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Introduction
European Crises of Public Power from Weimar until

Today

Poul F. Kjaer and Niklas Olsen

Once again, Europe finds itself in the middle of a crisis. In public dis-
course, the ongoing crisis has foremost been considered as an economic
crisis, or a crisis of a largely technical nature due to failed governance
within the Eurozone. However, the still unfolding refugee crisis and the
widespread challenges to the state of law and parliamentary democracy,
which have emerged in many European settings in recent years, indicates
that the crisis trajectory cannot be understood in purely economic or
technocratic terms. Accordingly, this volume takes a different approach
to the understanding of the current crisis. First, it reconstructs the com-
monalities and differences between this and earlier major European cri-
ses from the interwar period onward. Second, it reconceptualizes these
European crises as primarily crises of public power and authority. Third,
it offers an interdisciplinary framework for analysing and understanding
the phenomenon of crisis more generally.

The guiding point of this volume is that modernity and crises are co-
original. As initially pointed by Georg W. F. Hegel and reinforced by
scholars as different as Jürgen Habermas, Herbert Marcuse and Reinhart
Koselleck, the breakthrough of modernity in the latter half of the eight-
eenth century also marked the emergence of the crisis phenomenon.1

Societal crises, as well as narratives and analysis of crises, are, in other
words, inherent to the history of modern Europe. This insight has, how-
ever, been blended out in mainstream understandings of the current cri-
sis trajectories.2 This volume therefore counters the profoundly ahistori-
cal perspectives that dominate contemporary crisis discourses by system-
atically contextualizing and explaining the dynamics and characteristics
of the ongoing crisis within the framework of, and with reference to,
previous European crisis experiences. The volume presents a particular
take on the crisis phenomenon in Europe, by providing a long-term his-
torical, sociological, as well as a ‘conceptual history’-informed take on
crises in twentieth-century Europe from the Weimar Republic and the
interwar period through the 1970s crisis to the ongoing crisis of the Euro,
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the European integration project and European society as such. It pro-
vides a historical and conceptual link between the interwar crisis and the
crisis of today, while highlighting that the 1970s crisis was, in many
ways, a prelude to the ongoing crisis.3 Thus, the volume asks how the
crisis experience of the interwar period informs our thinking about crisis
today, and, to what extent, the catastrophic consequences which emerged
from the breakdown of the Weimar Republic might be repeated. As such,
the volume advances a warning from history by highlighting that the
chaos of Weimar is not as far away as one might have thought only a few
years ago.4

At a more concrete level, the central thesis of the volume is that the
crises focused upon are interconnected, in so far as many of the issues
and conflicts characterizing the previous crises are reemerging in the
current crisis. Economic and social turmoil was surely inherent to all the
major crises of twentieth and twenty-first century Europe. However,
purely economistic takes on the crisis phenomenon need to be comple-
mented by a stronger focus on the political and legal preconditions that
paved the way for these crises, as well as on the more fundamental ero-
sion or, in some cases, outright collapse of social order which marked
large segments of interwar Europe and characterizes crisis-ridden coun-
tries such as Greece and Spain today. Against this background, a second
thesis of the volume is that the root cause of both the interwar and the
current crises was political rather than economic, and that these crises
must be understood as crises of public power, order and authority. The
essence of public power, as distinct from private power, is that it pro-
vides a generalized and legally-constituted framework of collectivity
based upon both a formal constitutional setup and a social praxis which,
through the rule of law, ensures the realization of a fairly unitary set of
norms throughout a given society.5 A recurrent theme of the volume is
that both prior to and during the crisis under scrutiny, such unitary
norm-based frameworks were substantially challenged and undermined
by political movements opposing the existing normative grid of society.
In line with this, the volume illuminates how such ideological contesta-
tions tended to gain strength and intensity in times characterized by
profound structural transformations of society, causing a discrepancy be-
tween the unfolding of social processes and the institutional frameworks
that have been established to stabilize such processes normatively.

