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Crisis Politics

Soon after Barack Obama won the 2008 presidential election, and in 
the depths of what was at that time the most severe economic down-

turn since the Great Depression, his then chief of staff, Rahm Emanuel, 
told a group of CEOs:

You never want a serious crisis to go to waste. . . . Things that we had postponed 

for too long, that were long-term, are now immediate and must be dealt with. 

This crisis provides the opportunity for us to do things that you could not do 

before.1

Emanuel’s remarks received what seemed like endless media play, much 
of which focused on what many observers regarded as its pithy encapsula-
tion of his opportunistic, Machiavellian, take-no-prisoners style of poli-
tics. But his comments were equally striking for what they implied about 
the political significance of—and about the political work done by—crisis. 
First, Emanuel’s statement reflected the zeitgeist of that first decade of the 
twenty-first century, a moment at which American politics, economics, and 
culture seemed increasingly and indelibly marked by an ever-expanding 
array of calamitous events and phenomena, from Hurricane Katrina, to 
the BP oil spill, to health pandemics such as H1N1 flu, to the attacks on 
the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, to the wars in Iraq and Afghan-
istan, to the economic and financial meltdowns of the Great Recession. 
Similarly, his suggestion that such phenomena presented opportunities 
“to do things that you could not do before” reflected the widely held idea 
that crises are particularly generative moments for political and policy 
change. Many observers have noted, for example, that the exceptional 
circumstances of the Great Depression of the first half of the twentieth 
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century had created the opportunities for state intervention that made 
possible the redistributive and regulatory programs of the New Deal.

At the same time, however, Emanuel’s remark that crises bring “long-
term” problems to the fore also highlights something more subtle about 
the political implications of crisis. It reminds us that many of the issues 
brought into relief by phenomena such as wars, recessions, and health pan-
demics are not new problems, unanticipated upheavals, discrete incidents, 
or isolated ruptures. Rather, they are often new or particular manifesta-
tions of long-standing problems and conditions that have come to be un-
derstood as “serious crises,” often because they have become newly salient 
to new—and, as I will show, often dominant and relatively privileged— 
populations.2

Among the circumstances that characterized the period during which 
Emanuel made this statement, for example, were high rates of unemploy-
ment and sharply rising rates of home foreclosures. Neither of these con-
ditions was truly new, however. Instead, both issues had long confronted 
low-income people, people of color, and women of all races (particularly 
women who were sole borrowers).3 Foreclosure rates had been higher, in 
fact, among African Americans, Indigenous people, Latinos, and women 
who were sole borrowers during what was widely regarded as the housing 
boom of the mid-1990s than they would be among white borrowers and 
male-breadwinner-headed households during what would come to be la-
beled a foreclosure crisis a decade later.4 Similarly, rates of unemployment 
among women and within Black, Indigenous, and Latino communities 
had been as high during the economically booming 1990s as they would 
be among white men during the Great Recession of the early twenty-first 
century.5 But although high rates of unemployment and foreclosure had  
long affected members of these and other marginalized and minoritized 
groups, dominant political actors and institutions had rarely used the lan-
guage of crisis to characterize these problems during the previous decades, 
nor had they typically treated them as exceptional circumstances that cre-
ated opportunities for state intervention or the chance “to do things that 
you could not do before.”6

Considering Emanuel’s quip in this light reminds us that it is not in-
evitable that a “bad thing” will be defined and treated as bad, much less 
that it will be widely regarded as a policy problem or as an exceptional 
crisis worthy of and remediable through state intervention and resources.7 
That is, his assertion alerts us to the fact that neither the recognition nor 
the generativity of a crisis is foreordained. More specifically, it reminds us 
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about what Leah Bassel and Akwugo Emejulu call “the banality of every-
day inequalities” and that the persistent difficulties that affect marginal-
ized, oppressed, and subjugated groups are more typically normalized by 
dominant political actors than they are labeled and treated as crises.8

