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I. Introduction 

The “unprecedented” nature of the COVID-19 crisis is my focus in this paper. “Unprecedented” 

is defined by something without precedent, that is, as never having occurred in time up until this 

point. What precisely is unprecedented about the COVID-19 crisis is somewhat secondary for 

this essay. Instead, what I am interested in is the rhetorical claims that attends to the claim of the 

unprecedented: that never before within have “we” seen something like this. One might ask 

immediately: what is understood by “this” crisis, and who is it who either has or has not 

experienced something like it?  

 What makes something unprecedented is not only that it has never occurred before, but 

that there is no history for what is happening. There is no precedent for this context, nothing, as 

in the Latin verb, praecedere, that has gone before or gone after, and thus no background 

knowledge to apply in this radically unfamiliar situation. The unprecedented, therefore, is a 

claim about history as much as it is a claim about practice.  
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 The claim that there is something unprecedented about the COVID-19 crisis inspires a 

comparison to the work of both Walter Benjamin and Reinhart Koselleck, the former whose 

messianism recalls the unexpected, ever-anticipated eruption into history that would end all 

history, the latter whose focus on the historical development of the category of “crisis” as a 

temporal classification that yields continually new pictures of time.  

 I argue that the conceptual tools of Koselleck offer a clearer picture of what is 

theoretically noteworthy within this moment in time. My claim is that there is an interesting 

tension in the description of crisis between these two figures in terms of the idea of crisis as 

rupture into history. My argument is that the rhetoric of the unprecedented can be interpreted 

through a historiography of the transcendent, by which I mean a conceptualization of what is 

unexpected through as what is transcendent. The moment in which the transcendent erupts into 

history the transcendent becomes amenable to rational discourse. As rational the transcendent 

can be capitalized, monetized, and profited from.  

 For Benjamin, if the unprecedented has entered history it is no longer unprecedented. The 

radicality of Benjamin’s conception of historiography is in the tension of his theological outlook 

of messianism with the historicality of the possibility of the “messiah’s” rupture into history. 

What this means in concrete terms is that the expected can never be unexpected—the messiah is 

not unexpected. Thus any claim that the unprecedented, unexpected, or radically other has 

entered into history is a rhetorical gesture towards repetitive iterations of the “status quo.” In this 

way, Benjamin’s work allows us to see the attendant claims of profiting from crisis as profiting 

from rhetorics of crisis. By contrast, Koselleck offers the opposing view: that crises are indeed 

still possible within history, even as ontological events, events that change the meaning of what 

“is” at the level of “decision” that crisis represents. My position is that Benjamin’s theological 



3 

 

notions of what I am glossing as the expected-unexpected is helpful in determining the limits of 

the “opportunities” with crises as iterations of what has already occurred, but that Benjamin’s 

view is limited precisely in this way. While the radicality of the faith in a to-come that never 

arrives positions us to remain at a distance from the actualization of change, and keeps us, 

perhaps, critical, there still remains perhaps the fundamental historiographical question of how it 

is that societies change.  

 I don’t see how Benjamin’s view captures these transformations if I am correct to read 

him as one who would deny that crises ever do produce change. By contrast, Koselleck’s vision 

of the nature of crisis as transformative along political and social lines allows us to orient 

ourselves toward a more historicist view of the development of events. Koselleck’s view, 

however, may be limited by the reliance on causality attending to the emergence of the event, 

and the subsequent fallout of that event. What, it seems, an improved version of both theorists 

understanding of crisis requires is a great dose of theoretical humility: change does occur, contra 

Benjamin, but how this change occurs is not entirely knowable, contra Koselleck. At best what 

we are left with us a familiar and uncomfortable position of anticipation combined with a 

recognition of the arbitrariness of the identification of causes and effects. Finally, I think what 

this spells out is that the kind of things we choose to identify as causes of the COVID-19 crisis, 

and the kinds of things we choose to identify as consequences of it, indicate the kind of 

orientation we take toward social and political questions that matter for any desire to see 

meaningful transformation of exploitative systems and political injustice. In other words, what 

we choose at this critical juncture will spell the kind of world we intend to see birthed out of this 

crisis/noncrisis.  
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II. Koselleck 

My interest in writing this paper stems from an interest in the concept of crisis in general. What 

this interest in crisis is based on—perhaps besides personal experience—is the question of the 

mechanisms or principles of historical change. For Koselleck, one answer to the question of how 

change happens in history is precisely through crisis. Koselleck offers a genealogy of the term 

crisis, in his 2006 article published in the History of Ideas entitled “Crisis.”1 The literature on 

Koselleck’s view of history is extensive and I do not pretense comprehension in this paper. 