Focusing on how notions of public order and authority have been
severely challenged and, in many instances, undermined, the volume
reconstructs how the crises unfolded, how they were experienced, and
what kind of responses the specific crises in question provoked. In doing
so, the volume draws on the rich ‘crises literature’ developed mainly
within the critical theory tradition to outline a conceptual and sociologi-
cal framework for understanding what societal crises are. By concrete use
of and reference to central scholars associated with critical theory, such as
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Franz L. Neumann and Hugo Sinzheimer, the volume seeks to bridge the
gap between humanistic, legal and social science approaches to the sub-
ject matter. Moreover, at a theoretical and methodological level, the vol-
ume combines structural and sociological explanations and approaches
with insights from conceptual and intellectual history, drawing also on
analytical devices from scholars such as Reinhart Koselleck and Niklas
Luhmann. It is well known that both scholars developed their work with-
in different traditions than—and at times in opposition to—critical theo-
ry.6 Notwithstanding this, there are, arguably, many commonalities in
the respective approaches, and they can be fruitfully combined in the
analysis of the European crisis. In particular, Koselleck’s conceptually-
oriented analysis of the emergence of modern political language and its
key concepts (such as that of ‘crisis’) and Luhmann’s idea that issues of
crisis and societal integration in the modern world must be understood in
the light of the functional differentiation of society, seem to be not only
compatible with, but also to enrich the analytical ambitions of critical
theory, by opening other paths to the study of language, society and
politics, as well as the relation between them.

On a more general level, combining insights from critical theory, func-
tionalist sociology and conceptual history, this volume aims to provide a
dialectical perspective on the relationship between ideological articula-
tions and the structural transformations unfolding in society. These ideo-
logical articulations are considered normative in their core and are ob-
served in both their progressive (e.g., in relation to democracy, human
rights and emancipation) as well as reactionary (e.g., antidemocratic and
antimodernist) variants. In addition, they are viewed as both reflections
and factors of societal change. Against this background, the book pro-
vides frameworks for analysing how, in different societal contexts—char-
acterized by specific structural problems and contradictions—ideological
articulations influence structural transformations over time and vice versa.
As will become apparent, these frameworks allow for a combination of
descriptive and normative approaches to the subject matter. Also in this
sense, the ambition of critical theory becomes visible in so far as critical
theory since Immanuel Kant has been based upon the idea that produc-
tive articulations of normative endeavours must be done with reference
to the structural setup of society, while, at the same time, such articula-
tions possess the potential to alter the structural setup of society over
time.7

The present volume adds crucial perspectives to the vast amount of
books on crises that have appeared in recent years. Most of these books
are monodisciplinary and monothematic (e.g., they look exclusively at
the financial crisis, the crisis of the public sphere or the crisis of democra-
cy).8 In contrast, this volume cuts across different problem constellations
and presents a broad range of analyses of how societal crises emerged
and evolved in the European context from the interwar period until to-
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day from an interdisciplinary perspective. The volume opens with two
chapters that develop a conceptual and temporal framework for thinking
about societal crisis, identifying what societal crisis are, how they unfold
over time and what implications they have for democracy in the present
and the future.

David Runciman’s central concern is the ability to pin down the time
frame of crises: When do they begin and when do they end? Discussing
the concept of crisis in relation to that of democracy, he defines a crisis as
a situation characterized by fundamental threat and fundamental choice,
which implies the need to take fundamental decisions. At the same time,
he highlights the difficulty in pinning down crises, asking the question as
to whether crises emerge when a fundamental danger occurs or at the
moment that fundamental choices have to be made. In a similar vein, he
discusses the particular experiential and perspectival dimensions of cri-
ses, as well as the issue of ubiquity, arguing that crises semantics tend to
suffer from inflation, in so far as it is invoked time and again, thereby
diluting the concept of crisis. This was particularly the case from the
1960s onward, in so far as semantics of ‘events’ and ‘catastrophe’ have
increasingly lost out and been replaced with crisis semantics. Runciman
further discusses this development in relation to an increased accelera-
tion of societal time and a compression of temporal frames of crises,
which implies a higher level of contingency and unpredictability of soci-
etal developments.

