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Debt is not only part of the national politi-
cal discourse but also a personal issue for 
many of us. Most people have some kind of 
debt – mortgage, credit cards, student loans 
– and it seems that the problem is only get-
ting worse. But it was not always this way. 
The practice of lending money to ordinary 
consumers began less than 100 years ago.

“There is a sense that we have always 
borrowed, we have always lent money,” 
said Louis Hyman, a participant in the 2013 
Greater St. Louis Humanities Festival, host-
ed in part by Southern Illinois University 
Edwardsville. “That’s one narrative that we 
tell ourselves and the other narrative we tell 
ourselves is that it only began very recently 
in the 1970s.  My book explores both of those 
notions and talks about how the very nature 
of lending has changed over the last cen-
tury.” Hyman’s book, “Debtor Nation,” was 
published in 2011 by Princeton University 
Press.

Raised in Baltimore, Md., Hyman obtained 
a bachelor’s degree in history and math-
ematics and a doctorate in American history 
from Harvard University. He is currently an 
assistant professor in the labor relations, law 
and history department of the ILR School at 
Cornell University.

�According to Hyman, the extension of 
credit to consumers was the result of goods 
becoming available that would otherwise be 
unaffordable. Problems usually only devel-
op, he said, when consumers lack a steady 
and reliable source of income.

“To really understand this development 
you need to look at the emergence of main-
streaming of the modern industrial economy, 
not just in terms of the production of goods 
like radios and cars that require large expen-

ditures, but also the steady income, the sala-
ries and paychecks that make it possible to 
lend money to workers in this way.” 

And when there’s a large number of 
unemployed or underemployed people in 
the workforce, the problem becomes much 
more serious. But, of course, it was not 

always like this.
“After World War II and roughly into 

the 1970s, it’s very clear that credit was a 
good thing,” Hyman said. “That enabled all 
the things we associate with the post-war 
prosperity. People borrowed money to buy 
houses or buy a big fancy car.”

An interesting, and to many an unknown, 
point in Hyman’s book is that before the end 
of World War II, banks were actually reluctant 
to lend money to regular consumers. The 
book explores how consumer debt went from 
the margins of capitalism to the very center. 

“The discovery comes during the Great 
Depression,” Hyman said. “Our largest 
banks like Bank of America or National City 
Bank discovered that they were sitting on 
these large piles of money and they didn’t 
know where to invest it to get a return. So 
the government stepped in and said, ‘All 
right, let’s start a program where you will 
lend to homeowners to improve their houses 
and you will also begin to lend money 
to homeowners for mortgages, long-term 
stable mortgages that will be insured, so 
if they default you won’t lose any of your 
principal.’ Through this government action, 
larger banks discovered that you could lend 
money to consumers.” 

For Hyman, there is no way to conceive of 
capitalism without having consumer debt. 
“Consumer debt has an important place 
within our economy,” he said. One very 
revealing part of the book is the description 
that he makes about how people initially got 
into this pattern of borrowing money to buy 
big-ticket goods, but now people are using 
credit to cover basic necessities, from food to 
health care to education. The game changed 
in terms of our concept of debt. 

“It’s used to handle uncertainty; that’s 
how debt is used today,” Hyman said. “It is 
a perfectly reasonable way to borrow against 
your future income if you have a stable job. 
It is entirely a very disruptive way to handle 
uncertainty.” Differences in how and when 
people borrow can be seen between differ-

ent nationalities. One of the explanations as 
to why Americans borrow so much when 
compared to Europeans or the Japanese is 
cultural, Hyman said. 

“These other countries have systems in 
place that if you get sick, you don’t have to 
borrow money on a credit card to pay,” he 
explained. “If you lose your job it is much 
easier to get unemployment benefits. All 
the kinds of uncertainties that exist in our 
society that we are forced to deal with as 
individuals are taken care of in these other 
societies. Here it’s harder on individuals and 
it’s also harder on corporations that have to 
act like mini welfare states.”

The fact is that companies like General 
Motors have to worry about pensions and 
health care in the same way that whole 
nations do. Those nations’ businesses then 
are liberated to do what they do best.

