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We live in a world seemingly awash in crisis. From the Great Collapse 
of global financial markets in 2007-2008 to spiraling climate catas-

trophe to crumbling social infrastructure and ever-diminished horizons for 
those coming of age today, crisis appears omnipresent. But what does it 
mean to proclaim “crisis,” and what consequences follow it? This is the 
question at the core of Janet Roitman’s Anti-Crisis. Roitman’s intervention 
in the crisis narrative is important and timely, and her work is well-informed, 
provocative, and engaging. Her critical account of crisis narratives does 
not seek to validate one narrative form over another or to prove or disprove 
the diagnosis of crisis. Instead, she looks to contemporary narratives of 
the financial crisis in order to explore how the invocation of crisis opens up 
certain pathways for action and lines of inquiry while foreclosing others. 
Roitman explores crisis as a historico-philosophical concept, a “transcen-
dental placeholder,” an empty signifier without positive content itself (9). In 
a milieu in which transcendental principles (god, justice, reason, etc.) no 
longer provide meaning and cohesion to social systems, crisis exists not as 
a critical, decisive moment but as a chronic condition, a malaise that signi-
fies contingency and paradox and provides meaning (9). Crisis, Roitman 
explains, is also the assertion that provides the negative space from which 
to articulate a critique of the status quo in an immanent rather than an ab-
stracted manner. Without denying its efficacy for such purposes, Roitman 
observes that the judgment of crisis is always made after the fact. Crisis is 
affirmed and then we are left to ask, “What went wrong?”, but while crisis 
may seem self-evident, as Roitman argues, such a narrative arc means 
that “the grounds for knowledge of crisis are neither questioned or made 
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explicit,” and so the critical question of how one can apprehend crisis is 
never asked (10). How could this be? How could something so essential to 
the spirit of our current age be essentially empty of meaning? How could 
claims to crisis not reveal systemic forms of violence, exploitation, and op-
pression and thus call for struggles against and alternatives to them, but 
reinforce the dominant order and the interests it serves? 

Tracing the etymological roots of “crisis,” Roitman finds them in the 
Ancient Greek term “krinô” (meaning to separate, choose, cut, decide, 
judge) and to the Hippocratic school which employed crisis “as part of 
medical grammar” to denote not disease itself but “the turning point of a 
disease, or a critical phase in which life or death was at stake and called for 
an irrevocable decision” (15). But, Roitman asserts, crisis is no longer this 
defining, decisive moment in the life of something else. Today, it is a state of 
being, a chronic condition. Drawing heavily on the philosophy of Reinhart 
Koselleck, Roitman explores crisis as a concept central to the rise of a 
particular conceptualization of history and historical consciousness, both 
of which belong to distinctly modern ways of thinking about and being in 
the world and are clearly distinguishable from their pre-modern correlates, 
which emphasized transcendentalism rather than immanence and repeti-
tion rather than novelty. She argues that by the end of the 18th century, 
crisis became a “free-standing historico-philosophical concept” that both 
marks and generates history (20). Empty of its own content and always at-
tributed to something else (capitalism, politics, or culture), Roitman never-
theless provocatively—and I think accurately—posits that in its invocation, 
crisis is an observation “that secures ‘a world’ for observation” (39).