Instead, what I want to do here is set out some ideas in the direction of thinking about the 

concept of crisis—which I will define and explicate the relevantly important features of 

Koselleck’s interpretations for my purposes—in terms of the interaction that the political and 

theological valences of this term have on a less explored idea of crisis’s relevance, that is, to its 

economic valence. I am, however, also not an economist, and so I will need to define my 

thinking about these terms at the outset. 

 Is COVID-19 an economic crisis? Is this the “first time” that a health crisis has taken on 

such economic significance? The influence of COVID-19 on the economy is clear: with a 

slowdown or in some cases a complete stop on the exchange of goods and services, the economy 

suffers, since, by definition, it is based upon this primary mode of action. But this is a superficial 

level of influence: what of the scores of workers whose shift to work-from-home has spelled the 

end of their daily commute into the office? Or what about the minimum wage workers, mostly 

women, mostly in hospitality services such as restaurant work, who refuse to return to 

thoroughly exploitative, often abusive along gendered lines, jobs? It seems that the COVID-19 

crisis has, in part, generated an “opportunity” for the meaning of work to be re-thought. 

 
 1 Koselleck, Reinhart. 2006. “Crisis.” Journal of the History of Ideas 67 (2): 357–400. 
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 Koselleck’s point, as I take it here, is not that the dimensions of crisis, be they political, 

theological, medical, psychological or extension, exist in isolation from others, but, instead, that 

these different dimensions each become relevant at different times and for different conceptual 

reasons. That is, for example, what Koselleck describes as a transition from a “medical” to an 

“economic” view of the word crisis is made possible because of the extension of the concept of 

crisis’s semantic range to include economics. This is a kind of argument by analogy, that medical 

crisis is akin to economic crisis insofar as both exemplify or demonstrate that certain conditions 

produce inevitable outcomes.  

 This view—summed up rather quickly—is that there are precipitating events that 

accumulate over time and reach such a critical mass that a “crisis” necessarily occurs. This view 

implies that we can know the causes of crises, if we only identify, and in this instance retrofit, 

enough relevant preceding causes to indicate that the crisis can or would have been likely to 

occur. Likewise, after the crisis has occurred, or reached its fevered pitch, a series of “fall out” 

events occur, which are likewise traceable to the crisis. Everyone’s least-favourite catch-line 

today is: “Due to COVID”—but can we know what is really due to COVID? 

 

III. Benjamin 

William Schinkel, in a 2015 article, “The image of crisis: Walter Benjamin and the interpretation 

of ‘crisis’ in modernity,” claims that Koslleck’s idea that, as he quotes Koslleck, “through its 

[crisis’s] diagnostic and prognostic substance [it is] indicative of a new consciousness” is, as 

Schinkel puts it outdated.2 He writes, “Today, no use of ‘crisis’ carries such deep connotations of 

 
 2 Schinkel, Willem. 2015. “The Image of Crisis: Walter Benjamin and the Interpretation of ‘Crisis’ in 

Modernity.” Thesis Eleven 127 (1): 36–51. 
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change. Calling some state of affairs a ‘crisis,’ is, quite the opposite, a move toward stabilization 

of the existing” (38). Schinkel wrote this article in 2015. I wonder if his views would change 

now given the many rhetorical discussions around the COVID-19 crisis pertaining specifically to 

whether we ought to “return to normal” or use such an opportunity to generate a new world full 

of new expectations and means for accomplishing our tasks. Many discussions do relate to how 

long until we return to “normal,” but there is indeed a growing recognition, I would argue, that 

there is no such thing as any “return” in this case — “change” after this crisis must happen. 

 What is more troublesomely problematic about Schinkel’s claim that the “old” meaning of 

crisis as revolutionary or as a moment of decision no longer obtains is the lack of evidence he 

gives for this claim. Schinkel simply asserts that this is the case, that crisis only relates to how 

long it might take to “get back to normal,” without any concomitant discussion of the aftermath 

of this “return,” or what this, as we just so easily call it today, “new normal” might look like.  