“So, one of the things I think we need to 
think about with all these health care reforms 
and unemployment reform is really thinking 
about it structurally,” Hyman said. “What 
is it doing to our society in terms of making 
individuals responsible, because individuals 
are not able to handle the kind of complex 
society that we live in today.”

  
Aldemaro Romero is the Dean of the College of 

Arts and Sciences at Southern Illinois University 
Edwardsville. His show, “Segue,” can be heard 
every Sunday morning at 9 a.m. on WSIE, 
88.7 FM. He can be reached at College_Arts_
Sciences@siue.edu.
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Humane Society employee Lauren Lemon visits with Milton, a 
53 pound, Labrador mix, who has been available for adoption 
since December. Lemon said that Milton is your typical lab and 
has lots of energy and would benefit with some training. Milton 
gets along with other dogs and can be adopted for $50.
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“The week after I was in the hospi-
tal they had to put him down. He was 
so old. At the beginning of the month 
I’m moving into an apartment. They 
think it would be best if I had a dog 
to walk and take care of and to help 
me with my rehabilitation.”

Pagan is hopeful he’ll find another 
loyal and special companion. 

“I was looking at the puggle – a 
cross between a beagle and a pug,” 
he said. “I’m thinking about getting 
him. His name is Jackson. I’m going 
to fill out the application. We’ve 
adopted a cat from here before, many 
years ago. We had her for nearly 10 
years. I’ve known many people who 
have come here to adopt their pets.”

Robin Caffey and Rebekah Smith 
were also at the facility searching 
for that special pet. However, this 
couple knew exactly what they were 
looking for – a dog they believed to 
be from the same litter as the dog 
Caffey recently adopted from the 
Humane Society.

A bit disappointed, they learned 
that the dog, a Dalmatian mix, was 
currently at an offsite adoption event 
in Alton.

Smith said, “They did call and 
let them know that someone else is 
interested in the dog.”

Meanwhile, the couple debated 
whether to head out to Alton to find 
the relative of their dog, Domino.

The Saffel family was visiting the 
Humane Society looking for a com-
panion for their border collie, Holly, 
who is 8 years old.

“We’re looking for her to have 
a friend,” the father of three said. 
“We’re looking for a puppy that she 
can help train. She’s a real good dog. 
We’re looking for a friendly, fun and 
somewhat obedient dog. We have 
eight acres and plenty of room to 
run.”

The Saffels had their eye on a 
Labrador mix but will go home and 
talk with the rest of the family before 
making a decision.

Saffel said, “They have the ani-
mals on the Internet, so you can go 
home and look at them. That’s how 
we found our border collie. She was 
at the Animal Protective League in 
Springfield. We went there planning 
on getting a puppy but we came 
home with the mom.”

Lauren Lemon, who has worked at 
the Humane Society for nearly three 
years, said that the shelter is not cur-
rently full. 

“In the next weeks we will be 
filling up,” Lemon said. “It is nice 
when we’re not full, that indicates 
that everyone who was here, now 
has a home.”

Lemon said turnover on animals 
varies.

“We have some that come in and 
are adopted out the next day,” she 
said. “We had three puppies yes-
terday and they have already gone 
to homes. Some stay here a little 
bit longer waiting for that right 
person to go home with. There is 
special pricing on the animals that 
have been here longer. We encour-
age people to come in and walk 
around to take a look at the animals. 
We have visiting rooms for both cats 
and dogs and we have an outside 
play yard for people to take the ani-
mals out to see their personality and 
play with them.”

All animals up for adoption are 
spayed or neutered, micro-chipped 
and on a heart worm preventative if 
necessary.

