resources within a distributional logic,
facilitated by a lack of transparency. It is a story of systemic intentionality
rather than one of neglect, and its regrowth should be likewise seen in the
light of intentionality, albeit to a different end.

At the basis of this perspective lies the realisation that tax and revenue
systems do not only collect data, they create it, and do so with powerful
effects in the social world far outside taxation or �scal governance. Since
the Domesday Book which calculated the surplus value that could be
extracted from each landed parish of England and its free and unfree
inhabitants by the colonising Normans, ways of knowing have been the
inseparable counterpart of ways of pro�ting. Taxation and the recogni-
tion of property even intrudes, for instance, into how identity and
personhood are �xed and internalised: for example, think of the gradual
transformation of naming practices in Wales from patronymics to �xed
family surnames under new forms of rule imposed from England from
the 1540s.1 Against traditional patterns of naming, numbering, and
referencing, as noted here, taxation counterposes the requirements of
bureaucratic rationality. But it is not simply redoing. The context I depict
here reminds us that it is also undoing. Nigeria today is not engaged in
what an overly presentist or modernist view might mistakenly see as the
clearing of bush in the virgin lands of data – a rolling out of

1 Alongside equally important drivers of identity change stemming from faith change and
conversion, which are often under-recognised.
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governmental bureaucratic rationality over a socially variegated ‘wild’
landscape of information, identity, and place making. Instead, it is a
remaking among a longer history of continual remakings, an instalment
in a dynamic story of changing political economies, in which ways of
knowing have a central part. Ways of knowing and seeing peoples and
places, embedding as they do philosophies of order in the service of
systems of power, already capture the ebbs and �ows of Nigerian history
as it is lived with in the everyday.

In what follows, I explore both the present reordering of governmental
knowledge about and power over publics, but also look at what it disrupts
and reverses – a particular pre-existing dis-order of knowledge which
may at �rst look like ‘no method at all’, but which I argue is in fact the
information manifestation of the quintessential oil state which Nigeria
has exempli�ed for nearly �fty years, and which is now in the process of
unbecoming. So, before looking at the ways in which places and people
are being reordered and reinscribed under new revenue imperatives, we
need to look into the past, at how the systems previously in place came to
be so. The entry point for this study is to follow the kinds of knowledge
which have been selected as useful bases for revenue governance in this
case. That might be knowledge about people, places, property, or activity,
because each of them has something to offer in (respectively) enabling
the administration of income taxes, property taxes, or taxes on
transactions.

Public Revenues in the Context of Nigeria’s Political Economy

Nigeria, in common with many of the African territories taken over as
non-settler colonies by European powers, has a revenue history which
re�ects its insertion in the international political economy of empire.
This encompasses attempts to develop those spaces economically without
spending metropolitan resources, and also the plurality of motives for
taxation which included not only raising revenues but stimulating forms
of trade, labour, and production deemed ‘useful’ to the colonial project,
while deterring others (Akiga 2016; Burns 1973; Heap 2008; Lugard
1965). I explore this story in depth elsewhere (Owen 2018). Here, it is
enough to say that overall there are four phases, albeit overlapping and
gradual. The story starts with taxes on overseas trade in step with the
mercantilist ethos of Victorian imperialism: Nigeria’s Customs service
was founded in 1891 – established (like the railways) before the country
even existed. Then immediately afterwards came a drive to raise domestic
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revenues to pay for the colonial machinery of governance, infrastructural
development and services, and for the indirect effect of stimulating the
development of wage labour markets. This second process of domestic
resource mobilisation deepened, intensi�ed, and became more sophisti-
cated2 along with the development of agricultural, industrial, and tertiary
sectors from the 1900s through independence, until the 1970s when large
quantities of oil began to be exploited. The third, late-twentieth-century
part of the story, the coming of oil to dominate the Nigerian revenue base
and consequent political economy, is well known to scholarship. In fact,
Nigeria at its oily peak – 85 per cent reliant on hydrocarbons for export
earnings and structured around the central sharing of oil revenues – is
often used paradigmatically to illustrate the dynamics of natural resource
rentier economies (Soares de Oliveira 2008) in scholarship, public dis-
course, and even �lm (Boyton 2013). Sociologically, its combination with
the institutions of a developmental state to create distributional logics,
both formal/constitutional and informal/illicit, is also well explored (par-
ticularly see Joseph 1987; Suberu 2001). And, the rami�cations, re�ec-
tions, and refractions of this political economy in everyday values,
popular culture, practices, and aesthetics have also been the subject of
some landmark works (Adebanwi 2017; Apter 1999, 2005; Smith 2007).

The debasement and re-basement of value and values in this process
are usually depicted as an authorless evolution. In fact, as I explore
elsewhere (Owen 2018), it is less well known that this transformation
into a distributional oil-backed state evolved in lockstep with the delib-
erate deconstruction of previously existing direct taxation systems by
political actors who considered themselves some of the country’s most
progressive modernisers. Leftist progressives who ran Kaduna State in
1979 were, for instance, the �rst to remove unpopular cattle and head
taxes amid the enabling environment of plentiful oil money (Musa 1982).

The fourth phase is the emergent present day. While most popular and
scholarly understandings, and much everyday discourse and practice, still
reproduce the image and superstructure of Nigeria as an oil state,
I elsewhere demonstrate that since 2015, non-oil revenues once again
marginally dominate (Burns & Owen 2019), and alongside that we see a
return to domestic resource mobilisation efforts and debates around

2 Though the development of this governmental competence was not free of con�ict, as
witnessed by tax revolts in Aba in the 1920s (Bastian, Kent, & Matera 2012), Ibadan in the
1960s, and others in between, as well as the much more common debates, evasions, and
everyday renegotiations in which citizens engaged (Guyer 1992).
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devolved taxation powers. This is the �scal manifestation of the work of
reconnecting state to society that has been in progress since the
1999 return to democracy.

It is, however, much more rarely noted that this transformation
towards a centralised oil-extraction resource base also reversed the polit-
ical economy of information accordingly, throwing the gathering of
information about populations, production, activities, and places into
reverse polarity around a distributional logic. Further, this is a process
which we can now watch unwinding and reversing in emergent signs of
political-economic logics which mirror the move away from an oil-
dominated resource base. In this chapter, I use as examples the revenue
allocation formulas of the Revenue Mobilisation Allocation and Fiscal
Commission (RMFAC), and also the effects on crude majoritarian dem-
ocracy – the evolution of a ‘game of numbers’ which permeates every-
thing from demographic pro�les to victimhood lists. I argue here that
this pattern, starting in the late 1950s, devalued numbers themselves as
purporting to be accurate and actionable knowledge, and revalued them
as descriptive, often in�ationary, and emotive expressive practices
designed to effect action on public discourse, to thereby stimulate the
distribution of public goods. Later, we will see how this is now being
reversed in the present-day re-emergence of ways of labelling counting
and measuring place, property, and activity.

The political utility of numbers, and the temptations of in�ation, was
clear in the political sphere even before independence,3 and before the
advent of oil money and distributional logics, in the region-against-
region contest for political supremacy via the ballot box wherein regis-
tered population translated directly into voter numbers and thus political
power. Former colonial of�cer John Smith, in Nigeria working for �rst
the British, then the Nigerian, administration of Northern Nigeria from
the mid-1950s to late 1960s, remembers citizens of northern Nigeria
celebrating ‘we won the census’ when the results of the 1962 census were
announced showing Nigeria’s then three regions of North, East, and
West having 55.1, 24, and 20 per cent of the population, respectively.4

Each region had densely populated urban or semi-urban zones which
could justify the high claims, and equally each had grounds to cause
others to cast aspersions on the numbers.

3 For the long-contested politics of censuses in Nigeria, see Aluko (1965).
4 Interview, June 2018.
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Besides, what methodological accuracy could be assured when, as
Smith recalls, in many rural areas the enumerators were secondary or
even primary school students, the only mass workforce with suitable
literacy in English, and especially so in traditional Islamic towns where
women were kept apart and male strangers like census enumerators were
invited only into the Zaure?5 By 1962’s census attempt, which was
conducted amid emergent civil–political crises in both the Western
Region and the Middle-Belt minority areas of the North, the count had
become such a contested free-for-all that the Federal Minister of
Economic Development announced that due to inaccuracies, it ‘is useless
to give out any �gures to the public under the present circumstances’
(Aluko 1965) – and in the end, no �gures deemed acceptable were
produced. Instead, the census had to be re-run in the following year –
but even the numbers that were produced then were contested in court
by the government of the Eastern Region.

However, the sentiment and the utility of the ‘game of numbers’ were
greatly energised by the advent of oil revenues and the importance of
revenue distribution. The transition to oil reliance took place at the same
time as a great post–civil war transition to political centralisation and
executive-led government – the military froze the parliamentary consti-
tution in 1966 and ruled by decree, and when the rule of law returned in
1979 it was with a powerful presidential centre; at the same time, oil
revenue had moved from zero at independence to over US$16 billion
(dwar�ng non-oil revenue of US$4 billion) in 1979.

This institutional transformation equally encompassed revenue
sourcing and distribution, as three previously semi-autonomous regions
(Northern, Western, and Eastern) with great powers over taxation, and
which were predominantly funded from internal revenues, transformed
stage-by-stage into thirty-six states, almost all of which were outside of
the commercial centre Lagos and were reliant on federal disbursement
for by far the largest part of their budgets. Revenue allocation on the
‘derivation principle’ (being allocated to where it was collected) moved
over time from a 50–50 split of revenue between regions and the
(national) federation account in 1960, to the peak of �scally centralised
pseudo-federalism in 1992 when the Babangida military regime allocated
only 3 per cent of (then mainly oil) revenues to the states where they

5 The entrance room/gatehouse in a traditional Hausa compound home, in which strangers
would be received and male guests sleep, without disturbing women living in supposed
domestic seclusion.
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were derived and a huge 97 per cent to the federal government
(Chukwuoonte 2015 in Owen 2018).

Although some of the disbursements were budgetary and others made
through grants or for statutory functions,6 at the heart of the logic was
the formula by which monthly disbursements from the Federation
Account were allocated, as overseen by the Revenue Mobilisation
Allocation and Fiscal Commission (RMAFC). The actual formula covers
not only what federal government, states, and local governments get, but
also what states get in relation to each other – which is a potentially
highly controversial and contested issue and is correspondingly almost
completely unpublicised. This despite not being an of�cial secret, it is
available almost nowhere in the public domain.7 It is thus a piece of
public data with paradoxical status – it is neither secret nor is it publicly
accessible, a feature it shares with other information central to under-
standing ‘really existing’ governance and political economy, such as (at
least in some previous years) comprehensive sets of accounts from the
Customs service and Central Bank, or in a different �eld, the actual rules
governing the everyday operations of Nigeria’s Police (see Owen 2013a,
2013b).

The formula used re�ects a total of twenty indices, ranging from the size
of a state (land mass), to terrain, rainfall (a proxy for agricultural product-
ivity), revenue effort, developmental indices such as primary school enrol-
ment, and population (from the census). Of these, most are small
contributors to the formula – in a 2013 example, rainfall accounts for
15 per cent of 10 per cent of total weighting – but the largest two are
equalisation (40 per cent in example used) and population (30 per cent in
2013). Whereas factors such as land area and rainfall are facts of geog-
raphy, and internally generated revenue (IGR) has practical limits, popu-
lation stands out as the one most vulnerable to manipulation, and which
has been subject to such pressures for nearly seventy years. Therefore, the
role of that category in the division of national oil spoils is magni�ed to
become the revenue allocation counterpart of what voter registration
numbers are to national politics. Once we understand that, it makes sense
of otherwise surprising levels of sensitivity over population data – for

6 See www.budgetof�ce.gov.ng for full information about the relevant �scal instruments and
disbursement structures.

7 It is also – amid the continuing debates about �scal control and decentralisation – being
reviewed before year-end 2021; see www.vanguardngr.com/2021/06/fresh-revenue-alloca
tion-formula-ready-before-year-end-rmafc/ (last accessed 17 August 2021).
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instance that census �gures may only be released after they have been
cleared by a meeting of the National Council of State (composed of all
living former heads of state), and that any government of�cial quoting
population �gures other than the of�cial statistics is committing an offence
punishable by up to �ve years in prison.

This division of national goods between states matters all the more,
and matters emotively, because regions in Nigeria are not just adminis-
trative units. They also contain and embed – increasingly so through
successive rounds of state creation – units of ethnicity-based citizenship,
wherein ‘indigenes’ enjoy popular notions of legitimacy which endow
primary civic rights on them over and above those of ‘settlers’ from other
areas. The mutually reinforcing process by which one group’s fear of
domination in large administrative units propels the creation of new
administrative units, which can themselves be dominated by the group
in question, is well described in Suberu (2001), and remains a self-
reinforcing dynamic fuelled by the continued �ows of revenue which
can be subdivided. This, despite a formally liberal constitution embed-
ding generalised citizenship rights, actively promotes extremely particu-
laristic popular ideals, incentives, practices, and logics. Through the
1970s to 2000s, it also created a contradictory kind of federalism which
saw multiple constitutionally autonomous units in actual fact mainly tied
to disbursements, and thus constraints, from the centre.