Observing a profound lack of scholarly inquiry into the significance
and practice of the concept, Janet Roitman examines the particular stakes
of crisis. She does so by reflecting on the status of the concept as a ubiqui-
tous qualifier of contemporary historical conditions. Instead of providing
a fixed theory or definition of crisis, she examines the role and function of
the term in the construction of narrative forms. How does the term crisis
serve as a place from which narrative accounting can begin? How does
crisis serve as a narrative device, which establishes certain events as mo-
ments of truth? How is crisis mobilized to engender conditions of action,
serving to constitute a particular form of ethics or mode of critique? Prob-
ing these questions, Roitman unveils how crisis has come to serve as a
non-locus which enables claims concerning access to history and knowl-
edge of history. Against this background, she compels us to put less faith
in crisis by asking more critically how we produce meaning and history
through the concept.

Following the section devoted to conceptual and temporal frame-
works for thinking about societal crisis, a section of three chapters fo-
cuses on the crisis experience of the interwar period, and on how these
experiences were negotiated in intellectual thinking in this period. Focus
is, in particular, on how ideologies of antimodernism and liberalism were
negotiated and came to challenge democratic forms of public power in
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the Weimar Republic, in Eastern and Central Europe, as well as within
transnational networks spanning Western Europe and the United States.

John P. McCormick provides a re-evaluation of the Weimar writings
of Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss, specifically, their intellectual efforts to
replace, as the ground of political authority, Enlightenment rationality
with, respectively, ‘political theology’ and ‘Biblical atheism’. Schmitt and
Strauss each insisted that Enlightenment rationality was unravelling into
a way of thinking that violently rejected ‘form’ of any kind, as fixated
myopically on human things and lacking any conception of the external
constraints that condition the possibilities of philosophy, morality and
politics. Consequently, so McCormick argues, they considered Enlighten-
ment reason a threat to ‘genuine’ expressions of rationality and a danger-
ous obfuscation of the necessity of political order—of the brute fact that
human beings stand in need of being ruled. Finally, McCormick points
to—and warns against—the ways in which contemporary enemies of lib-
eral democracy share Schmitt’s and Strauss’s anxieties over Enlighten-
ment values and likewise seek to develop genuinely authoritarian alter-
natives to liberal state theory.

In a similar vein, Balázs Trencsényi explores the radicalization of po-
litical style in Europe in the interwar period. His focus is on how intellec-
tuals in Eastern and Central Europe launched a new image of modernity
and crisis, which emphasized the rupture of development and a liminal
period which threatened the community with dissolution, but also car-
ried with it the promise of renovation. While Trencsényi links these dis-
cursive features to the broader ideological framework of ‘antimodernism’
which had a powerful appeal all over Continental Europe throughout
this period, he shows how intellectual élites in Eastern and Central Eu-
rope constructed a distinct local discourse about the crisis of the Western
civilization as a possibility for non-Westerners to redeem a supposedly
youthful East from the declining West and alter the perceived hierarchy
between the two regions. Finally, Trencsényi reflects on the complex
afterlife of the crisis discourses that were launched in interwar Eastern
Europe, pointing, among other things, to the recent promise by Viktor
Orbán to build an ‘illiberal’ Hungarian state.

Drawing on perspectives from the interwar period to the current fi-
nancial crisis, Niklas Olsen illuminates the making of the contemporary
consumer figure in twentieth-century Western European political
thought. His argues that the meaning, role and status ascribed to the
consumer today is, to a great extent, a product of semantic reconstruc-
tions of the figure, which was performed by liberal academics and politi-
cians with the aim of reconstructing liberalism in times of crises. His
contribution focuses specifically on how, in the 1930s, the British econo-
mist William H. Hutt coined the notion of ‘consumers’ sovereignty’ in an
attempt to remedy certain malfunctions that he identified in classic liber-
alism. The result was an updated version of liberalism, based upon con-
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sumers’ sovereignty and a scheme of government intervention, which
aimed to ensure a more equal, just and productive society, and to solve
the ‘crisis of liberalism’. Moreover, Olsen traces how liberal thinkers since
1945 have advanced a concept of the consumer which disconnected
ideals of economic efficiency, utility and growth from those of democra-
cy, equality and moral behaviour. This disconnection, he argues, should
be seen as a contributing factor to the still ongoing economic crisis that
became visible from 2007 onward.