 The idea that there is a “new” normal to be found seems to challenge Schinkel at the level 

of popular rhetoric. While for a time the “new normal” referred to the preventative measures that 

we adopted in order to stymie the tide of COVID-19 case count, at this point I would argue that 

the “new normal” after COVID relates to the economic impact that the pandemic has had upon 

us. By economic, I do not simply mean the exchange of goods, but a more classical sense of the 

organization of home — the organization of our communities, of how we relate to each other in 

small and large groups, of who we are in relation to others in terms of the moment of crisis, all of 

these issues are now in redevelopment precisely because of this crisis. 

 And yet I hesitate to claim, given prior considerations, that the COVID-19 crisis is a 

cause of these periods of renegotiation — is at all demonstrable or provable that they are? We 

may say with the logicians that the COVID-19 crisis may have been a necessary but not 
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sufficient condition — that something radical “needed” to happen, but it alone is not sufficient to 

carry out such a renegotiation of a troubled world grappling with legacies of colonialism, gender-

based violence, exploitation and the ilk. The sufficient condition is the nascent, often suppressed, 

often apparently impossible and inaccessible, desire for change — and crisis is an opportunity to 

express that desire manifestly. 

 Indeed, Schinkel seems to exemplify a kind of pessimistic, ironically very modern 

malaise about the meaninglessness of crisis in our time: “Similarly, with the ‘crisis of 

modernity,’ and the ‘crisis of representation’, one could say that the revolutionary uses of ‘crisis’ 

in political history have been lost” (38). But why could one say this? What evidence is there that 

the revolutionary use of the word crisis—an idea undeveloped in this article—has been lost? Can 

we not generate examples of revolutionary crisis in from the 2010s, even? What of the Arab 

Spring, the popular protests in Hong Kong, or movements local to Turtle Island, Idle No More, 

or Black Lives Matter? It seems to me as if in our inability—out of privilege or lack of an ability 

to creatively imagine what it might be like for others to experience crises for ourselves Schinkel 

has taken a nihilistic tact toward the value of crisis as a heuristic tool for understanding historical 

change: as Nietzsche understood it, nihilism as the devaluation of the highest values, or, as one 

might gloss it, the evacuation of significance from meanings previously held dear. 

 There is some truth to the idea that crisis has become a moot point in historiography — 

and indeed Koselleck himself anticipated some of this overcoming of the concept. But the 

concept, if we are to critique it, should not be seen as no longer existing, as having dissipated, 

but as, as with all things, transformed. And by taking the approach I am trying to pursue here, we 

can understand more of what it means to live in the times we do, facing the challenges we face. 

At least, that is the goal. 
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 Schinkel interprets Benjamin as viewing modernity’s crises as “eternal returns of the 

same.” Borrowing the Nietzschean idea of eternal return, or recurrence, of the same, Schinkel 

indicates that for Benjamin, what returns is not identity but different, in a kind of Deleuzian vein. 

However, regardless of Schinkel’s interpretation of Benjamin’s view of what Nietzsche meant 

metaphysically but the eternal return, it is the still the case that it seems that Schinkel, or 

Benjamin, imbue too much intentionality into the moment of crisis. While Schinkel’s work 

profitably illuminates the recurrence of crisis as a key concept in modernity, and indeed this is 

observable in economic terms, I think that this view might profit from Koselleck’s idea of crisis 

as an analytic concept used to interpret historical events. Rather than seeing crisis as something 

that can be accounted for in terms of precipitating causes, or as seeing crisis, after it occurs, as 

causing certain events to subsequently occur, instead, we ought to look at the rhetoric of crisis 

and what is being identified as precipitation and what is being identified as consequence. In so 

doing, we limit the need to either judge crisis as “legitimate” or as “truly rapturous of the status 

quo” and instead see crisis as a collective historical tool that social groups use conceptually to 

make sense of moments of change. While we can call into question whether this change truly 

changes anything (or what difference a difference makes, to paraphrase Jonathan Smith), 

nevertheless the idea has legs of its own and does point toward something that alters the 

psychical and material landscape of our social lives. To deny that crises do this would seem to 

escape into the dream that Schinkel claims we ought not to. 