And its social function, in terms of people’s instinctive relationship to
numbers and state knowledge gathering, was profound. Immediately
after the last national census in 2006, I asked a professional colleague
resident in London, but from an area of Nigeria strongly affected by the
civil war in the 1960s, if his family had participated. He answered that he
had, and that he and his four brothers had all been counted at their natal
home along with their spouses – despite the fact that only one was living
in Nigeria at the time and two were unmarried. While public debates
over the census centred on whether relative numbers from north and
south had been politically manipulated at a high level, the overall effects
of this manipulation-from-below were rather seen in population pro�les
which differed markedly from typical demographic trends in comparable
countries. In particular, an emphasis on male population registration
echoes a popular discourse on national ‘virility’ often seen in media
and political discourse.

Fiscal numbers, too, have been subject to expressive rather than
accounting logics. One former commissioner for �nance of a state in
Nigeria’s North-Central zone described the process of budget �nalisation
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as ‘we wait for [names two neighbouring states] to announce theirs, and
then announce a �gure which is N100 million more’.8 By stages, we can
see how particular political-economic structures and practices have
shaped an aesthetic of numbers as expressive claims to size, signi�cance,
and entitlement, which has been internalised not just by governments but
even at the level of individuals and families. As a political-economic but
equally a cultural process, it is akin to the destabilisation of the economy
of signs and signi�ers traced by Apter (1999, 2005) in Nigeria’s oil boom.

The Political Economy of Knowledge – The Functions
of Description and Legibility

Once we understand that there is an important functional �t between the
practices and habits of a distributive political economy on one hand, and
a descriptive and emotive rather than accounting-based approach to
numbers and statistics on the other, it is easier to see it manifested in
multiple spheres. Not only population at a state level, but Nigeria’s
national population is frequently misquoted or in�ated in attempts to
demonstrate political and economic signi�cance. Not only voter registra-
tion �gures (with a clear utility for election rigging), but also casualty
�gures in episodes of communal con�ict are used to create narratives of
victimhood. Not only years of age to impress upon one someone’s elder
status, but amounts of money stolen exaggerated in police reports are
used to emphasise grievance (see Owen 2013a).

Equally, this historical trend has not only been about the usefulness of
smokescreens of inaccuracy to facilitate dissimulation; not only about
deliberate disinvestment in exactness; and not only about imprecision as
a political technology. It is also about an accompanying trend more
focused than that, a reinvestment in the ultra-speci�c knowledge of
the particular – of elite networks, social relationships, and lifetime-
formed reserves of social capital – and at the same time a de-investment
in the purportedly scienti�c standardised data on which modernist state
creation was and is held to depend. It is the de-valuing of general
knowledge over and about populations, and its re-valuing as a reserved
marginal advantage, in creating alliances, doing deals, and/or making
pro�ts. In such a system of personal favour and leverage, constituting a

8 Interview, October 2017. The reason why this is even tenable is that it is frequently
cash�ow release, not budgeting, which is used as the primary tool of �scal management
within government.
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logic based above all on social capital, knowing ‘who’ is a much more
useful asset than knowing ‘what’. Accompanying that asymmetry, and
the long apprenticeship in social networking within which it is created, is
the fact that all information has an entry price and is not meant to be
accessible to all, and that this is accepted as, in some way, legitimate. The
circularity of what should be learned but should not be taught is replete
in the Nigerian English phrase ‘you are supposed to know’. The senti-
ment thus implicitly also encompasses knowing who is not supposed to
know – that is, those who have not been born into it, have not earned
their place nor ‘paid their dues’ in experiential rites of passage.

If rationality and particularism were always covalent in the system of
indirect rule, the 1980s–1990s saw the abandonment of one for the
greater adoption of the other. In fact, by the turn of the millennium,
the creation and organisation of knowledge about the public realm in
Nigeria closely resembled the layout of a medieval city as memorably
characterised by Scott (1998: 53); it was organic, speci�c, and particular,
and with it, having a speci�c and differential legibility:

The fact that the layout of the city, having developed without any overall
design, lacks a consistent geometric logic does not mean that it was at all
confusing to its inhabitants. . . . For a stranger or trader arriving for the
�rst time, however, the town was almost certainly confusing, simply
because it lacked a repetitive, abstract logic that would allow a newcomer
to orient herself. The cityscape of Bruges in 1500 could be said to privilege
local knowledge over outside knowledge, including that of external
political authorities.

This metaphor allows us to recognise the functional �t with many
other aspects of the public sphere in turn-of-the-twentieth-century
Nigeria. Prime among these particularistic logics has been the emphasis
on indigeneship rather than common citizenship as a basis of rights and
entitlements, and in the process the abundance of small and vicious wars
of ‘who is who’ (Marshall-Fratani 2006) between groups contesting the
identities of ‘indigene’ and ‘settler’ throughout the country – as well as
smaller wars labelled ‘chieftaincy disputes’ between individuals and lin-
eages on the even more localised speci�cs of who can represent, and thus
access, state goods on behalf of each particular group. Related to that, the
system of constituting political structures and of recruiting to public
of�ce on the basis of ‘Federal Character’ (Suberu 2001) which relies itself
on such conceptions of indigeneship which are rigid in concept and
changeable in content. Also related to that is a system of internal
democracy in political parties which emphasised the rotational ‘zoning’
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of of�ces to regions (and thus implicitly, certain groups inhabiting them)
in such an accepted pattern of legitimacy that to attempt to upset it
entailed losing national elections (Owen & Usman 2015).

Meanwhile, the hyper-particularism within which social issues, ten-
sions, debates, and their solutions were framed introduces barriers to
comprehension (and thus to access, and to participation) both internally
and externally. The speci�city of knowledge compartmentalises national
society for both insiders and outsiders. Interestingly, at a historical global
level, Scott (1998: 53) identi�es that the illegibility of society or landscape
created a certain relationship to the outside world:

Historically, the relative illegibility to outsiders of some urban neighbour-
hoods (or of their rural analogues, such as hills, marshes, and forests) has
provided a vital margin of political safety from control by outside elites . . .
the community or terrain in question enjoys at least a small measure of
insulation from outside intrusion.

Nigeria’s informational illegibility, the speci�city of knowledge, and
the particular positionality of those who are able to use it, or at least of
those who are able to leverage their social capital, experience, and skills to
assemble a more complete view (because there is no fully panoptic
position in this system, not even the view from government), serves a
similar function in defence of patriarchal conservatism. Politico-social
formations, which gatekeep both state and social processes of identity
formation, are able to reproduce barriers to entry which �lter and limit
the participation of competitors. And since most often those formations
are mediated by older men, those competitors who are �ltered out are
likely to be women, the young, and outsiders. This is yet more powerful,
because it is not only about �ltering competition, but about preserving
trust and a functional society in a way which frequently uses socio-
cultural markers to bridge across the unusable incompleteness of state
processes.9

As a further effect, a similar illegibility certainly manifests in Nigeria’s
relationship to the outside world, and does so in multiple ways. In one
aspect, it appears to amplify the sense of risk in travelling or otherwise
engaging there for the unwary, making Nigeria in the imagination of
many a much more dangerous location than some which are more legibly
presented but are in actual fact more violent, such as South Africa or

9 To observe this in the issuance of identity documents, see Fourchard (2015), Mang and
Ehrhardt (2019), and on the equivalent dynamic in police recruitment, Owen (2013a).
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Brazil. It has also, arguably, limited the penetration of foreign direct and
portfolio investment as global �nancial markets can only incompletely
‘see’ into the real economy of Nigeria. This has had both positive and
negative effects – on one hand limiting capital availability, but also
insulating the country’s �nancial sector from the modern equivalent of
‘control by outside elites’, namely the speculative predation of �nancial
markets; as seen in the interesting lack of destabilisation of Nigeria’s
banks amidst the 2008 US �nancial crisis. So at both macro and micro
scales, the decomposition of mid-twentieth-century modernist attempts
to build the state of numbers and its institutions has been not only
Jerven’s story of lost statistical capacity, but of real material and func-
tional effects, both iterative and deliberate. These have reconstructed in
its place a particularist edi�ce of knowledge which lives not in insti-
tutions but in situated actors and socio-political capital.

The Reconstruction of Governmental Knowledge

The second half of my story is the reconstruction of modernist forms of
state knowledge after the destruction of Structural Adjustment
Programmes and military rule, one function at a time. This is the story
of governmental bodies trying to get a grip on an exploding population,
sprawling urbanism, and other aspects of social life which had continued
in their full dynamism across a long interlude with only limited reference
to the state. And increasingly, it is the story of doing that because
knowing once again matters economically; as oil becomes a steadily less
dominant part of the economy, economic activity recentres on non-oil
sectors and revenue effort must follow it, even if slowly and clumsily.
As state functions were re-extended, each brought their own indexical
ways of knowing – registration numbers, logs, receipts, databases, targets.
A primary visually signi�cant tactic for this recolonisation is inscription –
all manner of things, like numbering exercises for vaccination pro-
grammes, building licences, and listing for demolition, are commonly
scrawled on house walls in chalk and charcoal. They re�ect that know-
ledge is not uni�ed, but rather inscribed; it is a functional coming
together of disaggregated state practices.

Nigeria lacks a single central means of population registration; so,
when a means of knowing people with more exactitude than name and
biographical detail is promised, institutions and governmental processes
make use of one of the forms of partial knowledge which promises to be
most adaptable to the need at hand. Ideally, tax authorities at both state
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and federal (national) levels would use the nationally administered Tax
Identi�cation Number (TIN) number, but that is only usable for the
minority of the population which has already registered as formal tax-
payers. Meanwhile, the National ID Card scheme has only reached
partial coverage of the country and is not frequently updated; several
people have neither a National Health Insurance card, nor a driving
licence, although many have a bank-issued Bank Veri�cation Number
(BVN) to identify them within the banking system, and more recently
enrolment for a National Insurance Number (NIN) has gone up when it
was required for mobile phone SIM card registration. But in this realm of
partial overlapping formal identi�cations, for instance, a programme
handing out agricultural inputs to farmers requests voter cards as proof
of identi�cation, in much the same way as a driving licence might be
considered a valid photo ID in many countries for numerous purposes
which have nothing to do with driving.10

These state practices come together not only around the rolling out of
social programmes, or the need for revenue, but around the project of
importing the future into the present. Revenue �ows have a function in
the present – enabling the state to pay its bills – but also against the
future, by providing indications of creditworthiness which then dictate
access to potential credit in the form of the bonds – a process so common
that it has led to a subnational public debt boom in Nigeria over the last
decade. So, enlarging the tax base is also a tactic of invoking possibility,
and tax numbers are also a way of triggering a productive relationship
with another abstraction, that of �nance, just as were the mapping
surveys of Egyptian �elds in Mitchell’s study. Financialisation is another
signi�cant driver of the creation of data and, just as importantly, its
distribution rather than reservation. As Nigeria’s thirty-six states increas-
ingly looked to bond markets at home (and sometimes further a�eld)
through the 2000s, it became increasingly necessary to create, and share
widely, accounts of a quality which could be defended to potential
lenders.

Since 2011, the growth in legibility has also been re�ected in the story
of Nigeria’s National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) under the noted
statistician-general Dr Yemi Kale. The NBS collects and publishes
increasing amounts of social and economic data, including quarterly

10 In fact, I have on occasion been told by people who have registered as voters that they
have no intention of voting but wanted the card in case it is suddenly required as proof of
eligibility in some other and different government process.
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gross domestic product (GDP) reports which are considered to be of
integrity and independent of political interference. In line with the
argument of this chapter, we should see this not just as a fortunate
development, but as being enabled by a historical epoch in which such
information is once again needed and valued, rather than being as it was
in the preceding period, an inconvenient truth standing in the way of the
�uid manipulation of numbers-as-symbols in the service of distributional
patronage politics.

The registrational expansion is also locked into another political econ-
omy: that of ‘exercises’ and capital disbursement. One of the aspects of
many bureaucratic practices in Nigeria most salient to strangers is their
reliance on ‘exercises’ – supposedly extraordinary mobilisations of effort –
to ful�l basic institutional functions which might be thought of as
continual and routine aspects of ordinary running, for instance, recruit-
ment, the elimination of ghost workers, or veri�cation of pensioners.
That they are not routine re�ects several factors. One is the lack of
automation which means that records are hard to keep continually
updated – and the advance of information technology and dematerial-
isation is part of the gradual and ongoing erosion of these trends.
Another factor is the extremely hierarchical and executive-led nature of
such state institutions, in which, for reasons both good and bad, those in
charge are unwilling to relinquish too much power from their own desks,
and often prefer to work by the bureaucratic equivalent of ‘commande-
ment’ (Mbembe 2001) and mobilisation by direct hands-on executive
control. And a third factor is that working by such exercises offers the
opportunity to enact budgets and create capital �ows attached to them,
which is what the public sphere thrives on as its economic base.