In the following section, historical sociological and sociology of law
approaches are invoked in order to provide structural explanations for
the emergences of societal crises. The three contributions in this section
focus on the relationship between the political and economic dimensions
of society with particular attention being paid to how the failure of stabil-
ising this relationship with the help of legal instruments was a central
cause of both the Weimar and the ongoing crisis trajectory.

Chris Thornhill develops the thesis that the central dimension in the
construction of nations was the integrative function of political, economic
and social rights. Social rights were mainly introduced through corporat-
ist measures based in labour law, which thereby became part of the fun-
damental inclusionary structure of society. From Thornhill’s perspective,
the Weimar Republic was a paradigm case of the attempt to establish a
unified nation through reliance on rights including social rights. Both the
political constitution of the Weimar state and the corporatist economic
and social rights based constitution of the economy, however, remained
half-evolved and were factually not capable of handling the normative
intentions associated with them. The consequence was a move toward
‘hyperpoliticization’, in which public power and public interests were
dismantled and substituted with the advancement of private interests by
powerful economic groups. Thornhill characterizes this development as a
move from inclusionary to exclusionary corporatism, which he sees as a
quite typical example of the problems associated with national inclusion.
In contrast to prevailing theories, he does not see Weimar Germany as
representing a highly distinctive Sonderweg (special path), but rather as a
paradigmatic case of the failure of national inclusion strategies.

Departing from Hugo Sinzheimer’s seminal Weimar text The Crisis of
Labour Law (Die Krisis des Arbeitsrechts) of 1933, Ruth Dukes picks up the
baton from Thornhill by exploring how the notion of conflict has evolved
within labour law. In the Weimar context, a highly conflictual relation
could be observed between labour law and the private law (bürgerliches
Recht) framework guiding the wider economy. This conflict was exacer-
bated by the Great Depression and the policies of the late Weimar Repub-
lic, effectively leading to a breakdown in the capacity of labour law to
serve as a framework for protective and emancipative measures. This
conflict constellation, Dukes argues, has reemerged in recent decades
through policies aimed at breaking down the ability of labour organiza-
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tions to serve as frameworks for stability and for the protection of em-
ployees. Since the heydays of Thatcherism and the subsequent New La-
bour and Third Way era, the conflictual relationship between capital and
labour has been underemphasized. Instead, a ‘divide and rule strategy’
has been imposed in order to prevent the (re)emergence of a unified
representation of labour interests. According to Dukes, this development
has greatly increased the vulnerability and sense of insecurity of large
segments of the citizenry in the Western world.

Poul F. Kjaer examines the close link between the emergence of soci-
etal crises and the evolution of intermediary institutions in their corporat-
ist, neocorporatist and governance variants in the European context.
Intermediary institutions, he argues, assume a strategic location in soci-
ety, in so far as they are central sites of social integration as well as dis-
integration. The ‘turn to corporatism’ which unfolded throughout inter-
war Europe implied a move toward a short-circuiting and dismantling of
the legal infrastructure through which the relationship between public
power and the rest of society was structured. The result was a process of
mutual decay and disintegration of the normative and institutional
underpinnings of both the economy and the political system. The neocor-
poratist reconstitution of society which unfolded at both the national and
the transnational level of Western society in the immediate post-WWII
era was aimed at rectifying this development. The ‘turn to governance’
which, as a response to the crises of the 1970s, started to unfold from the
late 1970s onward has, however, implied a return to many of the issues
known from the interwar period. Also in today’s society, Kjaer argues, a
(re)privatization of public power contributing to an increased erosion of
its integrity can be observed.