The Humane Society is open for 
adoption and public visits Monday 
through Saturday, 11:30 a.m. to 5 
p.m. and Sundays 11:30 a.m. to 3 p.m. 
except the holidays of New Year’s 
Day, Easter Sunday, Thanksgiving 
Day and Christmas Day.  The facil-
ity is located at 8495 Route 143, 
Edwardsville. To see photos of the 
animals available for adoption visit 
www.mehs.org.
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 According to Sedaris’ online biography, “His newest book, a 
collection of fables entitled “Squirrel Seeks Chipmunk: A Modest 
Bestiary” (with illustrations by Ian Falconer), was published in 
September, 2010, and immediately hit the NYT Bestseller Fiction List. 
His next book is entitled “Let’s Explore Diabetes with Owls” and will 
be published late spring 2013.”

Nominated for three Grammy Awards for Best Spoken Word and 
Best Comedy Album, Sedaris’ most recent live album entitled “David 
Sedaris: Live For Your Listening Pleasure” was released in 2009.

An “Entertainment Weekly” review by Whitney Pastorek said, 
“Sedaris ain’t the preeminent humorist of his generation by acci-
dent.”  And a review of Sedaris’ show in the  The San Francisco 
Chronicle stated, “Sedaris belongs on any list of people writing in 
English at the moment who are revising our ideas about what’s 
funny.”

SIUE Arts & Issues Director Grant Andree commented that the 
reason he chose David Sedaris for the Arts & Issues program “is not 
only because he is hilarious – as heard on NPR – but he's also one of 
the hottest writers in the country today with 7 million books in print.  
This is a show guaranteed to entertain.  We're thrilled to have him 
coming to SIUE in April."

This event is sponsored by the SIUE Graduate School and the 
Madison County Regional Office of Education.  It is also a part of the 
SIUE College of Arts and Sciences Colloquium "Thinking about the 
Book" (April 15 and 16, 2013) and the SIUE Department of English 
Language and Literature's "The Year of the Book" initiative,

Tickets for David Sedaris or “Flight,” the final SIUE Arts & Issues 
program of the season, may be purchased at the Dunham Hall Fine 
Arts Box Office, the Information Booth at the Morris University 
Center, by calling 618-650-5774 or online at artsandissues.com.  
SIUE staff, retirees, alumni, students and seniors over 65 are offered 
discounts on tickets.   If you have any questions, or would like 
an Arts & Issues season brochure, contact the Arts & Issues office 
at 650-5194.  
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“So what I would tell a parent if they have an 
issue at school, take it up with the teacher first.  
Don’t call a board member about some disciplin-
ary issue in the school.  If you don't like your 
response, go to the principal.  If you don't like 
the response from the principal, go to the home 
office, and I guarantee you that Dr. Hightower 
will make sure somebody gives you a response or 
he will give you a response.  And if you don't like 
what you get at that stage of the game, then come 
to the board and ask the same question express-
ing your dissatisfaction.   I don't think you can do 
it any easier than that.”

Perica added that all board meetings are 
recorded and televised so that the general public 
can watch them.  “If you don't attend a board 
meeting, you can't really ask a question,” Perica 
said referring to the low turnout at board meet-
ings.  “Aside from giving recognition and having 
the administration present. . . very seldom do we 
have very many individuals at board meetings.  
I think the exception is Mr. Salmi. . . he has been 
there and has taken a strong interest.”

Salmi pointed out that he thought the district 
did “a pretty good job” of presenting opportuni-
ties for input and posting information, but he felt 
there might be ways to encourage people who 
perhaps would like to say something but are 
somewhat intimidated by the group and speak-
ing in front of a group of people.  

“I think it’s probably important as board mem-
bers that we continue to remain involved in the 
community, that we continue to attend activities 
not only for our own kids but as well as for stu-
dents in other parts of the district, and we make 
our presence known,” Salmi added.  “I think 
those informal opportunities really give people 
a chance to talk to you on a kind of personal 
level – that level of informality.  That's kind of 
the approach I would take is to try to remain 
involved not only with my kids but branch out a 
little bit more at sporting events and make sure 
people knew, hey I’m here if anyone wants to talk 
to me.  Now’s your chance.”

Hewitt emphasized that the bottom line is it’s 
all about involvement.  He felt as a board member 
it was important to attend not only events within 
the school district but the community.  “For every 

aspect that goes on in this entire region whether 
it’s the St. Louis side of the river or Illinois side.  
It’s being politically involved,” he said.  “It’s  get-
ting out and reaching as many people as possible, 
being open to input, being available to listen and 
respond to questions.”