Yet because this is a process commandeered from the middle, rather
than organically grown from the base or effectively imposed from the
top, it has tended to reproduce partially and manifests in a continual
incompleteness of knowledge. One example is the incomplete issues of
national ID cards and health insurance numbers, rather than their rolling
capture in a routinised fashion until this was required by telecoms
security policy. In fact, the only truly continually issued piece of state
registration is – tellingly – the taxpayer-identifying TIN number given to
businesses and registered individuals which is obtained by application.11

11 Even the process of ‘continuous voter registration’ is opened and closed at speci�c
periods.
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Measuring and Counting – Place, Property, and Activity

Now, in step with the political-economic transition away from oil and
back towards taxes, we also see the reversal of distributional logic, slowly
and with setbacks, but a clear ongoing process nonetheless. Like every-
thing else in this chapter, it has been a gradual and emergent process
which overlaps with the opposite trend. But if we were to note some key
tipping points, they would be three in number – the exhausting of
Nigeria’s ‘excess crude account’ windfall from the 1990s oil boom,
disbursed in ever-smaller non-dedicated packets to the thirty-six states
when they were able to exert enough political pressure; the point in
2015 at which non-oil revenues overtook oil revenues for the �rst time
since 1971 (Burns & Owen 2019); and the point in March 2020 when,
amid the global COVID shutdown, the oil price temporarily entered
negative �gures – at this point, it actually cost more to store oil than it
was being paid for on the traded market. This became a crisis which,
because of the lack of other reserves, had a near-instant feed-through into
Nigerian government accounts. These three events/processes together
map out a moment in which IGR moved from a ‘nice-to-have’ supple-
ment, to oil money, and then to an absolute necessity – both for the
national (federal) government, which collects corporate income taxes,
and state governments, which have powers to collect property and
personal income taxes. Where distributional logics encouraged the
descriptive, in�ationary use of numbers as a symbol of powerful pleni-
tude, revenue collection ‘money-in’ logics dictated the opposite – the
precise and careful attributable use of numbers in a corresponding and
traceable way. These manifest in several interesting ways. For the pur-
poses of this study, I note three examples – of place, property, and
activity.12

In Lokoja, Kogi State, the fading street signs of the grid-patterned
colonial cantonment area display old British names such as ‘Elphinstone
Street’, which nobody uses. In the century and more since their naming,
residents have discarded even the idea of streets themselves as a useful
locator, instead relying in everyday conversation on more deeply rooted

12 However, there are also related developments in other areas such as new forms of public
human resource and �nancial management like the Integrated Payroll and Personnel
Information System (IPPIS) service run by Nigeria’s Accountant-General’s of�ce, itself
embroiled in controversies about the new politics of extraction by 2022 (www
.premiumtimesng.com/news/headlines/530277-breaking-accountant-general-of-the-fed
eration-ahmed-idris-arrested.html (last accessed 25 May 2022)).
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referents of topographical location (above and below), and of notable
residents and the people they attract around them. In practice, this plays
out as descriptors such as ‘up garage’ or ‘Sheikh Jafaru quarters’.
Traditional ways of naming and placing, based on the presence of
signi�cant persons, or types of economic activity, have regrown over
colonial attempts to impose grid-patterned models of urbanisation and
knowing which enable the rational and ef�cient location of people,
whether for postal services or taxation. And yet, as property taxation,
along with the placing and taxation of people, is a new necessity, in other
states new orders are being imposed over this socially evolved system of
urban identi�cation – in La�a, Nasarawa State, at the time of my
�eldwork in neighbouring Benue, new street signage and numbering
was being rolled out to reimpose some kind of unmediated legibility.13

Since property taxation itself is one of the key arenas in which states
can tax wealth – as a �xed asset in a milieu where incomes and even
people are hard to trace – the creation of knowledge about location and
property has also been a locus of much innovation and activity. This goes
beyond street signage to cadastral survey and sophisticated ways of using
GIS and satellite imagery to locate and attribute properties and to rate
them for tax on the basis of their size, location, and use. Schemes like
Lagos State’s Land Use Charge, or Kaduna State’s KADGIS,14 have
assembled sophisticated and ef�cient data sets to enable billing and
tracing. However, this involves skill sets not available in the existing
public sphere, and so for both technical and political-economic reasons,
such technological advances have often been outsourced to private com-
panies which charge a percentage on the revenue generated from these
technologies. This ‘neoliberalisation on a Nigerian pattern’ introduces
debates over value for money, as well as speculation over the political
connectedness or otherwise of the technology partners.

More relevant for this study, however, is �rst, the additional layering of
another type of knowledge – the combination of technocratic order and
discretionary practice. The hallmark of this hybrid order as experienced
by those who operate and interact with it is that it is technically trans-
parent from above, with valuation formulas and collection rates instantly

13 I note also that this legibility is itself in a way exclusive – replacing a system of names in
common usage with those written on signage is also exclusive of the illiterate, who
are plentiful.

14 Kaduna Geographic Information Systems, a public–private partnership, now also being
adopted in Edo State.
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visible, satisfying the requirements of technocratic discourses of visible
data and accountable governance. And yet at the same time it is utterly
opaque from below, with land use rate demands often issued without
explanatory breakdown and in some states subject to itemised
‘Premiums’ which can be applied or removed at the discretion of admin-
istrative or political actors. Second, the ownership of this (technical)
knowledge matters: since the database is the tool, it is usually owned by
the outsourcing partner, so when administrations change, as in Lagos in
2015 when the incoming administration severed the contract of the
consultants who implemented the state’s new Land Use Charge property
tax, the implementing corporate partners, who are often linked to polit-
ical parties or networks, may be summarily changed too. This means that
with them departs their whole assemblage of power/knowledge, bringing
the state’s newly acquired capacity back down again. For this reason, the
policy forum of the Nigeria Governor’s Forum (the body representing
Nigeria’s thirty-six states) now advises that these new functions be
brought in-house within state civil services for the purposes of ensuring
their sustainability.

The third arena in which great effort has been put into creating new
spheres of knowledge has been economic activity. Personal Income Tax
(PIT) is also collected by states, but only a very few workers are formally
salaried – those who mainly work for large national companies who pay
all PIT in the state in which their headquarters are located. Therefore,
new ways must be found to get a handle on the volume and velocity of
economic activity. One crude form is the recruitment of ‘revenue
consultants’ to collect fees from goods transport at roadside checkpoints.
Another is the setting of ‘presumptive’ income tax rates which can be
levied on the general public in the absence of any precise knowledge
about what they are earning.

But there are also more sophisticated approaches aimed at panoptic
knowledge and control. During my �eldwork in Benue State in 2015, the
Benue Internal Revenue Service had installed a consultant-designed
system of taxing markets which was operated by government employees.
It involved traders at markets across the state paying an entry fee into a
point of sale (POS) machine in return for a ticket receipt, with the �gures
transmitted in real time to a large television screen in the BIRS chair’s
of�ce – a landmark in information panopticism. Yet, at the same time,
the same revenue agency was pursuing almost the opposite policy with
sectors such as tradespeople – strategies of associational taxation which
relied upon leveraging the strong personal networks and social

��
��	��� & �������� ��	

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/93C973858A6DE6910C34E4C9ECD23F62
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University College London (UCL), on 24 Jan 2025 at 17:33:15, subject to the Cambridge Core



knowledge of particular trade associations (see Ayee & Joshi 2008;
Meagher 2013 for more on their functioning). Rather than increasing
the power/knowledge complex via panoptic data like that generated on
the real-time market taxes screen, the result of also deepening a reliance
on associational taxation was a form of governance which therefore
reinforced particularism and bound it to state functioning as a new
‘indirect rule’ in which government function is tied to working through
pre-organised groups in society.

Interestingly, the one disposable form of knowledge in all this was,
tellingly, the census. The decennial census calendar dictated another round
of national census was due in 2016. Yet when that time came around,
Nigeria was deep into a �scal crisis, and a remarkably consistent cross-
party consensus held that a census at that time, with its accompanying
logistical costs, was a disposable luxury. As of 2022, the promised national
census is still being discussed as a theoretical future event which would be
held at the very end of President Buhari’s tenure, after elections to forestall
any controversial effect on political expectations or outcomes. The lack of
urgency around this supposedly crucial statistical reference point perhaps
shows most tellingly that its utility has been supplanted, perhaps in part by
the weakening distributional imperative, and in part because the widening
cluster of forms of information about populations – from voter cards to tax
identi�cation numbers – now performs its own functions in a way which
renders census knowledge obsolete or irrelevant.

Conclusion

To renumber is to elide complexity, as Scott says. New forms of ordering
replace and erase speci�cities with somewhat �ctive but functional sets of
numerical data that can be used as useful abstractions to enable transac-
tion, prediction, �nancialisation, and other derivative functions. Yet that
underlying speci�city and complexity – which encompasses those other
bundles of rights or interests – does not go away, but is instead displaced
to other realms where its continued social legitimacy, against the grain of
of�cial state recognition, gives it an insurgent power. It manifests as an
inconvenient lump under the neat carpet of state overview and abstrac-
tion, invisible until the neat plans of bureaucratic policy implementation
trip over it.15 So, instead of a one-way transformation in which a state

15 See also Goodfellow and Owen (2020) for exploration of similarly insurgent social facts in
the sphere of property rights.
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based on particular and speci�c information which enables distributional
politics turns into a modernist, statistics-based order, the practical logics
of social ordering and rule reincorporate the particularisms.

The expansion of registration and measurement in the course of
revenue and other policy rollouts also embeds the multiplicity of agencies
vying for control via a multiplying constellation of ID cards, registration
numbers, licences, receipt letters, and the like. But while this looks like
high modernity, it also re-embeds the low-cost colonial public adminis-
tration tactic known as ‘indirect rule’. That is to say, since state capacity is
limited, tactics such as levying taxes via trade associations reinvent a
disaggregated, franchised-out state system. So again, we have reproduced
a hybrid way of knowing, in which the state’s apparent iron cage of
bureaucracy rests on society’s �uid foundations, caught in multiple webs
and regimes which also create a plentiful space to articulate between
them, to haggle and play arbitration games.

The functions of new forms of knowing also have very different
implications for those who are to be counted, and which condition the
tactical choices of citizens to be visible or not in very different ways.
Unlike a census, it is likely that no one subject to a tax registration drive
ever in�ated their presence within it (though there may still be other
reasons to remain visible; see Goodfellow & Owen 2020). To contrast the
changing politics of counting and being counted as part of distributional
logics, today we can counterpose the tactics of boycotting voting and
voter registration by separatist groups such as the Independent People of
Biafra (IPOB) in exactly the same Southeastern region that my former
colleague’s census in�ation was taking place just �fteen years before; an
epoch-marking about-turn away from tactical enhanced visibility and
towards a protest of non-cooperation with the game of numbers.

So, seen from the perspective this chapter has taken, state-generated
numbers and knowledge are not only the corollary of workable, plan-
nable, evaluatable public policy, as Jerven’s functional analysis would
have, nor the powerful abstraction which enables value extraction, as
Mitchell’s application of Foucault unveils, but something more emergent,
evolving, and yet powerfully directive. They are a political economy of
knowledge facilitating certain types of extraction and distribution which
co-evolves with them, both causing their transformations and being
further enabled as an effect of them. This resolution sidesteps the
planned/unplanned dichotomy and instead shows a circular and func-
tional �t which connects political economy, information, cultural repre-
sentations, and social capital as essentially related forms of each other.
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From 1960, �rst in becoming a distributional oil state, and now most
powerfully at the present moment of structural economic transition away
from that, Nigeria’s landscape of governmental knowledge and data can
be seen responding to those historical forces, contesting them and trans-
forming in real time.
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9

The Colonial Debris in the Digitalisation of Tax
in Kenya

����� ����� �	��

In 2015, Kenya’s leading newspaper, The Daily Nation, announced that
the long queues at the tax of�ce during �ling season would be a thing of
the past as taxpayers would soon be able to submit their tax �lings
through a new e-�ling platform called ITax. The reader (the taxpayer)
was given information about tax shops and service centres that now
existed to help all taxpayers get on board with ITax. The newspaper
article, in an almost utopic tone, characterised the shift to the new digital
e-�ling as being straightforward and easy, with people acquiring the
ability to administer their tax services digitally, swiftly, and ef�ciently.
The assumption was that everyone had the technical ability to access
ITax from their homes. What the reality, however, would show was that
people were not ready for this shift. A year after the article was published,
the Kenya Revenue Authority (KRA) announced in yet another article
that ITax was now mandatory, only two years after its initial launch.1 So,
ITax was piloted in 2014, implemented in 2015, and made mandatory in
2016 (Elmi 2021).

The platform was implemented as part of the e-government ‘Vision
2030’ (Government of Kenya (GOK) 2010). Vision 2030 is a national
blueprint that outlines the goals to achieve by 2030, including transform-
ing Kenya into a ‘newly-industrialising, middle-income country’ (Enns &
Bersaglio 2020; GOK 2010). Vision 2030 is being executed through a
series of successive �ve-year plans, each of which works towards the
completion of innovative projects. The ‘new’ infrastructure developed
through these projects were said to serve the broader goals of Vision
2030 in two ways. First, they pledged to boost transnational connectivity
and expand transnational trade, and second, they pledged to address

1 Newspapers in Kenya were used by government of�cials to announce important changes
like the transition to digital platforms. While they are privately owned, they are an
important source of information for Kenyans.
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regional socio-economic imbalances by integrating disconnected parts of
the country into the national economy and infrastructure systems (Enns
& Bersaglio 2020: 103).

In the last decade, Kenya has added new airports, railways, roads,
ports, and power plants to its infrastructure networks as part of this
vision. Vision 2030 assumed that the use of Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) in government services would lead
to ef�ciency in service delivery and contribute to Kenya’s developmental
goals. As Bersaglio and Enns argue, the linking of successful development
with ICT and infrastructure is part of the so-called ‘global infrastructural
turn’, and is a phenomenon particularly visible in Africa, where regional
mega-infrastructure projects that dominate national and global develop-
ment policy agendas re�ect this growing consensus within development
organisation circles that infrastructure is fundamental to achieving devel-
opment (2020: 103).