In this context, Emanuel’s words raise questions about the selective 
application of the language of crisis and about the relationships among 
this selectivity, the likelihood that a problem will stimulate state action, 
and the reproduction of hierarchies, subjugation, and oppression. This 
context also calls into question the causal direction implied by his asser-
tion that crises are things “that we had postponed for too long, that were 
long-term” but that have become “immediate and must be dealt with.” In 
particular, it suggests that rather than reflecting the severity or urgency of 
a problem, as he claims, the act of pronouncing that a problem is a crisis 
is part of what creates the twinned perceptions that it is, in fact, severe 
and urgent as well as the optimistic idea that it therefore should—and, 
importantly, can—be “dealt with.” As I will show, increased urgency is not 
necessarily what makes political actors treat a problem as a crisis. Instead, 
whether or not a bad thing comes to be labeled and treated as a crisis is of-
ten itself a political outcome, the result of problem-definition and agenda-
setting processes that make it one as political actors “organize it into” 
politics and transform it from an ongoing, taken-for-granted, and natural-
ized condition into an intervention- and resource-worthy policy problem.9 
Emanuel’s formulation thus makes visible the backdrop of persistent 
problems—what Bassel and Emejulu call “routinised crises”—that do “go 
to waste.”10 It also invites us to examine crisis as a major force in the poli-
tics of marginalization, first by considering the use of that term to describe  
some bad things alongside its absence as designator for others, and sec-
ond, to assess the rhetorical, political, and distributional conditions for 
and implications of these variations in its application.11 Most centrally, it 
invites us to interrogate the selective application of crisis as well as the 
implications of that selectivity for the justification of state intervention 
and material resources and for the ways in which these elements work to-
gether to distort, mask, and mystify the political and ideological work that 
crisis does. In other words, it invites us to denaturalize and analyze the 
effects of what is arguably one of the most naturalized forms of politics 
today: the politics of crisis.

This book takes up these invitations by attempting to conceptualize, 
operationalize, and assess the implications of crisis politics, the term I use 
to refer to the processes that structure the relationship between episodic 
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hard times and the kinds of ongoing and quotidian hard times that rou-
tinely affect and structure the lived experiences of marginalized groups. 
Such an analysis, I argue, is critical to making sense of a historical moment 
at which the seemingly constant invocation of crisis can seem to render 
that word both profoundly consequential as well as vacuous and hollow. 
In a political context in which labeling bad things as crises can seem both 
ubiquitous and so unevenly distributed, are marginalized groups always 
and inevitably the victims of crisis? Or can crises throw the status quo 
into disequilibrium in ways that open opportunities for these groups to 
improve their lived conditions? Faced with calamities that may detract 
attention from ongoing inequities at the same time as they subject the 
general population to the kinds of bad things that marginalized groups 
face quite regularly, can advocates and movements harness crisis politics 
to advance long-standing goals? What, in other words, are the political im-
plications of hard times for groups for whom times are, in different ways 
and to varying degrees, always hard?12

I answer these questions by systematically exploring the political con-
struction, deployment, and consequences of crisis politics, a concept that 
encompasses both those “bad things” that come to be treated as crises by 
dominant political actors as well as those that are not afforded this treat-
ment, which I call non-crises. Whereas I define crises as bad things that are 
framed and treated as critical junctures deemed worthy of and remedia-
ble through government intervention and resources, I define non-crises as 
similar or analogous bad things that instead are treated as natural, inevi-
table, immune to—and therefore as not warranting—state intervention.

Stated most boldly, I argue that understanding crisis politics is key to 
understanding the political landscape of the early twenty-first century. 
The twinned lenses of crisis and non-crisis, I argue further, are particularly 
generative ones through which to understand the persistence and perpetu-
ation of processes that disenfranchise, disempower, and immiserate mem-
bers of marginalized, oppressed, and subjugated groups—the kinds of “en-
demics” and processes of “slow violence” that, as Ruth Wilson Gilmore 
argues with regard to racism, produce and exploit “group-differentiated 
vulnerability to premature death.”13 Engaging insights about the social 
construction of disaster and arguments about the discursive power of po-
litical language for problem definition and agenda setting, I bring the vast 
body of scholarship that treats crises such as wars, disasters, and recessions 
as drivers of political and policy change into conversation with work by 
scholars such as anthropologist Janet Roitman, who argue that “crisis is 
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not a condition to be observed” but rather “an observation that produces 
meaning.”14 Considered alongside the work of scholars like Gilmore who 
have offered lenses through which to understand the less spectacular but 
enduring conditions that structure the lives of marginalized groups, I show 
that whether or not something is treated as a crisis is itself a political out-
come that must be explained, and one that produces its own empirical 
realities and lived conditions.

If Crisis is Ubiquitous, Is Crisis Meaningless?