The gradual shift from a focus on the crisis of the interwar years to the
contemporary crisis in the previous section is reinforced in the next sec-
tion, which takes issue with the crisis of the rule of law within the EU, its
member states and beyond.

Christian Joerges reconstructs the intellectual lineages of the ordolib-
eralist tradition from Weimar Germany to the Euro crisis. Ordoliberalism
became come il faut in the post-WWII period where it was regarded as a
legal theoretical response to the disaster of Weimar. Today, ordoliberal-
ism is, however, mainly associated with the austerity policy advanced by
the German government within the framework of the Euro crises.
Joerges, nevertheless, argues that ongoing policies in relation to the euro-
crises have little to do with ordoliberalism. The policy response to the
Euro crises is, instead, characterized by discretionary and delegalized
managerialism. The transnational executive machinery which has been
established as a reaction to the Euro crises largely operates outside the
realm of the rule of law. It is, according to Joerges, a framework which is
devoid of any inherent normative foundation, and, as such, it threatens to
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undermine the integrity of the EU legal order and thereby the integration
project.

Jan-Werner Müller also illuminates Europe’s ‘rule of law crisis’ within
the EU and its member states. Using Hungary as the most striking exam-
ple, he focuses in particular on the determined destruction of the rule of
law advanced by the present and previous governments of member
states such as Hungary, Poland and Romania in the past half decade.
Müller analyses the reasons and consequences of the particular political
choice made by the EU to frame the developments within these countries
as a ‘rule of law crisis’. He argues that the term rule of law crisis seemed to
be a pragmatic option for the EU policymakers, but that it has made it
difficult for European actors not only to understand the crisis as a serious
political conflict, but also to intervene in what is going on. According to
Müller, the rule of law approach fails to capture the political essence of
the populist movements and governments which aim to undermine core
EU values by offering a conflictual story of good versus evil engaged in a
final battle. The consequences of the situation might be that the supposed
‘rule of law crisis’ becomes permanent, so that the EU comes to house a
group of countries in which fundamental values are continually violated.

Hauke Brunkhorst follows suit by advancing the thesis that the finan-
cial crisis and the interconnected Euro crisis have mutated into a crisis of
parliamentary democracy. This is the case within—as well as beyond—
the borders of Europe. At the heart of the crises, Brunkhorst observes a
conflict between the notion of legal formalism, as advanced by Hans
Kelsen and others in the interwar period, and Schmittian legal dynamism
which transformed law into a mere façade of power politics. Over the
past decades, he argues, legal formalism has lost out both in Europe and
throughout the globe, and it has increasingly been replaced by informal
practices of decision-making which bypass democratic institutions. In
this process, the public sphere has increasingly lost its link to institution-
alized democratic processes, and, in the words of Nancy Frazer, it has
become a weak public sphere. According to Brunkhorst, a re-animation
of democratic politics is what is needed.

In the final section, left- and right-wing political reactions to the ongo-
ing crisis are examined, thereby highlighting the potential consequences
and responses which might emerge from it.

William Scheuerman illuminates conceptual features in recent debates
about the place of extralegal political action in the context of societal
crises. He departs from a distinction between the ‘top-down’ extralegality
of European executive actions during the Euro crisis and the ‘bottom-up’
call for extralegal action by left-wing political movements in the face of
supposedly dire crises. Scheuerman demonstrates how left-wing political
movements justify action outside the law and how these justifications
often reflect specific theoretical arguments in defence of illegal popular
disobedience to government. More specifically, he shows that both the
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‘top-down’ and the ‘bottom-up’ calls for extralegal action are based upon
similar claims about the limits of legality in the face of crisis situations, as
well as strikingly parallel models for how political actors should be ex-
pected to conduct themselves. However, he also points to key normative
differences between executive-level extralegality ‘from above’ and popu-
lar forms of ‘extralegal’ protest from ‘below’, suggesting that defenders
of executive level extralegality should be expected to face a higher bur-
den of proof than those engaged in civil disobedience from ‘below’.