I argue that this linking of infrastructure to development in large parts
of Africa is part of a techno-political regime that has its roots in the
colonial rationale of how to develop the colonies. This techno-political
regime is the outcome of a negotiation between a speci�c technology, a
cultural and political context, and the actors that animate it and compete
for power (Gagliardone 2017: 13). Understanding how ICTs have
become important components of Kenya’s national development plan
is key to understanding why Kenya embarked on digitalising its govern-
ance processes, especially with regards to taxation. In this chapter,
I explore how technology can become an instrument of politics, how
political ambitions interact with technological opportunities and con-
straints, and how they evolve as a result of this interaction.

The approaches used in this chapter are derived from anthropology,
science and technology studies (STS) (Akrich 1992), as well as postcolo-
nial studies (Anderson 2002). Speci�cally, I use socio-cultural approaches
to show the implications of colonial policies in the current shift to tax
digitalisation. This is important since most tax research has up to now
focused mainly on either tax law, economics, or accounting perspectives
(Björklund Larsen 2016). Anthropologists have explored many of the far-
reaching consequences that colonialism has had and continues to have
across the globe, with attention paid to the deepening social inequality
across postcolonial state (Comaroff & Comaroff 1999), nostalgias for an
imaginary past of colonial or pre-colonial sociality (Werbner 2008), and
the postcolonial fruits of nationalism (Spivak 1999). These many foci are
not only an effect of the different postcolonial contexts they address, but
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are also rooted in divergent analyses of the local impact of global
discourses on issues like democracy and development.

Building on Ann Stoler’s (2018) argument on imperial debris which
explores the processes through which imperial power occupies the pre-
sent, this chapter understands the current tax structures as a result of
assemblages left behind by colonial debris. I argue that the colonial
administration was extractive in its revenue collection and disregarded
the fact that most of the country’s inhabitants could not afford to pay
taxes. Those caught not paying either the head or hut tax were found to
be in contempt of colonial laws and suffered severe penalties.
In response, people developed a fear of the colonial administration, but
also found innovative ways of paying or avoiding taxes (Gardner 2012;
Waris 2010). Stoler’s argument challenges postcolonial studies to attend
to the colonial aftermaths, as well as their traces on the material environ-
ment and people’s bodies and minds.

I contend that the tax systems in postcolonial countries like Kenya are
not independent of colonial rationales and structures. My ethnographic
material demonstrates how the debris of colonial policies is present in the
current digitalisation of tax administration, speci�cally within the e-�ling
systems used by taxpayers. The new policies are modelled on colonial
taxation logics and remain extractive and coercive in nature (Fjeldstad
2001). The system is marked by a legacy that is built on empowering
those who were seen as being loyal to the colonial administration and
marginalising those who were not. The current instantiation of this
echoes back through the history of infrastructure, as I will show, and
after independence the railroads were used to empower certain commu-
nities while leaving others behind.

ITax

‘ITax makes me feel Stupid!’ exclaimed Mary,2 a young woman I met at
lunch while conducting my research. How could ITax make her feel
stupid? ITax, as its strapline suggests, is envisioned by the KRA as a
service that is simple, swift, and secure – it claims to be easy to use. Mary
continued, ‘It’s not that I cannot use it, it is just that if I make one
mistake, it takes me back 15 steps.’ She explained that the system seemed
digital, but when you logged on, it took you to an Excel sheet reminiscent

2 All names in this chapter are pseudonyms, to protect the identity of my informants due to
the sensitivity of the data gathered.
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of accounting. The Excel sheet, according to Mary, was quite complicated
to use. Mary argued that the Excel sheet being used was outdated and on
a previous day, having spent an hour in front of her computer, she had
given up and gone to a cybercafé where she had hoped to access help with
�lling in the spreadsheet from the staff. However, the help was not free,
and the attendant present had very limited knowledge on using ITax.
‘Sitting in a cybercafé and spending money to make tax returns does not
make sense,’ she explained.

At �rst glance, ITax seems quite easy to use. But according to Mary, it
becomes harder to use once one logs in. It is important to note that the
platform is in English, excluding most of the population who speak
Kiswahili, or one of the �fty-two other languages spoken in Kenya.
Despite being a civil servant and having her taxes deducted through
PAYE (pay as you earn),3 the law still required Mary to �le tax returns.
The stated reason for this was to offer the taxpayer the opportunity to
present any deductibles for which they are eligible. Mary said that she
normally considered herself tech savvy; however, the process of using
ITax made her feel stupid.

Mary was not alone, and most of my informants had to use mediators
to �le their taxes, and in most cases, they made mistakes, especially if
they got help from a cybercafé attendant. Cybercafé attendants, like most
ICT specialists working on tax in Kenya, had received little or no training
on ITax at the time of my data collection. The KRA has stated that they
had planned to offer training, but this had not happened between
2017 and 2018 during my data collection. If Mary, as well as other
well-educated professionals I had met, felt that it was complex, who
was the imagined user of ITax?

The establishment of ITax in Kenya is connected to the ideas held by
international policymakers like the United Nations (UN) that technology
should solve the �nancing for the development crisis. In the adoption of
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015, the UN, among
other policy-making bodies, argued that technology could help spiral
economic growth. In the next section, I will discuss how the turn to
technology for economic growth within taxation is related to global and
colonial rationale.

3 The ‘pay as you earn’ (PAYE) in Kenya is a method of deducting income tax from salaries
and wages and applies to all income from any of�ce or employment. Thus PAYE applies to
weekly wages, monthly salaries, annual salaries, bonuses, commissions, directors’ fees, and
any other income from an of�ce or employment.
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The Infrastructural Turn in Tax Policy?

In recent years, global policymakers like the UN and the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) have facilitated the
production of global tax knowledge that is considered ‘exportable’ to
countries in the global south, the latest wave being the use of technology
in tax administration. The problem, however, is that developing coun-
tries, according to Moore et al. (2018), have been signi�cantly absent
from international rule-making, undoubtedly disadvantaging them.
Their lack of input in policy design has therefore disallowed them from
developing models that are representative of their realities on the ground.
These polices are modelled on countries with stronger economies, also
known as the global north. Nicholas Kaldor (1963) estimated that coun-
tries needed to generate a �scal revenue �ow of at least 25–30 per cent of
their gross domestic product to become developed, a �gure that is
arguably unachievable for most developing nations.

The prescriptions for a ‘good tax’ policy that were dispensed to
developing countries by consultants and donors were based on Western
notions of economic development. The idea of ‘good’ tax is adopted and
used for social, political, and economic engineering (Bahl & Bird 2008).
Joseph Stiglitz (1998: 13) summarised the characteristics of a good tax
system as ef�ciency in the allocation of resources, simplicity, and inex-
pensive to administer. Moreover, such systems should be �exible, trans-
parent, and fair insofar as the treatment of the taxpayers (Stiglitz 1998:
13). International experts in taxation, like the OECD, recommend the use
of digitalisation in tax administration because they assume that technol-
ogy will increase tax compliance (OECD 2005).

Despite Kenya not being an OECD member country, it is affected
directly by the OECD’s recommendations since various policy-making
institutions like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World
Bank donors tend to recommend OECD policies to their recipient coun-
tries, working on the assumption that this will make them more �nancially
responsible (OECD 2005). However, while these recommendations might
work well in the countries after which they are modelled (based perhaps on
the trust that exists in these countries between states and citizens and high
existing compliance rates), in countries like Kenya the digital shift was far
more dif�cult. The recommendations were based on faulty assumptions
about levels of e-literacy and e-readiness in developing contexts. In reality,
the Kenyan population faced and faces signi�cant barriers to accessing
infrastructures, such as the Internet, computers, and electricity.
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The adoption of ITax echoes Kenya’s colonial legacy in profound
ways. The underlying assumption of ITax was that it could help increase
domestic revenues, which in turn would lead to economic development
(Elmi 2021). However, its implementation revealed that it was discon-
nected from the reality that the country was not infrastructurally ready.
The story of ITax demonstrates that the goalpost for achieving develop-
ment and modernity is constantly shifting, making it near impossible for
Kenya to ‘succeed’ at development; moreover, the bad �t of these devel-
opment projects resulted in the marginalisation of some communities
and widened the gap between the rich and the poor in the country (Elmi
2021). By looking back at Kenya’s history of taxes, we can understand
how past tax practices are present in the contemporary shift to the
digitalisation of taxation, the debris of colonialism ever present. The
question emerging from this is: how is ITax shaped by colonial structures
and rationales? This question is explored in the following section.

The History of Taxes in Kenya

The �scal element of empire building by the British colonialists has
profoundly shaped tax institutions in postcolonial states. The revenue
imperative of African colonial governments was a precondition for
establishing European hegemony, since it not only provided the neces-
sary resources, but also symbolised the authority and legitimacy of the
colonial state (Gardner 2012). Unpacking historical revenue logics is
therefore central to analysing how previous �scal structures have shaped
Kenya’s current tax system and the subsequent efforts to modernise
through technology. Gardner argues that it is important to understand
the historical aspects of colonial �scal systems in Africa because taxation
was one of the most contentious issues that shaped the expansion of the
colonies (2012: 210; see also Moore, Brautigam, & Fjelstad 1998). A large
portion of resources and manpower of colonial administrations were
directed to the collection of taxes and shaping relations with the
governed. The British, who mainly used the tactic of divide and rule,
employed, among other things, tax exemptions for certain tribes, leading
to the empowerment of some communities seen as loyal to the colonial
administration and the marginalisation of those disloyal. This distin-
guishing of the ‘natives’ was quite clear among Kenyans, whereby those
who were loyal were settled along the railroad and fertile areas, while
those who were not were relegated to semi-arid and arid areas, where
they continue to reside today (Elmi 2021).
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The colonial state lacked the capacity to enforce compliance among its
African subjects, ruling most of the empire as protectorates. The protect-
orates were monitored at a distance with almost no balances or checks on
the elites who were tasked with revenue collection. The colonial power
sought the path of least resistance by resorting to cutting expenses rather
than increasing revenues (Gardner 2012). Reciprocity here was almost
non-existent, since all the money was channelled to pay for the colonial
administration. The idea that taxes paid by citizens would be in exchange
for services rendered by the tax authority was almost utopic since very
little was expected from, and even less was offered by, the state. Current
tax digitalisation policies are not built upon social relations that are
generally considered important in upholding tax cultures, such as trust
or reciprocity. Rather in a postcolonial Kenya, they are built on coercive
and extractive modes of collecting taxes.

Another important aspect of the history of colonial �scal systems is
that the administration was uninterested in institution building.
Acemoglu, Johnson, & Robinson argue that colonial governments were
not committed to the development and growth of institutions because
they governed based on assumed economic value rather than state or
democracy building (2001: 685).4 In the arid and semi-arid areas, as
described in colonial policies, the assumed economic output was low.
This led to the minimal reinvestment of government resources into what
was deemed unproductive areas and groups, despite the presence of
strong informal economies in many of these areas.

The public infrastructural projects that did go ahead had three main
purposes: military domination, mining, and the transportation of cash
crops (Jedwab, Kerby, & Morad 2017). The railway was built to exercise
‘effective control’ in the Scramble for Africa, as well as to dispatch troops
for better control of the local population. The railway lines in Kenya were
built to reach the interior to further European mining interest, as well as
to connect agriculturally rich areas. The colonisers expected the railroads
to pay for themselves because they had limited budgets, thereby
prompting the administrators to put pressure on colonies to extract
revenues from their subjects.

This extractive and coercive nature of revenue generation is evident
today in making ITax mandatory despite most people lacking access to

4 Here, economic value refers to the economic output of a region and mostly it is deter-
mined by their contribution to the national economy based on revenues and
even employment.
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the necessary infrastructure needed to use it. The use of technology as a
driver of modernity in African countries has, since colonialism, been
associated with the habits, thoughts, and sociality of colonialism
(Schnitzler 2016). In discussing apartheid techno-politics in South Africa,
Schnitzler argues that colonial modernity was materialised in infrastruc-
ture and techniques like railroads, unlike in the West where the notion of
modernity was instead linked to regimes of modern citizenship (2016:
432). This rationale is one that believes that knowledge models ‘can easily
travel the world, enlightening the lives of people everywhere’ (World Bank
2008). Since the end of colonialism, nearly every decade has been marked
by celebrations of a new technology as a means of overcoming the long-
lasting problems faced in postcolonial countries (Alzouma 2005). The era
of tractors, he argues, was replaced with the era of broadcasting and
television, now being replaced by the era of ICTs.

The colonial administration rewarded the ‘natives’ deemed as econom-
ically viable. This viability was evaluated based on their revenue poten-
tials. They were provided with infrastructure and access to fertile lands
that they could farm. These farms were located along Kenya’s rift valley
and the farmers chosen from the Kikuyu tribe were favoured, giving
them access to participating in the colonial economy no matter how
small-scale it was (Elmi 2021). They paid taxes from their earnings, but
were also able to practise subsistence farming for their families. These
areas are now high-earning cities that yield high tax revenues. Fast
forward to the modern era, and Kenya’s digitalisation practices are now
built according to the capability of these same areas that were infrastruc-
turally empowered in colonial times. In some places I visited in these
wealthier regions, residents had even been offered free wi-� zones where
they could use the services to connect to the various government
e-platforms. They had also contracted another local company to merge
their county taxes to the national ITax system so that they could make
e-�lings ef�cient and simpler for their citizens.