Hewitt noted that he has two email addresses 
where he receives two to three emails per week 
that he responds to.  “As a school district and 
as a board member, I believe we’ve been very 
actively engaged and are very pro-active in seek-
ing input and  involvement.  Whether it’s before 
meetings, whether it is at meetings. . . there 
are plenty of opportunities for engagement and 
involvement.”

Hummel basically concurred with Hewitt add-
ing that “We get accused many times of send-
ing out too many communications. We have a 
wonderful website.  Our twice a month meetings 
are televised. There are opportunities for the 
public to address the board.  Our phone numbers 
and our addresses are published in the phone 
book and also on the website,” Hummel added.  
“In all honesty I do respond to calls.  I make 
every attempt to have honest conversations with 
folks.”

Hummel also pointed out that they did hold 
public meetings during redesigning the transpor-
tation plan, and she noted that Greg Roosevelt 
had suggested that the board members should 
perhaps host meet and greets so that the public 
would be more willing to approach them with 
questions or concerns.  “But I do think we do an 
effective job getting information out, and I do 
truly wish people would contact us more often,” 
Hummel said.

Miller thought that in terms of general infor-
mation sharing that the district did a good job, 
but he felt there was opportunities in the “two-
way flow of information” particularly when  
making changes.  

He offered last summer’s union negotiations 
as an example.  “The middle school model is an 
example of a change that was proposed.  I know 
that teachers attempted to provide some input on 
how to still get the savings so there were oppor-
tunities to save $500,000 still by eliminating one 
of the planning periods yet keeping the middle 
school model.  There were some innovative ways 
presented on how to do that and those were not 
listened to at that time,” Miller stated.  “The par-
ents also last summer, as you will recall, one of 
the major issues for the parents was the middle 
school model, and unfortunately those requests 

were not listened to at that time.  So I think 
there’s some opportunity to have more two-way 
communication where we can collaborate and  
find more innovative ways to come to a mutually 
agreeable and beneficial understanding and bet-
ter solutions for the community.”

“We  have 1,300 members that are a part of a 
parent’s Facebook community,” Miller added.  
“That group has been trivialized and minimized 
by the board and administration. This is a group 
that is actively engaged.  Why don’t we find a 
way to  engage those people in a way that’s posi-
tive and share the collective wisdom and collec-
tive ideas of that group?”

Regarding the change at the middle school 
from a team approach to a junior high model, 
Roosevelt explained what transpired during 
union negotiations concerning this issue.   “In the 
negotiations of last summer, the first issue agreed 
upon between the EEA (the union representing 
the teachers) and the board of education was 
an agreement on the reduction of the two hour 
breaks for teachers at the middle school to one 
hour,” Roosevelt said.  “We simply could no lon-
ger afford two hours for preparation for middle 
school teachers.  No other teachers in the district 
enjoy two hours of break for preparation.  That 
was signed off on by the union on July 12 without 
any counter proposal other than a proposal to 
be paid more money for kindergarten teachers 
which would have cost the district additional 
money and the salary demand which would have 
cost us $4.4 million.  The fact is that that issue was 
presented.  It was discussed.”

Roosevelt further pointed out before making 
changes at the middle school that Dr. Andre and 
Dr. Hightower evaluated other options “about 
costs and benefits” and that they had been 
monitoring the change at the middle school this 
year.  “It  allows more time for classroom instruc-
tion - approximately 40 to 60 minutes a week,” 
Roosevelt noted.  “We are having positive input 
from parents who are appreciating the fact that 
this model is working.”  

“We are open to discussion,” Roosevelt added.  
“I have had a discussion and a dialogue with 
a member of the same group, Mr. Miller, the 
Facebook group, who approached me and has 
given me specific questions.  I researched it, 
and have dealt with those issues as I will every 
instance where a taxpayer, citizen, teacher or par-
ent comes to me and asks for input.  We are open 
to that kind of collaboration. We are open to that 
type of discussion.”
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