Mikkel Thorup examines crisis perceptions on the contemporary anti-
Muslim right. He uncovers the premise of right-wing violent imaginaries
by dissecting how themes of crisis, treason, internal enemies, European
decline and its culmination in a civil war appear in the writings of con-
temporary right-wing anti-Muslim writers. He further reflects upon what
it means for thinking about crisis, societal decline, culmination, and solu-
tion when these themes are framed within a civil war narrative. A central
argument of his chapter is that the contemporary anti-Muslim right
frames the crisis as a crisis of modernity, which is related to a politicized
experience of loss and defeat from the French Revolution onward. They
are furthermore informed by the specifically modern idea that it is choice
and not destiny that determines the future. Finally, Thorup argues that
the crisis discourse on the far right is linked to the broader governmental
crisis in contemporary Europe, and that it has the potential to undermine
the hitherto dominant ideas of modern Europe as advanced within en-
lightenment and critical theoretical thinking.

The volume ends with a brief conclusion which sums up the findings
and outlines possible pathways for further research and political engage-
ment. Contemporary Europe, it is argued, is at a crossroad, and a funda-
mental reconstitution of its institutions and normative underpinnings is
needed.
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ONE
What Time Frame Makes Sense for

Thinking about Crises?
David Runciman

There are a number of fundamental difficulties involved in defining the
scope of crises. These difficulties derive both from the ambiguity inherent
in the term, and also from its current overuse to describe a wide variety
of different political, social and cultural phenomena. These factors are
related: crisis is a difficult concept to pin down not just in spite of its
growing ubiquity as a label for all sorts of different kinds of events, but,
in part, because of its growing ubiquity. In particular, there is a problem of
deciding what marks the start of a crisis and what marks the end of one:
in other words, the question of time frames. This can be seen in relation to
the recent financial crisis (the one that ostensibly started in 2008, though
there are good reasons to dispute that, in many senses, it started long
before). We are now—eight years on—living in an environment that is
routinely described as postcrisis, yet also as containing the ongoing legacy
of the crisis, including the possibility of further iterations of the crisis. If
nothing else, this is evidence of how hard it is to get time frames fixed
when discussing crises: Is it really over or not? However, this is not just a
recent problem. It derives from the historical experience of crisis in both
Europe and the wider world across the twentieth century.

This analysis has something in common with Reinhart Koselleck’s
classic account of the concept of crisis, its historical development and its
resulting ambiguities. ‘The concept remains as multi-layered and ambig-
uous as the emotions attached to it,’ Koselleck wrote.1 He argues that the
fundamental ambiguity lies between the idea of crisis as an acute mo-
ment of choice or bifurcation of possible futures (as in ‘the crisis of the
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disease’), and crisis as an ongoing state of uncertainty or potential peril
(as in ‘the crisis of Western civilization’). In one case, crisis has a focal
point in time; in the other, it is expansive across time and can even be
annexed to the notion of the end of times. Koselleck identifies three pri-
mary sources for the modern conception of crisis: it comes from medi-
cine, where the emphasis is on crisis as a turning point; from economics,
where crisis can mean both an acute breakdown and also an ongoing
malfunction of the system; and theology, where crisis tends to be de-
ployed in eschatological terms and contains within it the notion of imma-
nent or even permanent transfiguration. Together, these different sources
feed into contemporary political uses of the term, which often alternate
between or combine various ideas of crises as both short- and long-term
phenomena, raising immediate, as well as enduring, challenges. Crisis,
Koselleck writes, ‘can be conceptualized as both structurally recurring
and utterly unique’.2