Digitalising Tax in Kenya

The shift to digitalisation in taxation has been happening concurrently in
both developed and developing countries. Digitalisation, as used in this
chapter, is the transformation of government services from analogue to
digital platforms. In theory, Kenya’s shift to digitalisation would help the
country rapidly progress through development stages by connecting it to
global tax systems. The Kenyan government has been modernising its tax
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administration since 1986 as taxation remains its largest source of rev-
enue (Institute of Certi�ed Public Accountants of Kenya (ICPAK) 2012).
In 2014, Kenya earned its place in the top ten economies in Africa,
according to the World Bank. However, the World Bank �gures also
estimate that 51 per cent of its 48.6 million population live in extreme
poverty (World Bank 2008). The statistics show that despite its tax
potential, there is a large tax gap.5 Prior to 1995, the country’s tax system
faced several major challenges, like high tax evasion and complex struc-
tures, that made it dif�cult to administer taxation (Moyi & Ronge 2006).

Responding to these challenges, in 1995 the government established
the KRA as a semi-autonomous organisation. The main purpose of its
establishment was to enhance the mobilisation of revenue, improve tax
administration, and strengthen the sustainability of tax (Kerandi 2015).
In 2004, the KRA adopted the Revenue Administration Reforms and
Modernisation Program (RARMP). The main goal of RARMP was to
transform the KRA into a modern, fully integrated, and client-focused
organisation using technology (KRA 2004).

This rapid shift from manual to digital tax collection provoked lots of
speculative discussions in the media, which plays an important role in
informing citizens. Social media especially was �lled with rumours of
what the rapid implementation would mean for the taxpayer and what its
repercussions might be. These included discussions that they suspected it
was a trap that would be used to ‘punish’ those who are going to be seen
as non-compliant. They discussed that there would likely be confusion
about how one could register and use the system (a fear that turned out
to be well-founded). ITax was seen as one of the many initiatives that
really did not take the users’ needs into account, and many were con-
cerned that they were not given enough time to understand the system
before it was made mandatory. This proved true in and by 2016 there was
still confusion amongst the population about what platform one was to
register with, as well as with what tax numbers, as taxpayers had to get
new tax numbers on the new ITax platform.

ITax was not the KRA’s �rst attempt at digitalisation. The Information
Technology Management System (ITMS) was implemented in 2004, and
according to the KRA it was replaced with ITax in 2014 because it was
not interactive and was unpopular among the taxpayers (KRA 2004).
With ITMS, taxpayers had to physically visit the KRA to pay their taxes.

5 http://povertydata.worldbank.org/poverty/country/KEN
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When new personal tax numbers were introduced, taxpayers, as many
had feared, were informed through newspaper articles that they would
neither be able to access their digital tax nor their other e-citizen services
(like health services) if they did not apply for the new tax PINs (Personal
Identi�cation Number). With the introduction of ITax, KRA indeed
deactivated all taxpayers who were still on the old platform. This left
swathes of taxpayers unable to access their bank accounts, and even their
health accounts, as all the e-services in the country were connected to the
taxpayers’ PIN.

The onus of knowing and changing their PINs from the older system,
ITMS, to ITax was placed on the taxpayers. Those with whom
I interacted during my �eldwork were confused because they had regis-
tered on ITMS and did not fully comprehend that they had to re-register
on ITax and get a new PIN. As one taxpayer told me ‘If I was indeed not
complying, why have I been paying taxes?’6 The KRA, due to signi�cant
pressure from the public, decided to reactivate ITMS to resolve the crisis.
Many research participants – especially older citizens or those who were
not on these platforms – expressed to me that they had been caught
unaware. This even led to lawsuits where several business owners claimed
that the bungled ITMS to ITax shift had cost their businesses millions of
Kenyan shillings.

The current digitalisation project of ITax, is shaped by colonial ration-
ales and relations, both in terms of its implementation and how it has
been received by taxpayers. Through ITax, the historically dif�cult rela-
tionship between taxpayers and the tax authority has been brought into
the present. This includes feelings of distrust and fear, since many
research participants expressed a disbelief that ITax was created to make
taxpaying easier for them. They connected the complexity of ITax to a
broader approach of the KRA to always �nd ways to make tax adminis-
tration easier, but taxpaying harder. The lack of user approaches in
design, for instance by making it incompatible with the basic systems
like the Unstructured Supplementary Service Data (USSD),7 excluded
taxpayers without digital access.

It is important to emphasise that when the KRA implemented and
made mandatory ITax, my research participants translated these policies

6 Excerpt taken from interviews conducted after the deactivation.
7 USSD, sometimes referred to as ‘quick codes’ or ‘feature codes’, is a communications

protocol used by GSM cellular telephones to communicate with the mobile network
operator’s computers. This makes USSD more responsive than services that use SMS.
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as being oppressive, an experience which deterred many from complying,
while others complied minimally, as reported in The Revenue Collection
and Economic Justice: Kenya National Tax Outlook Survey-2021 (RCEJ).8

The RCEJ report concludes that there is signi�cant evidence of tax
avoidance, with many people exploiting legal loopholes to avoid paying.
Whilst tax avoidance may be rife, we should pay attention to the systemic
context which discourages tax compliance, rather than focus on acts of
avoidance. To illustrate this better I will continue to explore, in the next
section, how the current implementation of digitalisation of taxes is
based on colonial understandings of infrastructure as an important
component of tax administration and redistribution. The examples
I explore below further demonstrate how taxpayers in marginalised
communities were left behind with the digitalisation project due to
colonial policies.

The Railway and the Digital Superhighway

After giving a talk on my PhD project at the University of Nairobi where
I was a visiting researcher, a law student walked up to me claiming that
the digitalisation of tax was not only unfair due to the lack of necessary
infrastructure as I had claimed, but as an extension of the colonial legacy
of infrastructure. The student was amazed that I was discussing digitali-
sation without understanding that infrastructures like railways and the
fact that �bre-optic connectivity was not extended to some regions. The
latter made sense to me immediately; however, the connection between
the digitalisation of tax and the railway infrastructure was not as clear.

The law student, who hailed from a marginalised area, explained that
the policies used to implement ITax were based on imagined understand-
ings of economic viability. This prompted the government to invest in
the areas deemed as viable. The government adopted this rationale from
the colonial administration which had empowered certain tribes who
lived in the highland areas where the railway had been established. What
this means is that the areas that had developed along the railway would
have greater opportunities to develop than those disconnected. In other
words, infrastructure like electricity and water would be abundant and
scarce in the areas connected and disconnected, respectively.

8 www.eataxgovernance.net/revenue-collection-and-economic-justice-kenya-national-tax-
outlook-survey-2021/
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I visited Isiolo, a semi-arid town situated beyond the end of the
railway, one of the many areas that is ‘disconnected’ and to which the
law student had referred. On my journey, I noticed a difference in
topography and overall development between the areas along the railway
line and this town. The area was quite dusty, and it was dif�cult to
connect it to green leafy towns I had passed through. At the time of
my �eldwork in 2017, the town still lacked connection to the national
�bre-optic internet grid that would give access to faster internet.
My phone had bad coverage there, despite it being a smartphone.
I discovered that only certain areas of the town had third-generation
internet coverage (3G), something that was quite common in Nairobi
and Kiambu. How would such weak internet connections affect the
mandatory digitalisation of taxes through e-�lings? I asked this question
at the local KRA of�ce. The visit revealed very low levels of service for
ITax and I was told several times that their connections were weak, since
they too relied on mobile connectivity to provide services to taxpayers.
They would buy data bundles from their service provider to access
government services.

Some locals I interviewed were unable to connect to services at all
because they lacked the skills and equipment, like smartphones, to access
the services. Some people revealed that they travelled to a town an hour
away, Nyanyuki, to use the digital �ling system. Nyanyuki is ironically
the end of the railway. In other words, the ease of using the technology
stopped at the end of the railway infrastructure. It was therefore unsur-
prising that Isiolo was a county that generated very low revenues – the
government had not found an ef�cient way of taxing them. Most of the
businesses in the area were informal and many of them were involved in
the agri-pastoralism sector. Their sector served 70 per cent of Kenya’s
livestock needs, yet they were overlooked as potential taxpayers.

Areas like Isiolo were impacted by colonial policies, such as the 1920
‘closed door policy’, as well as the post-independence 1965
SESSIONAL10 PAPER.9 These two policies deemed the semi-arid and
arid areas as being economically unviable and so suggested that only
areas along the railways were worth investment. Here, resources were
ploughed into cash crops as well as technology to make the areas
successful. One of the towns included in my study, Kiambu, was favoured
by the colonial administration, making it one of the richest counties in

9 https://repository.kippra.or.ke/handle/123456789/1758
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Kenya despite it not being too far from Isiolo. In addition, the colonial
administration sidelined these areas due to so-called disloyalty. People
there were regarded as rebels if they wished to move around with their
livestock. The government’s attempt to have them settle and embrace
farming failed because they remained committed to nomadic livelihoods.
Their resistance to colonial attempts to domesticate them came at a price
that is still being felt. While digitalisation might appear as the epitome of
�scal modernity, it is rooted in colonial �scal and infrastructural history.

The second issue arising from the colonial aftermath in the �eld of tax
digitalisation is the understanding of the taxpayer as a collective. Early
theorists of tax compliance believed that non-compliance was economic-
ally motivated (Allingham & Sandmo 1972), while more recently, some
theorists believe it is based on social values such as perceptions of
fairness, norms, and intentions (Wenzel 2005). While the motives behind
tax evasion are clearly varied, solutions seem to treat taxpayers as homo-
geneous collectives through the standardisation of inventions like in the
�nancing for development movement as introduced in this chapter to
ensure that countries like Kenya can increase their domestic revenues
(Elmi 2021). Madeline Akrich’s case of the photoelectric lighting kit
travelling from France to some African countries showed how challenges
arose when technologies travel whilst their designers remain in the
countries of origin (Akrich 1992: 211). For instance, those who dealt
with installing and maintaining the photoelectric kits were confronted
with considerable dif�culties – like batteries and the outputs not working
in the locale, things that were not considered when the technology was
designed without the ‘other’ in mind (Akrich 1992: 211). This is one
illuminating example of how a cookie-cutter approach to development
may fail to consider local particularities, particularities that make or
break the technology in question.

The colonial debris in the digitalisation of tax in Kenya is made visible
through the reproduction of the colonial rationale of using technology to
develop the ‘underdeveloped’ without understanding the impact of
implementing ideas and templates that do not �t.

Conclusion

In Kenya, technology and infrastructures have continued to be fetishised
as a medium of development and modernity (Elmi 2021), dividing areas
into economically valuable or unvaluable, like in the case of the two
towns, Kiambu and Isiolo, where the former was a recipient of colonial
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railroad infrastructures subsidies for enhancing the growth of agriculture
in the region, and the latter being rejected for participating in economic
activities that were considered economically unviable. This is now visible
in how these two counties perform economically in the present day. The
colonial rationale in awarding certain areas infrastructures and using
economic policies that favour some and marginalise others contributes
to and in�uences how platforms like ITax perform and represent the
taxpayers in practice.

The turn to technology for development is not a new phenomenon,
but rather an inherited colonial rationale that viewed infrastructures and
technologies as ‘gifted to the natives’. These ‘gifts’ were thought to create
loyalties, while also rewarding the natives that were seen as cooperating
with the colonial administration. My doctoral research demonstrated
that this sowed economic divisions within the country, characterising
some taxpayers as ‘taxable’, thereby affording them the luxury of
belonging to the colony, while others were relegated as ‘untaxable’ and
so excluded from the nation’s economy. The two categories were pre-
determined under British colonial rule and are still being used to ration-
alise infrastructural and economic development in these respective areas
(Elmi 2021: 173).