In a 2014 review of three books about “crisis narratives,” political theo-
rist Sascha Engel writes that “numerous recent events have either been 
identified as crises when they unfolded, or are retroactively identified as 
crises.” One might be tempted, he continues (quoting Michel Serres’s 2014 
book Times of Crisis: What the Financial Crisis Revealed and How to Rein-
vent our Lives and Future), “to consider all these at once and to diagnose 
that the first decades of the twenty-first century ‘have seen the radical 
transformation of our relations to the world and nature,’ culminating in a 
‘global crisis.’ ”15

In this environment of seemingly pervasive rhetorical invocations of 
crisis, one might be forgiven for wondering whether crisis is a concept in 
urgent need of scrutiny, whether it has become so deeply naturalized that 
it evades critique, or whether it has become so overdetermined as to pro-
hibit analysis. Historian Reinhart Koselleck, for example, indicts the media 
for their profligate use of the term, employing it, he argues, “interchange-
ably with ‘unrest,’ ‘conflict,’ ‘revolution,’ and to describe vaguely disturb-
ing moods or situations.”16 The concept of crisis, he contends, “which once 
had the power to pose unavoidable, harsh and nonnegotiable alternatives, 
has been transformed to fit the uncertainties of whatever might be fa-
vored at a given moment.”17 Legal scholar Peter Schuck argues similarly 
that terms like crisis and catastrophe have come to be used “so casually 
and promiscuously that their meanings have lost whatever precision they 
may have once possessed, and have acquired that familiar fuzziness that 
marks so much of our popular discourse.”18 “Crisis in Afghanistan, crisis in 
Darfur, crisis in Iran, crisis in Iraq, crisis in the Congo, crisis in Cairo, crisis 
in the Middle East, crisis in Main Street,” writes Roitman.19 Crisis, she ar-
gues, has become “an omnipresent sign in almost all forms of narrative to-
day,” mobilized as “the defining category of our contemporary situation” 
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and “the most common and most pervasive qualifier of contemporary his-
torical conditions.” Surveying the “bibliography in the social sciences and 
popular press” of the preceding decade, Roitman concludes that “crisis 
texts are a veritable industry.”20

Although invocations of crisis and their deployment to explain or justify 
political action might seem to have increased at an alarming pace over the 
last few decades, neither they nor concerns about their overuse are new, 
nor are they unique to the early twenty-first century.21 Randolph Starn 
declared in the opening sentences of his 1971 article, “Historians and Cri-
sis,” for example, “that this is an ‘age of crisis’ seems the least controversial 
of statements. Old enemies, theology and science, Right and Left, swear 
by it; all the evidence is said to prove it.”22 French sociologist Edgar Mo-
rin lamented in his provocatively titled 1976 essay, “Pour une crisologie,”  
that “the notion of crisis” had spread in the twentieth century “to every 
horizon of contemporary consciousness,” leaving “no area or issue that is 
not haunted by the idea of crisis: capitalism, society, the couple, the family, 
values, youth, science, law, civilization, humanity.”23 And in 1999, two years 
before 9/11 and during a period more commonly recalled as “crisis-free,” 
British scholar Colin Hay noted that “the concept of ‘crisis’ is ubiquitous 
within eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth-century social and political 
thought. Despite, or perhaps because of, this pervasiveness, it remains one 
of the most illusive, imprecise and generally unspecified concepts within 
the theoreticians’ armoury.” In fact, he concluded, “the more one ponders 
this, the more it seems likely that the term’s ubiquity derives precisely 
from this notorious imprecision.”24

Conceptually fuzzy, imprecise, and overdeployed though the term crisis 
might be, bad things to which that designation is applied have long been 
considered defining elements of global and national politics. Frustrated 
as he was by its ubiquity, for example, Morin argued that crises reveal 
gaps in our knowledge as well as “in the very social reality where the ‘cri-
sis’ appears.”25 Austin Sarat and Javier Lezaun claim that this “revelatory 
quality” offers “powerful reminders of the fragility of our social and insti-
tutional architectures” that lay bare “the conditions that make our sense 
of normalcy possible.”26