Following this philosophical archaeology of the concept of crisis in 
relation to the emergent project of modernity, Roitman turns her atten-
tion to current crisis narratives circulating around the Great Collapse of 
2007. Surveying their contours, she contends that whether these narra-
tives emerged from neoliberal, neo-Keynesian, or Marxist perspectives, 
they all began by positing a distinction between the “real economy” and 
the “‘fictive’ or ‘overvalued’ state of affairs” (43). This, Roitman argues, 
is itself a fiction because it elides the question of how something that at 
one instance is figured as a credit becomes, at another moment, a debt. 
Pointing to the long-standing establishment of a debt market utilized by 
a host of financial institutions to raise capital, as well as the equally well-
established practice of a variety of institutional actors betting on debtors 
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defaulting on their repayment obligations, Roitman perceptively asks: “At 
what point do houses figured as equity become figured as debt? At what 
point do subprime mortgage bonds transform from an asset to a liability? 
The answers to those questions serve to denaturalize crisis narratives…
when does the judgment of crisis obtain? How do we come to see default, 
which is a daily, mundane occurrence, as truly exceptional? That is, when 
and how is it marked as a sign of crisis? Why crisis now?” (48). Roitman’s 
response to these questions is that crisis claims are not logical, ontologi-
cal assessments but fundamentally political denunciations of particular 
situations that raise certain questions (what went wrong?) and open up 
certain pathways for action (private debt transformed into public debt) 
while foreclosing others. 

Not content to reveal the constructed and inherently political nature of 
crisis claims, Roitman deepens her analysis by grounding it in an explora-
tion of specific techniques derived from fields such as underwriting, ac-
counting, and risk management. Focusing on these technical practices as 
“socio-technical assemblages” that create the very contexts they purport 
to describe, Roitman contends that it is possible to accept current claims 
to crisis only if we fail to understand that the figuring of risk as a quantifi-
able, standardized, and transferable entity was a well-accepted, inten-
tional, institutionalized, and highly lucrative practice constitutive of rather 
than deviating from the normal operation of the financial system itself (77). 
The subprime mortgage crisis was not about the collapse of housing pric-
es—a deviation from the “normal” functioning of the market—but about a 
cascade of eminently possible outcomes within a system functioning as 
crafted. Bets against debts figured as calculable, commodified risk served 
as the systemic framework, and when the game came crashing down, the 
political claim of crisis brought the public as taxpayers “into the fray as 
buyers of last resort” (55). But Roitman’s point is larger than merely com-
menting on the efficacy of the crisis claim: 

Indignation over the fact that taxpayers financed the massive trans-
lation of private debt into public debt, via a massive devaluation or 
expropriation of wealth, lost its political force by replicating the crisis 
judgment and embarking without hesitation or modesty on the re-
lentless search for deviance from the sure ground of true value and 
the straight path of uncorrupted history. (56) 
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This analysis, and the compelling fashion in which Roitman presents it, is 
the best of Anti-Crisis, and it is a timely corrective to the ubiquity of the 
crisis claim, particularly with respect to social justice struggles and dis-
course. Roitman critically and convincingly demonstrates that the procla-
mation of crisis leads us to ask the wrong questions and actually facilitates 
a reconciliation of the status quo on the terms set by those who get to 
proclaim crisis rather than setting the stage for fundamental change. 

So what are the better questions to ask? What better purposes could 
critique serve rather than tacitly buttressing the status quo? In answer, 
Roitman advocates a move beyond the politics of crisis toward forms of 
critique capable of cultivating “new forms of knowledge” that abandon 
“epochal thinking” and are constituted by “larger series of limited con-
cepts” capable of “making something new happen in a field of knowl-
edge”—such as subverting the imagined boundary between politics and 
the economy—while being self-conscious of the distinctions they make 
and proceed from (95). There is a specificity and humility to Roitman’s 
posited path beyond a politics of crisis and its attendant forms of critique 
that is refreshing in its disavowal of the compulsion to find a singular, de-
finitive alternative to crisis-framed critique and knowledge production. 