In countries with such a colonial past, where taxes were the corner-
stone of the administration, current relationships between the taxpayers
and tax administration continue to be characterised by colonial politics.
The coercive and extractive nature of colonial tax policies is again
reinvented in practice, like in Isiolo, where digital taxes were only the
most recent form of infrastructural exclusion. The digital platform of
ITax, like those elsewhere in developing countries, builds upon the
existing norms and values in society, like colonial governance logics.
Colonial �scal policies created persistent and huge economic disparities,
as demonstrated with the case of Isiolo. The digitalisation process con-
tinues the same tracks as the colonial polices empowering those con-
nected, while further marginalising those already marginalised. The
complexity of the ITax system was a clear indication that the system’s
designers did not really take the taxpayer into account, in terms of local
IT literacy or ICT access. The concept of debris allows us to understand
how colonial polices that were coercive and extractive can still feature in
a postcolonial digitalisation policy. Mandatory tax digitalisation simul-
taneously assumes a reality of tech-savvy individuals and digital access
across regions, and knows that this is not the case and so condones the
further marginalisation of the economically unviable. Unless digitalisation
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policies reckon with the country’s history and current infrastructural
reality, ITax, and other projects in Vision 2030, will continue to divide
the country and exclude much of the population.
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10

Fiscal Citizenship, Assimilation, and Colonial
Governance in Settler States
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Tax is on the move as a key concept in several disciplines. Rather than
viewing tax and taxation regimes as narrowly legal or mechanical,
approaches in disciplines such as anthropology, history, sociology,
and socio-legal studies, put tax in the foreground as an important
element of state building and political life. In these studies, scholars
have examined a wide range of empirical settings that demonstrate how
tax mediates citizenship regimes, structures ideas about fairness and
reciprocity, and facilitates colonial dispossession and racialisation.
While tax has been examined in the context of colonialism, as a
corollary, very little scholarship has taken an explicit lens through
which to understand the life, politics, and mechanics of tax and taxation
systems. This chapter builds towards a theoretical approach to under-
standing tax, speci�cally in settler colonial contexts, wherein states seek
to not only exploit land, but to eliminate Indigenous nations. This lens
lends itself to re-casting or revisioning the various normative elements
that are embedded in the social analysis of tax, but also has a practical
application in seeing tax as a fundamentally constitutive element of
colonial expansion, and ongoing settler colonial sedimentation, and
speci�cally sees tax as part of the mundane infrastructure of colonialism
(Pasternak et al. 2023). Decolonising approaches to objects of inquiry
necessarily are oriented towards Indigenous sovereignties (Pictou
2020), interrupting colonial modes of knowledge production (Tuhiwai
Smith 2012), move away from sanitising the violence of mundane
infrastructures of colonialism (Pasternak et al. 2023), and a realisation
that taxes – authored by colonial powers – cannot be ‘decolonized’ by
state proclamation (Pictou 2020).

This chapter takes a broad de�nition of tax, moving away from formal
and legalistic avenues of revenue extraction, in line with the anthropol-
ogy of tax, which has tended to expand the �eld of view, away from tax as
only formal legal mechanisms, or part of a relationship rooted in social
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contract (Bäumer Escobar 2020; Likhovski 2007; Makovicky & Smith
2020; Preston 1989; Sheild Johansson 2020). The approach pursued in
this chapter focuses primarily on the idea of tax, and the mobilisation of
‘taxpayer subjectivity’ as a technique of settler colonial governance. The
chapter is organised as follows: �rst, I discuss some recent literature that
has examined the relationship between colonialism and tax. Second,
I offer some re�ections on what a ‘decolonizing’ approach looks like in
relation to tax; in line with critical Indigenous understandings of decol-
onisation (Pictou 2020; Tuhiwai Smith 2012), this should not be mis-
taken as a metaphor for inclusion in the settler state (Tuck & Yang 2012).
The chapter makes a theoretical argument for the necessity of thinking
through tax with a lens that (1) speci�cally respects the sovereignty of
Indigenous nations and (2) offers a critique of how tax operates to erode
that sovereignty through ongoing federal missives to install private prop-
erty regimes on First Nations reserves in Canada. Third, I turn to the case
study from my empirical work that demonstrates the theoretical import-
ance of critical Indigenous perspectives on tax. It involves the legal
constitution of Canada’s First Nations Financial Transparency Act
(FNFTA) in relation to its attempts to reform First Nations governance
towards what Turner (2006) calls ‘white paper liberalism’. The federal
government organised the data procured from the FNFTA ‘taxpayer’
ethos amongst citizens of First Nations through the publicisation of
First Nations band salary details and audits. This taxpayer ethos for the
federal government was meant to simultaneously encourage First
Nations citizens to critique their governments rather than the federal
government, but also to increase the salience of privatisation of property,
with the ultimate eye to opening more territory for resource extraction.
In short, this approach to tax illuminates how �scal relations expand the
�eld of vision of colonial states by tying together citizenship subjectiv-
ities, taxation, and private property.

Tax and Colonialism

There is a growing concern over the role of tax as a constitutive element
of empire and colonial expansion, as a much-needed reminder of the
�scal politics at the centre of global racial capitalism (Brown 2022;
Carrillo 2020; Henricks & Seamster 2017; Lumba 2022) and the politics
of global tax policy wherein tax functions as an extension of empire
(Bhambra 2022; Dick 2015), state planning initiatives (Scott 1998), or
racialised parables about tax havens (Dean & Waris 2020). The domain
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of tax and colonialism has been a marginal concern, especially compared
with other colonial governance tactics, but as recent research demon-
strates (Bush & Maltby 2004; Elmi this volume; Kauppinen this volume;
Roitman 2007; Sheild Johansson 2018, 2020; Willmott 2020, 2022; Zahnd
2022), tax should be considered central to colonialism as a historical
process, postcolonial geographic contexts, and as I demonstrate here,
settler colonial contexts. Sheild Johansson (2018) points out how the
Bolivian state has approached taxation as a method of ‘inclusion’ into the
state project, an attempt to make Indigenous people in Bolivia into
taxpayers by an Indigenous-led left government. Roitman (2007), and
Bush and Maltby (2004) have examined tax in colonial contexts in
African states – how the state makes itself legitimate in pursuit of
colonialist extraction and settlement, though Bush and Maltby contest
the notion that tax should be seen as a successful method of subjectiva-
tion. Literature more situated in postcolonial studies demonstrates the
extractive role of taxation in constituting colonialism in place, but also
the transference of revenue from one colony to another. Elmi shows
how contemporary tax systems in Kenya are ‘modelled on colonial
taxation logics’ (page 224, this volume) that amount to a continuance
of extractive tax practices. Patnaik (2017) and Bhambra (2020, 2022)
suggest that certain forms of tax imposed by the ‘metropole’ fall under
the category of ‘colonial drain’ – tactics whereby imperial empires such as
Britain raised revenue in a colony that was reallocated for use by the
empire outside of the colony. Not only does this raise the spectre of
showing the colonial extraction of resources, of labour, and people, but
also of the value that those colonial capitalist enterprises produced.
In India, Britain taxed land, opium, and salt to �nance its colonial and
industrial expansion throughout its many settler colonies (Bhambra
2020: 7).

These contributions tell us much about how tax and colonialism
interact in relation to capitalism and extraction. However, I point out
that there are two key missing elements from existing understandings of
tax and colonialism. First, by focusing only on the extractive capacities
of tax, scholars can miss the productive elements of tax in colonial
regimes. That is, that tax does not just simply extract, but that rather it
also generates models of citizenship, resistance, and subjectivities that
shape political conduct. It is this ‘productivity’ that my case study will
illuminate later in this chapter. Second, scholarship should attend to
ongoing relationships between Indigenous nations, settler colonialism
and tax as a technique of citizenship (see also Willmott 2022; Vicol
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2020). This is emphasised by demonstrating the ongoing deleterious
effects of capital accumulation on Indigenous land (Pasternak 2015) or
the building of the welfare state in the west at the behest of former
colonies (Bhambra 2022), or colonial debt (Dick 2015). Bhambra’s
(2022) and Ogle’s (2020) historical work shows how these dynamics
are ongoing constitutive elements of exploitation. I suggest, in comple-
ment to this literature, that it is important to note that in settler colonies,
political regimes that exist to replace Indigenous nations and populations
are still in operation. Focusing on either the histories of tax or the
residues of these histories in postcolonial states can provide important
concepts and theories. But an approach solely focused on these contexts
would overlook that tax remains as an ongoing tool of sovereignty
exercised by settler colonial states like Canada and the United States
(EagleWoman 2007; Kiel 2019; Neszo 2020; Parent 2020; Pedri-Spade
2016; Simpson 2014; Willmott 2022; Zahnd 2022) against Indigenous
nations in various ways. In previous work (Willmott 2022), I have shown
how in the present that tax operates effectively as a form of white
property that presupposes the legitimacy of white political domination,
and the illegitimacy of Indigenous resistance and nationhood. As a settler
colonial state, where the colonising polities did not just see the land as a
site of exploitation, but sought to eliminate and replace the population,
tax and �scal processes in Canada have played speci�c roles in sedimen-
tation of these relations.

First Nations people in what is currently Canada were ‘exempted’ from
paying tax on on-reserve property, and some sales and excise taxes in the
Indian Act. The source of this exemption �ows from various political and
jurisprudential interpretations from treaty relationships, sedimented
crown-Indigenous legal relationships that respected nation-to-nation
relations, but also settler colonial political ideas that regarded First
Nations as wards of the state, and unready for the ‘civilizing’ status that
bureaucrats felt tax carried (Bartlett 1992; Bryan 2020; Heaman 2013;
Willmott 2020; Zahnd 2022). Historically, some provinces, such as
British Columbia, fought vociferously over the right to tax status
Indians, which the province’s governor at the time suggested would help
in the ‘civilization’ process (Heaman 2013). Section 87 of the Indian Act,
the omnibus legislation that governs the relationship between Canada
and First Nations, is not the only source of tax-related contention for
First Nations, and it has only been over the last forty years that court
decisions have solidi�ed some of these limited rights to not be taxed. But,
as policy analysts have pointed out, there are other ways that �scal
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policies have been used to erode Indigenous rights and Indigenous
sovereignty (Diabo 2017; Pasternak 2015, 2016). These ongoing dynamics
require that scholars grapple with what tax has meant in settler colonial
contexts.

Decolonising Tax?

In settler states, the common assumption that the ‘colonial era’ is over
mysti�es ongoing political relationships between Indigenous nations and
settler states, and the relationship between colonialism and extractive
capitalism. Looking at tax in this way allows us to see the direct strategic
state attempts to undermine Indigenous sovereignty as a legal tactic, or to
construct tax and taxpaying as benevolent acts of ‘good citizenship’. The
approach I think with here illuminates how in many cases, tax is an
imposition of settler colonial states onto Indigenous nations, and sees tax
as not only nation-building, but nation-eliminating.

Indian Affairs – the bureaucracy in Canada that enforces the Indian
Act – has long been enamoured by the notion of tax as a currency of
civilising citizenship for Indigenous peoples. Examining how tax can be
imagined outside the realm of an af�rmative liberal state-building project
must be a part of decolonising how we think about tax, and what tax
might mean for Indigenous sovereignty. For example, Tait (2017) has
examined how First Nations have legally navigated the imposition of tax
through treaty relations and EagleWoman (2007) has charted out how
tax can be used in the context of assertions of sovereignty. The object of
this chapter is to complicate how tax is used as settler colonial strategy,
and for those purposes, anti-colonial modes of thought are not a call for
inclusion (Tuhiwai Smith 2012), or reproducing liberal politics of recog-
nition. By rethinking the politics of taxation from an Indigenous per-
spective, we need to ‘unsettle’ (Tuck & Yang 2012) the analysis of it,
contest its legitimacy, and to recast tax around material dispossession of
Indigenous territory (EagleWoman 2007). Tax, while often seen as a
method of democratic collective-making, should not be shielded from
political scrutiny where it is required. The approach pursued here takes
seriously what it means to say that tax in settler colonial states functions
as a technology of citizenship, making up both Indigenous, and settler
taxpayers (Willmott 2022).

Audra Simpson points out quite simply, ‘to be taxed, is to be a citizen’
(2008: 212). For those who belong to Indigenous nations, tax authorised
by and for Canada is akin to paying for one’s own colonisation. For those
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who are committed to the idea of Indigenous nationhood, be that a
Squamish nationhood or a Mi’kmaq nationhood, tax is one of the further
methods that the Canadian state might use to make new Canadians. Tax
has the reciprocal power to assimilate, and make citizens. As Bush and
Maltby observe, taxation occupies a special place in the imaginaries of
both liberal and leftist readings of history: ‘From the perspective of the
colonised, the history of taxation is part of the Marxist/liberal universalist
history of progress’ (2004: 7). While research has attended to the role of
tax as a component of colonial government in various contexts (Buhr
2011; Bush & Maltby 2004; Kauppinen this volume; Neu & Graham
2006; Roitman 2007; Sheild Johansson 2018), there has been little empir-
ical attention, and even less theoretical attention paid to taxation and
settler colonialism, especially in contemporary scholarship. Indigenous
policy analysts such as Kahnawake Mohawk Russ Diabo (2017) have paid
attention to the role of taxation in Canada’s termination agenda in
relation to First Nations; Diabo points out that the notorious ‘White
Paper’ of 1969 that proposed the total legal assimilation of First Nations
had argued for the importance of tax. Other scholars have produced
scholarship on the ‘�scal warfare’ (Pasternak 2016) and �scalised racism
(Willmott 2022) that is at the heart of Indigenous–state relations in
Canada (see also Willmott & Skillings 2021).

I suggest that we should follow the caution of Martin, Mehrotra,
and Prasad (2009) – and not simply examine tax as one of the various
tools the state has at its disposal. By pointing out how tax could be
used as a tool of colonialism, is to treat tax as symptomatic, rather
than constitutive or generative. It ignores how tax secures colonial
possession (EagleWoman 2007), or how tax becomes one of the
political currencies of settler colonialism in the contemporary
(Willmott 2020, 2022), or the role of racialization in the past (Walsh
2018). And because of this, this approach requires a political ethic that
upends the assimilative drive that often comes with tax and the desire
to re�gure people through the lens of tax. Another element to consider
is that thinking about tax through this lens should not necessarily
limit us to thinking of the state, or only of relations that �ow from the
state. The state is but one entity in settler states that must be subjected
to analysis; there are a range of activities from Indigenous nations that
use tax to combat settler sovereignty (Zahnd 2022); centring the state
only rei�es it as the central object in research on tax, when there are
much broader cultural and political movements involved in shaping
the form of tax politics, such as municipalities (Kiel 2019), taxpayer
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groups (Willmott & Skillings 2021), worker collectives (Bäumer
Escobar 2020), political discourses (Williamson 2017), and the work
on the range of �scal citizenships (Guano 2010; Likhovski 2007;
Makovicky & Smith 2020). These re�ections on a decolonizing
approach to tax bring me to the case study that illuminates the politics
of tax and colonialism in Canada. This case examines the structure of
the FNFTA, as an attempt by the Canadian state to create ‘Indigenous
taxpayers’. My analysis shows that rather than creating an actual
material relationship of paying taxes to the state it constitutes a form
of governmentality in which people come to recon�gure their political
relationships with the state and their First Nations to be one primarily
experienced through a �scal lens.