Indeed, the idea that crises are turning points and precipitating forces 
in politics, economics, and society has been central in many domains, in-
cluding medicine, religion, science, culture, and politics. On the left, the 
allegedly transformative potential of economic crisis was fundamental, for 
example, to Karl Marx and Friedrich Engel’s early ideas about the ways in 
which capitalism’s contradictions would precipitate socialist revolution.27 
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Although, as Bruce Norton explains, Marx himself came to doubt the 
transformative effects of crises, arguments that “capitalist development 
inevitably produces ever-deepening crisis tendencies” have continued 
to influence Marxist thought.28 Kevin Rozario notes that David Harvey, 
Marshall Berman, Edward Soja, Frederic Jameson, and Michel Foucault 
are only a few of the many scholars and critics on the left “who have 
grasped the peculiar prominence and resonance of disasters in the world 
that capitalism has made.”29 On the right, Milton Friedman argued in the 
preface to the 1982 edition of his 1962 book Capitalism and Freedom that 
“only a crisis—actual or perceived—produces real change.”30 As such, cri-
sis remains a potent frame, both as a lens through which to understand 
events and as a justification for political action.

This potency is particularly resonant in the United States, where what 
are often taken for granted to be crises have long been thought to play 
significant roles in political and policy change.31 Journalist Naomi Klein ar-
gues, for example, that corporations and political actors exploit the “shock” 
of crises to privatize public goods, services, and rights for their own profit, 
with devastating consequences for low-income people and dire conse-
quences for democracy more generally.32 Echoing these arguments about 
what Klein labels the “shock doctrine” of neoliberal “disaster capitalism,” 
Rozario goes as far as to argue that in the United States, crisis’s close cousin, 
disasters, “have made history,” playing a long and influential role in “the 
construction of American identities, power relations, economic systems, and 
environmental practices.”33 More recently, Ian Bremmer has highlighted 
what he argues is the unique “power of crises” to command policymakers’ 
attention when it comes to issues such as pandemics and climate change.34 
The belief that crises are generative forces in American politics and policy 
is likewise evident in the scholarship across many disciplines that has ad-
dressed important and widely ranging topics and questions about their con-
sequences: How far-reaching are the effects of crises?35 How do crises affect 
civic participation, political campaigns, trust in government, and attitudes 
toward out-groups?36 How does crisis rhetoric affect policy outcomes?37 Do 
crises increase public tolerance for austerity measures, autocratic power, 
and contractions in civil liberties?38 How do governments create crises, how 
well do they manage them, and what do they learn from them?39

Crisis and Marginalized Groups

Scholars have also explored and debated the particular implications of cri-
ses for marginalized, subjugated, and stigmatized groups such as women,  



8 introduction

Indigenous people, people of color, low-income people, immigrants, and 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) people in the 
United States. Many have argued that crises exacerbate preexisting ineq-
uities and detract attention and resources from issues affecting margin-
alized groups. Others such as Gwen Prowse have noted that exogenous 
shocks have long collided with structural inequalities “to produce catas-
trophes for members of race-class subjugated communities.”40 Almost 
by definition, for example, low-income people are likely to suffer more 
acutely than are more affluent people during economic and financial cri-
ses.41 Because of racial and gender disparities in income and wealth, eco-
nomic crises disproportionately disadvantage Black and Indigenous peo-
ple, Latinos, and women of all races and ethnicities.42 At the height of the 
Great Depression, for example, one-quarter of American workers were 
unemployed, but the rate was double that—approaching 50 percent—
among African Americans.43 

Analogous disparities were evident during the Great Recession in the 
early twenty-first century. In 2009, rates of unemployment among African 
Americans in the fifteen largest US metropolitan areas were, on average, 
seven percentage points higher than rates among whites, with differences as 
high as 13.8 percent in Minneapolis-St. Paul (where white unemployment 
was 6.6 percent and Black unemployment 20.4 percent) and 10.6 percent in 
Memphis (where white unemployment was 5.1 percent and Black unemploy-
ment 15.7 percent).44 More recently, both the health and economic effects  
of what would come to be called the “COVID-19 crisis” took a dispropor-
tionate toll on marginalized and intersectionally marginalized groups, as 
Black and Indigenous people, Pacific Islanders, and Latinos experienced ex-
ponentially higher rates of infection and mortality.45 Members of these same 
groups also faced higher rates of unemployment, as did women, who were 
also overrepresented in occupations that faced increased exposure to the vi-
rus.46 This multi-edged and gendered disaster was particularly pronounced 
among Black women and Latinas, who are disproportionally employed in 
sectors that were especially hard-hit by the pandemic shutdowns (such as 
retail, hotels, restaurants, and education) as well as in sectors that left them 
exposed to the virus (such as healthcare). Women also bore the brunt of the 
care-related challenges exacerbated by the pandemic, including those related 
to school closures and to the rapid spread of the virus in elder care facilities, 
a situation that led many to try to care for their elderly parents at home.47