And yet, there is something too circumspect and minor in this as well, as 
if appealing for greater attention to detail and specificity in our analyses of 
the techniques of exploitation and oppression would solve such systems 
or even contribute meaningfully to their eradication. Despite Roitman’s 
repeated and explicit denial of it, there is also something in this analytical 
line that presents crisis as if it were only a discursive statement and not a 
signifier for something in the world urgently in need of collective attention 
and engagement. While the capacity to legitimately invoke the crisis claim 
undoubtedly has important political dimensions that need to be under-
stood, it does not undermine the significance of what “crisis” denotes to 
recognize that it is a phenomenon attributable to the operation of some 
other system. Does identification of the unfolding eco-social catastrophe 
fueled by rampant fossil fuel consumption as a climate justice crisis really 
serve to reproduce dominant hierarchies and dichotomies? Is our only 
route out of such complex, violent, exploitative, and oppressive systems 
such as colonialism, racism, patriarchy, capitalism, and cisnormativity 
really increased critical attention to the technical practices that regulate 
social life—a social science of the bureaucracy of domination? Can the 
logic and significance of the “Global War on Terror” really be better or 
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more accurately understood by refocusing attention on the legal memos 
that have sanctioned preemptive strikes and targeted assassinations of 
dissidents or the technology that makes it possible to engage in drone 
warfare? Or, to draw an example specifically from Roitman’s own field of 
analysis, are we afforded greater insight if we attribute the loss of jobs, 
homes, health insurance, pensions, and more—experienced by so many 
when financial markets tanked in 2007-2008—to obscure and byzantine 
technical practices instead of to the logic and operation of capitalism it-
self? As David McNally (2011) advances in Global Slump, we need not 
buy into the elite construction of “crisis” in order to understand the cata-
strophic consequences of globalized capitalism’s logic of “accumulation 
by dispossession” for the vast majority of the world’s inhabitants. There 
is no need for claims to deviate from the norm or aberrant behaviors here, 
nor is there a retreat to such excuses or a true, uncorrupted path of history 
in many radical attempts to excavate the roots of the system animating 
the crisis this time (see for example Dyer-Witheford 1999; Federici 2003; 
Holloway 2002; Hardt and Negri 2000; linebaugh and Rediker 2000; Mies 
1986; Shannon, Nocella, and Asimakopoulos 2012).

To engage crisis narratives critically and with an eye to the interests 
and worldviews they serve is surely an important and productive analyti-
cal line. In this, an analytical focus on the “socio-technical assemblages” 
responsible for shaping and regulating lifeworlds is undoubtedly valu-
able. But at what point does a focus upon such assemblages run the 
risk of losing the larger picture in the details? From where do such prac-
tices emerge? By what logic are they validated and animated? How are 
they even thinkable in the first instance? Whose interests do they serve? 
Against what socio-political, economic, and cultural context are they most 
appropriately situated and understood? These questions are unanswer-
able by retreat to discourse, their honest answers can only be found in 
political and analytical approaches committed to understanding violence, 
inequality, and injustice in the world as products of intersecting systems of 
exploitation and oppression. Proclaiming crisis may indeed be politically 
efficacious for those vested with the authority and ability to do so, and it is 
undoubtedly wise to be wary of the consequences of invoking crisis as the 
starting point for our critiques. Nevertheless, it seems dangerously mys-
tifying to narrow our analytical gaze so much so that systems of oppres-
sion and exploitation, and their very real effects, disappear from view. It is 
possible to accept Roitman’s critique of crisis narratives without turning 
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away from the importance of critically engaging the systems of power and 
privilege that deploy the “socio-technical assemblages” that Roitman fo-
cuses upon. Without denying the utility of her interrogation of crisis claims, 
there are moments where Roitman’s discursive analysis stretches too far 
and seems almost to deny the presence and importance of systems—like 
capitalism—which serve to coordinate oppressions in order to maximize 
exploitation. One need not seek totalizing and teleological visions of histo-
ry to recognize that there are systems of exploitation (like capitalism) and 
oppression (like white supremacy and patriarchy) that are globe-spanning 
in their scope that have immediate, dramatic, and diverse effects on the 
way social life is lived. Such systems cannot be reduced to discursive for-
mations without doing violence to the way that they are materialized and 
experienced in the world.