The First Nations Financial Transparency Act

The FNFTA (Bill C-575) was �rst introduced in the House of Commons
as a private members Bill by a Conservative Member of Parliament in
2010. The Act requires First Nations to annually produce a set of consoli-
dated �nancial statements. The FNFTA attempts to standardise the
reporting and distribution of �nancial information – or rather in the
language of the government, ‘modernise’ how First Nations report their
�nances and subject them to a public-facing audit. Audits of consolidated
�nancial statements are a regular practice in First Nations governance; all
First Nations bands1 that are governed under the Indian Act have always
had to report their �nancial statements to Indigenous and Northern
Affairs Canada (INAC), spelled out in what are called ‘funding agree-
ments’ between Canada and individual First Nations. These agreements
already have heavy penalties for non-compliance, which have historically
and contemporarily served as tools of colonial �scal control (Neu &
Therrien 2003; Pasternak 2016).2 In a further expansion of disclosure
and transparency, the Act requires First Nations to prepare a schedule of
the salaries and bene�ts of chiefs and councillors which are then pub-
lished on a centralised website managed by INAC. This provision

1 Band governments are the Indian Act terminology for the basic unit of government in a
given First Nation.

2 This tradition is continued in the FNFTA, which contains a provision that empowers
INAC and the Minister of Indian Affairs to take punitive corrective action against errant
and non-compliant First Nation governments, primarily by withholding ‘non-emergency’
funds from ‘errant’ bands who refuse to report salaries or post their �nancial statements.
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transforms the information from an accounting reporting mechanism in
which audits and schedules of remuneration are used by INAC, to
information made transparent for consumption by ‘the public’, not just
the public of a given First Nation. All data required to be posted online
were already required to be submitted to INAC prior to the passage of the
FNFTA – in effect, the only change prescribed by the FNFTA was that
this data be made publicly available (Dyck 2013; Palmater 2011).

The FNFTA, or ‘ef�n’ FTA’, as it became known in Indigenous circles
(Harp 2015), was met with a great deal of resistance by a number of forces,
including First Nations governments who would be subjected to the Act’s
legal provisions, coalition organisations like the Assembly of First Nations
(AFN) that staunchly opposed the Bill on its constitutionality, and prom-
inent Indigenous political thinkers (Palmater 2014b) who came out
strongly against the Bill as an attack on Indigenous sovereignty. While
social policy scholars in Canada (McKeen & Porter 2003; Pulkingham &
Ternowetsky 1997) have generally focused on the retrenchment of the
welfare state during the Mulroney and Chretien governments, it is import-
ant to note that federal governments have ignored or underfunded treaty
obligations to First Nations for a far longer time in pursuit of �scal control
and elimination (Palmater 2014a). Historically, one example is through
Indian Agents who were tasked with exacting strict budgeting measures in
First Nations reserves, not only to reduce the ‘burden’ on the Indian
Department’s budget, but also to force Indigenous peoples to become
subjects of the market economy (Brownlie 2003; Shewell 2004). More
recent policy interventions have continued the Canadian legacy of aggres-
sive �scal parsimony, through emergency management (Dafnos 2018), and
�scal retrenchment in relation to First Nations social welfare (Palmater
2011). Mi’kmaq legal scholar Pamela Palmater described the FNFTA as an
attack that drew upon racist ideas about Indigenous leaders and politics.
She wrote that ‘presenting accountability legislation as the solution implies
that First Nations are the cause of their own poverty – a racist stereotype
Harper’s Conservatives use quite frequently to divide community
members from their leaders and Canadians from First Nations’
(Palmater 2014b). And indeed, as my research (Willmott 2022; Willmott
& Skillings 2021) has demonstrated, right wing political advocacy groups
had used the legislation and controversy around it to agitate for various
anti-Indigenous political goals, and to foment white possessive (Moreton-
Robinson 2015) ‘taxpayer’ outrage more generally against First Nations.
One of the effects of the FNFTA was to strongly coarsen, and reduce the
already tenuous understanding many Canadians have of First Nations
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governments – a key political goal that reduced citizenship to �scal
concerns, a point I continue to discuss in the next section.

Making ‘Indigenous Taxpayers’

As explained, INAC has long been enamoured by ideas around tax and
First Nations. It would be an error to entirely attribute this to a ‘revenue
desire’ – whereby the federal government wants to create colonial drains
to extract tax. As Simpson (2008, 2014) has shown, this idea has circu-
lated because of the potentiality of tax to solidify Canadian nationhood,
and to act as a form of political assimilation. The approach I describe
here shows how INAC instead has envisaged tax as a step toward
property rights on reserves, a long-term goal of INAC and the federal
government (Fabris 2018; Jobin 2020; Schmidt 2018). But for the federal
government to actually make this process real, it has to make the forms
of citizenship that would desire property and ownership amongst
Indigenous peoples. I contend here that promoting �scal citizenship –
making people into ‘taxpayers’ – was a strategic move by the federal
bureaucracy to start making subjects who would more readily see private
property as an acceptable political solution. The FNFTA was one of the
building blocks that would move First Nations people towards that
direction, by transforming how people who live on reserve as �scal
subjects that come to deal in market logics as a method for understanding
the operation of government. In this sense, the long-term goal of the
federal government of pursuing private property on reserves would be
made stronger by gaining consent of reserve residents, who in seeing
themselves as taxpayers, who would make neoliberal economic (Fabris
2018) decisions – and practise �scal citizenship (Guano 2010). In the
following section, I outline how the FNFTA relied on two processes to
produce information that would help to form taxpayer subjects. First,
I identify how the FNFTA harnessed ‘transparency’ by inviting compari-
son and measurement through the commensuration of �nancial data of
First Nations. Second, I show how the FNFTA rescaled citizenship by
redirecting critique away from the federal government and towards First
Nations band governments.

Commensuration

Commensuration, according to Wendy Espeland and Michael Sauder, is
‘characterized by the transformation of qualities into quantities that share
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a metric’ (2007: 16). In the case of the FNFTA, the process of commen-
suration was indeed about solving the problems of disparate accounting
standards and practices, and attempting to unite them under a single
rubric. This single process would streamline the labour-intensive surveil-
lance and monitoring process of collecting information from individual
bands, and would partly devolve and ‘democratise’ the responsibilities of
scrutinising. Examining the commensuration processes required by the
FNFTA demonstrates how transparency operates as a material legal
device that was directed towards Indigenous government of the self.
Bureaucrats at INAC have long desired that the department be slimmed
down, streamlined, and rationalised. The FNFTA represented a key
opportunity for the department to rationalise its operations and stand-
ardise First Nation �scal reportage. Prior to the FNFTA, all
accountability measures imposed on First Nations were negotiated indi-
vidually through funding agreements, in which reporting or auditing
standards might be different. The FNFTA commensurated these pro-
cesses by requiring that all First Nations �rst use the same accounting
standards and second, post them on a central website, rendering the data
from each band legible to each other – and comparable via ranking based
on these new centralised measures. An INAC bureaucrat explained the
department’s attempt to reform itself by reforming the way it collected
and enforced funding agreements:

We have 4000 FTEs [full-time equivalent employees] and were always
getting shots taken at us – ‘the department is this big bureaucratic
monster. Look at all the pork, and look at all the bureaucrats, blah blah
blah’. And you get that as much from the reform party types as you get it
from the Assembly of First Nations. Everybody uses us as a piñata . . . it
does not take long to �gure out, very very large number of those people,
FTEs we call them, were basically engaged in the constant churn of
negotiation, renewing, monitoring, enforcing funding agreements.

. . . statements were slightly different in different places, depending on
the accounting �rm, the expensing was done differently, things were
recorded differently, and in the mean time we wanted to do some
comparison. And people wanting to do comparison said ‘[inaudible]’.
It just made the whole performance measurement and evaluation thing
dif�cult in that sense.

Instead of being revealed only to INAC and band members, bands’
governance information and their audited �nancial statements and lead-
ership salaries were revealed to settlers and more ‘readily’ to band
members themselves. The department’s strategic attempt to standardise
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and measure the informational inputs according to a common set of
methods represented an institutional desire to better operationalize and
measure individual bands’ relationship to the internally used conception
of governance. One of the key ways that commensuration works is
through uniting and distinguishing relations. Writing about law school
rankings, Espeland and Sauder (2007) detail how commensuration unites
entities through their common measurement – for example, the meas-
urement and recording of speci�c political conditions, such as their
adherence to the conditions of INAC funding agreements.
Commensuration’s distinguishing role however is less solidarity-
inducing. Espeland and Sauder (2007) point out that commensuration
produces scalable measurements of a set of phenomena; in other words,
commensuration produces hierarchy. For example, the data the FNFTA
made public – salaries, bene�ts, expenses, expenditures, debts – were fed
into a single legislated accounting standard, allowing INAC to more
comfortably rank and rate First Nations bands for �nancial performance,
and �scal prudence, but also to produce measures related to the salaries
and expenses of chiefs and councillors. These rankings and ratings would
give INAC data on which to base funding decisions, self-government
negotiations, and more broadly inform the government’s dealings with a
given First Nation, but also provide an economy of evidence (Willmott
2017) for outside groups such as the Canadian Taxpayers Federation, and
other right wing political organisations and think-tanks to act upon, and
politicise. In an interview I conducted with an INAC bureaucrat, they
described the necessity of distinguishing:

. . . You wanna know whether or not your community is better or worse
than the guys down the street. If the guys down the street are getting a
whole lot more happening in their community than you are, you wanna
know why. One way to �nd out why is you look at their �nancial
statements, �nd out where their revenues are, �nd out where they are
spending their money. Find out why they are getting more results than
you are getting in your community.

Commensuration for INAC was what Espeland and Sauder might
describe as an ‘engine of anxiety’. Like with other studies of audit culture
(Strathern 2010), data transparency (Ruppert 2015), and the quanti�ca-
tion of state processes (Mugler 2015), there were several distinguishing
functions that stood to divide First Nations into different categories: who
is up, who is down; whose salaries are highest, whose are low; whose
�nancial performance is the best, whose is ‘lacking’. These measures of
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‘governance effectiveness’ act as epistemic impositions; rather than First
Nations deciding which qualities they wish to see in band governments,
the federal government decided which quantitative measures are import-
ant. While this demand from the state for these new forms of transpar-
ency and quantitative accountability is not new (Espeland & Sauder 2007;
Merry 2016; Mugler 2015; Strathern 2000), it is important to remember
how these are used in service of colonialism. Rankings allow for com-
parison, set standards for acceptable measures, but also invite re�ection
on and scrutiny of band governments in the name of transparency. These
standards then become applied to the relationship between the �scalised
subject consuming them, and the application of standards to questions of
governance. Not only had the new data looked to render transparent the
colonial relationship between Canada and a given First Nation, but this
data transparency was also designed to work on First Nations people’s
citizenship in relation to their First Nation – commensuration became a
currency of �scal citizenship.

Rescaling Critique of Government

Harnessing transparency as a ‘tax subject making’ technique for the
Canadian federal government re�ects a desire to redirect critique of
the state towards band governments. Bureaucrats told me, they wanted
First Nations people to use the data to hold their leadership ‘account-
able’ and to create a different political environment in First Nations.
As I was told in an interview, the FNFTA had looked to reduce the
volume of, and redirect First Nations ‘complaints’ to the federal
government:

First Nations who are very passive blame the government for everything.
It’s so embedded in the political culture there. People do not blow their
nose without [the federal] government.

First Nations band governments in Canada operate as what Abele and
Prince (2006) call ‘minus municipalities’, meaning that structurally bands
operate similarly to municipalities in Canada but have less power than
municipalities. While there has been some gradual movement, this is
often done on terms de�ned by the federal government, which has been
critiqued as a colonial pursuit that diminishes Indigenous sovereignty
(Coulthard 2014; Pasternak 2015). One of the federal government’s foci
has been on ‘increasing’ the degrees of self-government ‘granted’ to First
Nations, and the government’s vision of self-government differs
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signi�cantly from First Nations’ (Borrows 1996). Set against a context of
increasing �scalisation of social policy, bureaucrats at INAC theorised
that the lack of a ‘governance ecology’ was holding First Nations back,
rather than colonialism, racism, the basic funding of social welfare policy
or respect for treaty rights (Palmater 2011). Several of the INAC bureau-
crats that I interviewed discussed the foundations of the FNFTA as a
solution to the problem they saw as inherent to self-government: First
Nations lacked the capacity to govern themselves, especially in the realm
of taxation, which is and has been regarded as a key element of INAC’s
formulation of ‘good governance’. In this sense, the FNFTA for INAC
bureaucrats was about getting Indigenous Nations and peoples ‘ready for
recognition’ through a governing of the self as a move toward self-govern-
ment. The recognition politics at the heart of the FNFTA fundamentally
rests on the notion that First Nations must prove themselves worthy
enough to execute the federal government’s vision of self-government,
which as critics have pointed out diminishes possibilities for nation-
building and sovereignty (Coulthard 2014; Napoleon 2001). The
FNFTA then performs two key governance moves: �rst, it looks to foster
critique of government and governing, and second, it looks to shift that
critique from the federal government to band governments. The form of
critique desired however was designed to �ow from highly particular
‘taxpayer’ style forms of political-�scal complaint rather than a politics of
nationhood. The Canadian government desired a citizenship of �scal
parsimony, in which First Nations people would scrutinise their band
governments’ spending and budgeting, rather than the federal govern-
ment’s permanent �scal austerity for First Nations (see Palmater 2011;
Pasternak 2016; Shewell 2004).