A related body of work has emphasized the crisis-born political con-
straints, challenges, and setbacks for groups and movements struggling 
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to achieve social, economic, and political change. Jeffrey Berry argues, 
for example, that events like wars and depressions often lead advocacy 
groups to prioritize issues like basic economic and physical security, pull-
ing back from their work on what he calls “post-material” issues like civil 
rights.48 Calls for national unity during the Civil and First World Wars led 
to attacks on women’s suffrage organizations as unpatriotic, for example, 
and unions have been similarly attacked for threatening to strike during 
wars and in the wake of 9/11.49

Similarly, a large body of scholarship documents the many ways in 
which so-called states of exception accompanying wars, natural disasters, 
economic shocks, and health pandemics have long led to increased public 
tolerance for—and have long been used to justify—economic austerity 
and other neoliberal reforms, the consolidation of executive (and often 
autocratic) power, and contractions in civil liberties, particularly for mar-
ginalized and minoritized groups.50 Kyle Whyte argues, for example, that 
“people who perpetrate colonialism often imagine that their wrongful 
actions are defensible because they are responding to some crisis.” This 
“crisis epistemology,” he argues further, assumes “that to respond to a 
crisis, it is possible to suspend certain concerns about justice and moral-
ity,” with “devastating impacts on Indigenous peoples across ancestral, 
living, and emerging generations.”51 In an interview with journalist David 
Sanger, historian Robert Caro went as far as to argue that a central lesson 
of the effects of the Vietnam War on the Johnson administration’s ability 
to achieve its goals was that “wars kill movements for domestic reform.”52

And while much of this work takes as given that bad things labeled 
crises indeed warrant this designation, scholars also show that political 
institutions and elites create crises, often ones from which they ultimately 
benefit either politically or materially, and often at the expense of mem-
bers of marginalized groups. Whyte explains, for example, that in the first 
half of the twentieth century, the American government flooded the lands 
of Seneca and Lakota peoples to create dams, actions it justified with the 
assertion that “the United States needed energy and irrigation to lessen 
the perceived threat of the Soviet Union in the Cold War.”53 Stuart Hall 
and his colleagues argue that constructing crime as a “mugging crisis” in 
the 1970s allowed British elites to shift public attention and blame away 
from their repressive assaults on and declining conditions of working 
people and onto Black and Asian people.54 As sociologist David Pellow 
summarizes Hall’s argument, “some of the very institutions that helped 
produce and construct this crisis, benefited from it.” More generally, he 



10 introduction

argues, “one person’s catastrophe is another person’s day at the beach,” 
and “a crisis for one group can be an opportunity for another.” Modern 
market economies “are supposed to produce social inequalities and envi-
ronmental inequalities,” Pellow continues. “Is this a crisis? That depends 
on whom you ask.”55

This last point reminds us that crises can cut in multiple directions, 
and scholars and political observers note that elites may not be their sole 
beneficiaries. Thomas Birkland and others argue, for example, that “focus-
ing events” such as wars and economic crises can have silver linings for 
marginalized groups—what philosopher Thomas Homer-Dixon calls “the 
upside of down.”56 On this view, while material conditions might worsen, 
crises can also open what John Kingdon calls “policy windows,” broaden-
ing the “scope of the conflict” and improving conditions within what social 
movement scholars label the “political opportunity structure” by giving 
advocates and activists opportunities to push for changes that address the 
ongoing “bad things” that affect their constituents.57