My account here shares this focus on the fundamental temporal ten-
sion in the idea of crisis. But I develop my argument beyond Koselleck in
a number of ways. First, he was interested in how the concept evolved
over the modern period up to the early- to mid-twentieth century. I am
interested in how it has evolved into the twenty-first century. This means
that where the primary political reference point of crisis for Koselleck is
revolution, I am interested in crisis in democratic settings where revolu-
tion is a remote possibility: the recent crises of the established Western
democracies have not carried with them a serious prospect of revolution-
ary upheaval in the traditional sense. So, I will be writing about crisis
against a backdrop of democratic stability, which poses a particular set of
challenges. Second, Koselleck’s primary interest is in the contrast be-
tween the ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ aspects of the idea of crisis, and
between its cosmic and more narrowly secular connotations. I am inter-
ested more specifically in how crises pattern themselves in our discourse
and our imaginations: their beginnings, their endings and their repeti-
tions. Koselleck does not much discuss the problem of framing in these
terms. Third, I am interested in how different temporal conceptions of
crisis react on each other: that is, in how long-term perspectives shape
our conception of the short term, and vice versa. My argument is that a
distinctive feature of the contemporary understanding of crisis is the
interplay and mismatch between different time frames, which creates
particular problems for thinking about our long-term future.

I want to begin with three background difficulties that I take to lie
behind any attempt to fix the time frame of a crisis. The first is definitional.
It is possible to come up with a broad, catchall definition of what we
mean by the word crisis in a way that accommodates its inherent ambigu-
ity. A crisis might be defined as a situation characterized both by funda-
mental threat and fundamental choice. Each needs to be present for it to
count as a crisis. So threat without choice—for instance, in the case of an
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asteroid on a fatal collision course with earth—does not qualify as a
crisis, since the scale of the threat precludes meaningful choice (though a
choice about how to respond in such fateful circumstances—preparation,
resignation, liberation?—could still constitute a crisis situation). Choice
without threat is also insufficient—a decision about what to do with an
unexpected financial windfall is not in itself a crisis, unless the difficulty
of making that decision produces a sense of threat (option paralysis lead-
ing to lost opportunities, for instance). Choice plus threat are necessary,
and both have to be serious. What is meant by serious? It is hard to be
precise, but a serious choice does not have to rule out the possibility of
inaction. Some crises may force a choice between doing something and
doing nothing—as Thomas Paine wrote of the revolutionary crisis of the
early 1790s, ‘there remained no choice but to act with determined vigor
or not to act at all’.3 But inaction needs to be a decision: in situations of
crisis, mindless drift no longer remains an option.

A definition like this accomplishes something, but it does not take us
very far. It leaves unresolved the question of whether crisis is to be iden-
tified with the acute moment of threat/danger/choice or with a more
entrenched or intractable situation. It could be either and it could be both.
Equally, this definition does not help with the knowing of when to mark
the beginning or the end of crises. Does the crisis start with the danger or
with the choice? Does it end when the danger has passed or when the
choice has been made? Choice and threat are unlikely to coincide: threat
is likely to predate choice, and also sometimes to outlast it. But it does not
follow that choice represents the acute moment of crisis and threat, mere-
ly the ongoing condition: it could be the other way round. Take the finan-
cial crisis of 2008 and its aftermath: it is arguable that the moments of
threat have been the most acute—particularly the week following the
collapse of Lehman Brothers when the entire world economy was at
risk—whereas the choices have been more enduring (in the sense that
they keep needing to be made, particularly by policymakers maintaining
a regime of cheap money to prop up deflating economies). Crises are also
different from wars in this respect, though wars produce crises and are
often identified with them. Wars have distinct beginnings and endings.
Crises do not. For instance, WWI was undoubtedly an epic crisis, made
up of a whole series of interlocking and overlapping crises. But it would
be a mistake to identify the crisis of the war with the duration of the war
itself. The crisis—depending on how it was experienced and from what
perspective—was either longer or shorter than that; or both.

This leads to the second background difficulty of fixing the time frame
of a crisis. I will call this problem experiential: the time frame of any crisis
may look very different, depending on who is experiencing it. The crisis
that lead to WWI—the July crisis as it is often called—started earlier, as
experienced in Belgrade or Berlin than in London or Washington. Some
people are closer to the crisis than others, which means it strikes them