Critique of governing is a constitutive element of liberalism, but in
colonial contexts, I suggest there is a double existence of liberalism and
settler colonialism, each with its own rationalities that intersect in par-
ticular ways (Walters 2002). The imperative of liberalism, to critique all
exercise of government, exists in tension with a settler colonial impera-
tive of the derision of self-government and exercising sovereignty at the
site of the nation. The structure and direction of the FNFTA’s technolo-
gies is pointed away from the federal government as a site of state
intervention. The liberal impulse to ‘govern less’ does not necessarily
extend to First Nations governments, which have historically been sites of
direct management and interference (Neu & Therrien 2003). One of the
bureaucrats that I spoke to theorised that the best way to ease First
Nations out of ‘dependency’ was through increasing transparency at
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the band level, thusly shifting the burden of democratic answerability
from INAC and the federal government to the bands.

We wanted to shift as much as that from accounting to a regional of�ce or
a staff at INAC in Winnipeg, to accounting to your own membership.
Creating an internal self-driven kind of drive would be the best thing for
us is if the chief and council feel their best chance of getting re-elected
counts on delivering decent services and results, whether its employment,
or education, or whatnot. And that is what we were trying to pivot and
strengthen. There is at a higher level, a policy, an attempt to shift the
accountability bargain for accountability to government as funder, to
accounting to your own citizens.

While this might sound perfunctorily ‘progressive’, it remains import-
ant to consider that under the Indian Act, First Nations remain funda-
mentally under the control of the federal government. In another
interview, another bureaucrat explained the necessity of this speci�c
rendering of transparency as a prerequisite for the federal government
dealing with First Nations as nations. It is the publicness of the infor-
mation that makes a government, a government:

Does it have to be posted publicly? Well, any other government infor-
mation is posted publicly. So again, it becomes ‘Do you want to be
recognized as a government or not?’ If you are recognized as a govern-
ment, all the governments follow these general rules, so why not?

In the context of the colonial Canadian state, and with the recognition
that there were multiple publics to whom this information was facing, it
did not occur to them that typically one government may not force
another government to disclose information that does not belong to
them. Indigenous peoples and governments, INAC argued must show
the Canadian government that they are responsible, moral, and most of
all, �scally prudent. Rescaling critique necessarily meant that INAC
hoped for First Nations peoples to be ‘responsibilized’ (Shamir 2008)
by commensurated data, the publicness of transparency performances,
and would address First Nations governments through the taxpayer
citizenship lens. Instead of critiquing the federal government as an
ongoing executor of Canada’s colonial and genocidal rule, Indigenous
peoples are asked to look inward. The critique of First Nations govern-
ments, through the lens of tax, serves a longstanding government goal of
division in First Nations, and a long-term project of undermining those
governments with an eye towards getting First Nations peoples to accept
private property as a solution to problems in their band governments.
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Tax, Citizenship, and Colonial Government

The product of commensuration processes invites moral scrutiny of the
objects of those processes, in this case, band governments. The strategic
use of those products by INAC was directed at and towards members of
those band governments and away from the federal government.
My position is that these two processes – commensuration and the
rescaling of critique – are integral in the subjecti�cation of Indigenous
people as Indigenous taxpayers. The culmination of commensuration
processes that produce sets of authoritative and putatively objective
numbers – �gures, facts, budget lines, salaries, and expenses – do a great
deal of work on people when they are positioned as methods of veridic-
tion (Willmott 2023). Métis scholar Chris Andersen (2013) has docu-
mented the colonial rationalities inscribed in the Canadian statistical
enumeration of Indigenous populations, showing us what numbers and
their classi�catory authority can inscribe colonial meaning into the
issues of internal Indigenous identi�cation. Numbers have a great deal
of authority attached to them (Mugler 2015; Porter 1995; Rose 1991;
Willmott 2023), and this authoritativeness is used to a number of ends,
especially with the increasing use of and trust in transparency, audit, and
accountability policies (Neu & Graham 2006) in organisational
(Espeland & Sauder 2007; Shore & Wright 2015), state (Ruppert 2015),
judicial (Mugler 2015), and other processes. What these numbers repre-
sent in the �eld of government is the move towards the quanti�cation of
political conduct. Espeland and Sauder argue that ‘quanti�cation . . .
permits scrutiny of complex or disparate phenomena in ways that enable
judgment . . . by simplifying, excluding and integrating information,
quanti�cation expands the comprehensibility and comparability of
social phenomena in ways that permit strict and dispersed surveillance’
(2007: 415). To be addressed with speci�c forms of information asks
people to reconsider their political conducts and their citizenship prac-
tices vis-à-vis the state, not as a citizen, band member, or voter, but as a
taxpayer, uniting both liberal political rationalities and settler colonial
rationalities. A number of scholars have examined the taxpayer as an
identity that appears around Indigenous redress (Henderson 2015;
Willmott 2022), a racialized legal-cultural actor (Walsh 2018), as a
symbolic actor used to construct distance between ‘deserving’ and
‘undeserving’ populations (Martin & Kidder 2012; Stanley 2016;
Williamson 2017), as complex cultural relations between citizen and
state (Björklund Larsen 2017; Tillotson 2017), and as a liberal political
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subject that governs the state (Willmott 2017). Here, I look at the
assembly of the taxpayer as a recon�guration of Indigenous citizenship
around the critique of government under the auspices of the market
(Altamirano-Jiménez 2004).

A taxpayer subject is empowered to think with a speci�c repertoire of
action, scepticism towards government, vigilance against expenditure, and a
rubric for rendering activities of the state. The taxpayer subject is made
responsible for critiquing government using the bevy of numbers that are
produced in audits, and disclosed through transparency devices. Of course,
the very goal of the FNFTA was to produce these kinds of vigilant conducts,
deputised to act on band governments with incontestable data. To enact
subjecti�cation, however, the government deftly avoided legislative impos-
ition of maximum salaries for band chiefs and councillors, so that the data
could do their own work. A senior bureaucrat told me that it was a strategic
choice to not impose more burdensome legislation – to build the capacity of
band members to govern their own conducts and in turn govern the
conducts of their bands; changes had to come from band members them-
selves, rather than the federal government:

The alternative theory out there, which some people were pushing, was a
more intrusive, regulatory, ‘We will set standards. We’ll impose a max-
imum salary. We’ll take a salary grid and benchmarked public servant
salaries,’ and say, ‘You have to use that.’ I did not want to go anywhere
near that . . . I thought, ‘No, that’s like regulating,’ is the, in truth, it’s just a
fancier version of the sort of colonial, intrusive, ‘We’re going to run things
for you.’ To make the break psychologically to, ‘This is your community,
you run it,’ we had to say, ‘If you want to pay somebody $600,000, go for
it. She’ll have to answer for it.’

The taxpayer governmentality that �ows from transparency and disclos-
ure does work on people, making them responsible for reading evidence,
acting on that evidence and investing in themselves. To have people
render their relationship with a government as a technical–�scal rela-
tionship is to render politics as an objective process in budget making,
where band governments become vehicles of investment and atrophy,
rather than decision-making based on a particular First Nation’s values,
nationhood or decision-making structure. Instead of envisioning new
ways of improving the community, the Indigenous taxpayer is empowered
to shrink the scope of their community’s government.

Using these numbers as the material of subjectivation, INAC looked to
reform how it is that Indigenous people relate to their Nation. Mohawk
scholar Taiaiake Alfred points out that ‘traditional indigenous
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nationhood stands in sharp contrast to the dominant understanding of
“the state”: there is no absolute authority, no coercive enforcement of
decisions, no hierarchy, and no separate ruling entity’ (2006: 323). The
further reduction of Indigenous peoples’ citizenship to taxation is itself a
further attempt to assimilate First Nations into Canada. First Nations
citizenship or nationhood is extremely complex because each nation has
its own ideas, laws, and membership codes. But what taxpayer citizenship
represents is another level of alienation – not simply the imposition of a
liberal notion of citizenship (Alfred 2009). Taxpayer citizenship further
detaches people from the collective, and it asks of them to make decisions
about their futures as individuals based on putatively objective �scal
information. For bureaucrats, the FNFTA reduces the density, history,
and complexity of Indigenous people’s relationships with their govern-
ments. Indeed, the very strategic usefulness of the taxpayer subject for
governments that wish to avoid social policies is summed up well by a
bureaucrat involved with �nance speaking about how they wished for
members of First Nations to use the information that FNFTA made
public.

Because if they are not [using the information], then are they making
informed decisions for voting? And on opportunities to speak about what
their needs are? Or is it self centered? ‘I need a house.’

For INAC, the taxpayer is theorised as an unsel�sh and moral subject,
acting on the needs of the greater �scal good, rather than on ‘impulsive’
and ‘avaricious’ needs, which for the bureaucrat in here includes some-
thing as basic as shelter. This quote illuminates one of INAC’s goals with
this legislation: reducing the ‘burden’ of treaty rights and collective
responsibilities through remaking the political conducts of Indigenous
peoples. The taxpayer, as it has been variously theorised across discip-
lines cannot be understood as a neutral political project in a settler
regime. It is rather a speci�c move by the state towards assimilation,
and political absorption through a mobile set of �scal citizenship logics.
The case I have presented illuminates how tax comes to form an element
of colonial strategy that pushes Indigenous peoples towards private
property, liberalism, and new modes of citizenship.

Conclusion

This chapter offers some re�ections towards a decolonising analysis of
taxation in settler societies. I argue that tax scholars must grapple with
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the long histories of tax and colonialism, and speci�cally must examine
how settler colonialism structures tax in the present, with signi�cant
implications for how Indigenous peoples in settler states interact with
citizens, state, and sovereignty. While adding to existing literature on the
interaction between tax and colonialism, I lay out through a case study of
the FNFTA how the state comes to rely on tax as a technique of subject
formation – making political citizens – and how this, in colonial contexts,
means a further retrenchment of colonial control of Indigenous nations.
The usefulness of an ‘Indigenous taxpayer’ subject to the federal govern-
ment reveals exactly how �scal relations, and ideas about �scal processes,
are involved in ongoing colonial relationships. For the growing number
of scholars interested in taxes across disciplines, this means that a decol-
onising approach to tax must be considered for a fuller account of how
tax works across different sovereignties. My position here is that a fuller
account does not simply entail ‘understanding’ the connection between
tax and colonial regimes, or thinking beyond the metaphors employed to
grasp the effects of colonialism, but to move towards a critical approach
that actively undermines colonial and settler colonial rule in favour of
Indigenous nationhood and sovereignty.
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Fundraising in Fiji: Taxation, Proceduralism, and a
Moral Economy of Accountability

����� ���	����

Tax-paying in Fiji, unlike that in Britain, is associated with all that the people
love. The time of its taking place is a high day; a day for the best attire, the
pleasantest looks, and the kindest words; a day for display . . . . The Fijian
carries his tribute with every demonstration of joyful excitement, of which all
the tribe concerned fully partake. Crowds of spectators are assembled, and
the King and his suite are there to receive the impost, which is paid in with a
song and a dance, and received with smiles and applause. From this scene the
tax-payers retire to partake of a feast provided by their King. Surely the policy
that can thus make the paying of taxes ‘a thing of joy’ is not contemptible.

(Williams [1858] 1985: 40)

Thomas Williams, one of the earliest Christian missionaries working in
Fiji, described nineteenth-century ‘tax paying’ (tribute to a high chief ) as
a happy event elevated by ceremony and feasting. Though generally
describing Fijian polities as ‘purely despotic’, he makes a positive com-
parison with his native Britain, arguing that not only was taxpaying in
Fiji ‘associated with all that the people love’ but that it was actually ‘a
thing of joy’. Or, put in simplistic terms, that Fijians were happy taxpay-
ers because they were able to connect taxpaying to things that mattered
to them.

The imposts discussed in this chapter are not the high chie� y tributes
of pre-colonial Fijian kingdoms, but the community fundraisers that lay
the foundation for most collective projects in present-day Fiji, from

This text was � rst drafted for a 2015 European Society for Oceanists conference panel on
‘Remaking institutions: Multiplicity, pluralism and hybridity in the Paci� c’ organised by
Melissa Demian and Alice Street. Different versions have also been read and commented
upon by Johanna Mugler, Gregory Rawlings, Miranda Sheild Johansson, Tuomas Tammisto,
and Heikki Wilenius. My thanks to all of them for their generous comments. A parallel,
Finnish-language version of this text was published in Tammisto & Wilenius (eds.), Valtion
antropologiaa,Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 2021.
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