Roitman’s assessment of some of the political responses to the finan-
cial crisis also skews toward the one-dimensional. Surveying the field of 
recent social movement activity, Roitman contends that while anti-aus-
terity protests and the Occupy movement certainly engaged politically 
with the crisis, they did so in terms that primarily asked, “Who should 
bear the burden of a declining prosperity?” and without offering a “di-
vergent interpretation of the significance of the crisis, much less discor-
dant manners of apprehending its constitutive terms” (68). To suggest 
that all that the Occupy movement—let alone its diverse social move-
ment contemporaries and radical forerunners—attempted to articulate 
was the question of who should bear the brunt of a fading prosperity is 
simply to play too casually with a much richer and diverse political field. 
What of the work done by activists within Occupy and in initiatives that 
have flowed from it, like Strike Debt, around the very concept of debt, 
what it signifies, and what its disciplinary and subjective effects are (see 
Graeber 2012)? Even those who have approached Occupy with skepti-
cism would acknowledge that the movement was asking much more 
than who was responsible for dwindling prosperity—indeed, the move-
ment was frequently accused of casting its nets too widely, of refusing to 
narrow its expressions of dissent and desires for alternatives to a neatly 
packaged set of consumable demands. This is, of course, to say noth-
ing of more radical resistance and alternative-building movements both 
now and in the past which have often deployed the language of crisis 
to signify an urgent need for action and intervention while by no means 
reconciling themselves with the contours of the dominant socio-political 
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and economic order (see Epstein 1991; Federici 2012; Katsiaficas 1987, 
2006; McNally 2002; Polletta 2002). Focusing solely on the contempo-
rary moment and the so-called financial crisis, Roitman fails to engage a 
rich range of voices representing a diversity of perspectives, all of whom 
would agree that there is much more going on amidst collectivities seek-
ing to contest and build alternatives to the status quo than a mystified 
reproduction of it (see Conway 2004; Day 2005; Graeber 2009, 2013; 
Haiven and Khasnabish 2010; Hardt and Negri 2004; Holloway 2002; 
Juris 2008; Juris and Razsa 2012; Khasnabish 2008; Maeckelbergh 
2009; Sitrin 2012; Taylor et al. 2011; Wood 2012). The dismissals of 
Occupy and other contemporary social justice struggles are problematic 
because they are abstracted and far too sweeping in their characteriza-
tions. Ironically, in her call for greater attention and specificity to the 
practices that give shape and meaning to contexts, Roitman dismisses 
an incredibly varied terrain of struggle and the actors who populate it. 
Indeed, the weakness of this discursive analytical focus is illuminated in 
this instance, where every invocation of “crisis” is read as if it complies 
with or fits into the philosophical arc traced by Roitman or the way that 
elite actors might employ it today. Of course, “crisis” can and does sig-
nify many different things to those who utter its name, and many radical-
ized struggles for social justice employ it as a signifier for a diverse set 
of circumstances that can be traced back to the operation of dominant 
systems of exploitation and oppression.

In the final assessment, Roitman’s Anti-Crisis is an engaging, timely, 
and provocative critical analysis of contemporary crisis narratives. It does 
work that few others have undertaken by plumbing the roots of crisis as 
a historico-philosophical concept and approaching its narration as a dis-
cursive tool for the defense of the status quo and the interests animating 
it. Roitman does a superb job of excavating and analyzing the technical 
practices that allowed for what were at one moment regarded as legiti-
mate and lucrative practices of debt capitalization to be transfigured in 
the next moment into toxic obligations requiring public bailouts in order 
to rescue the world as we know it. But if Roitman is correct in identifying 
crisis claims as blind spots that produce meaning of the world in pursuit 
of specific interests and agendas, her own discursive analysis of socio-
technical assemblages and crisis narratives produces its own blind spots. 
Specifically, her discursive frame does not take up how such techniques 
are put to use by intersecting systems of oppression and exploitation, and 
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how radical struggles for social justice seek to articulate critiques of such 
systems while also charting paths beyond them. We should embrace a 
politics and analytics of anti-crisis but, in doing so, we must situate the 
possibilities it offers within a clear-eyed and uncompromising analysis of 
the systemic injustices that create the real conditions discursively sub-
sumed by recuperative claims to crisis. n
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