A large body of scholarship presents evidence, for example, that rights 
and resources for groups including women, low-income people, and people 
of color have advanced significantly during times of or as a consequence of 
wars and other crises.58 Both the welfare state and labor rights expanded 
dramatically in the context of the Great Depression, and scholars have 
argued that the same has been true of civil rights during the Revolution-
ary War, Civil War, the First and Second World Wars, and the Cold War.59 
Scholars attribute the creation of mothers’ pensions to the Civil War, for 
example, and while the wartime patriotism of women’s suffrage activists 
was attacked, some argue that the participation of women in that war and 
WWI ultimately eased the way for women’s suffrage as well.60 Others have 
argued that war can stimulate civic engagement, that public sympathy for 
the poor often increases during hard economic times, and that this sym-
pathy, in turn, can open the door not only for redistributive policies that  
proved elusive in more prosperous times but also, perhaps, for the kinds 
of utopian possibilities that Rebecca Solnit characterizes as “a paradise 
built in hell.”61 More recently, scholars have documented the ways in which 
the devastation of the HIV/AIDS crisis served as an important mobilizer 
for LGBTQ people and movements.62 From this perspective, even if mem-
bers of a marginalized group suffer materially and disproportionately as 
a consequence of a recession, a disaster, or a pandemic, the movements 
and organizations that advocate on their behalf might “benefit” from crises 
through increased visibility, sympathy, media attention, or donations.
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So powerful is the sense that crises are important engines of progres-
sive change in the United States, Michele Dauber argues, that the origins 
and expansion of the American welfare state were based not in the claims 
to citizenship that were central to the development of its European coun-
terparts but instead on “precedents drawn from the previous 150 years 
of federal disaster relief”—relief intended not to alleviate long-standing 
conditions of poverty but to provide temporary aid to deserving victims of 
events understood to be outside of their control.63 “I have come to wonder,” 
Rozario writes, “whether dominant American ideas of progress would even 
be imaginable without disasters.”64

In light of both the seeming causal centrality but also the conceptual 
ambiguity of crisis in ideas about political and policy change, and in the 
midst of what can appear to be a never-ending onslaught of catastrophes, 
emergencies, and disasters, there is renewed urgency to interrogate and 
track the political construction, meanings, deployment, and effects of cri-
sis—to, as Morin implores, “put the concept of crisis in crisis.”65

Conceptualizing Crisis Politics as an Object of Study

This book attempts to heed that plea. My approach to doing so draws 
on and is indebted to the insights and interventions of the foregoing im-
portant bodies of work, but I ask a somewhat different set of questions 
about the ways in which crises—and ideas about crises—are implicated 
in American politics and public policy. First, much of the work in the vast 
bodies of scholarship in history, political science, and public policy that ex
amine phenomena such as wars, natural disasters, and recessions treats 
these “crises” as independent variables that drive agenda setting and of po
litical and policy change. In contrast, drawing on ideas from the sociology 
of disaster and critical disaster studies and on the arguments of scholars 
who underscore the constructed nature of disasters and crises more gener-
ally, I emphasize the development, deployment, and consequences of cri-
sis as a political term, concept, and construct. That is, I treat the definition 
of crisis as endogenous to politics—as a dependent variable that needs to 
be explained rather than an independent variable that, as Leslie McCall 
writes, “should be doing the explaining.”66

Second, while my approach entails examining crisis politics at a gen-
eral level, my central and more proximate aim is to adjudicate some of the 
tensions and competing claims about their implications for marginalized  
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groups. These tensions and claims are thrown into relief by putting con-
structivist understandings of crises into conversation with work that treats 
crises as independent variables in the ways I began to do above: On the 
one hand, the bad things that shape the everyday lived experiences of mar
ginalized groups are not considered crises unless and until they affect dom
inant groups.67 On the other hand, however, once a crisis is “hailed into  
being,” it can have real and far-reaching political and material reverbera-
tions, both for the lived conditions of marginalized groups as well as for 
the possibility of opening windows of opportunity to address long-standing 
inequities.68

To these ends, the book is animated by and structured around three 
central empirical questions about crisis politics: First, how did crisis enter 
and come to so structure, even dominate, American political and policy 
discourse and processes? Second, are some bad things more likely than 
others to be constructed as crises, and if so, what are the political processes 
through which this happens? Finally, once a bad thing has been consti-
tuted as a crisis, what are the implications of such constructions for the 
political opportunities facing marginalized groups, particularly for those 
whose marginality is constituted by the intersections of multiple axes of 
inequality, including race, class, gender, and sexuality?

These questions contain both an ontological facet—what is a crisis?—
and an epistemological one—how do we/political actors/the state know 
what a crisis is? Through my analyses, I show that when it comes to crisis 
politics, these two facets are inextricably bound up with one another. In 
particular, through inductive examinations of a wide array of evidence, I 
begin by showing empirically that crisis neither is a neutral descriptor of 
empirically bad things nor has it been a constant in mainstream political 
discourse. Instead, crisis politics have a genesis and a distinct historical tra-
jectory, and both their origins and their arc have significant implications 
for the politics of marginalization and marginalized groups. We might as-
sume, for example, that bad things are more prone to being labeled crises 
the more people they affect, the more they rupture with the past, and the 
more amenable they are to government intervention, but this is not the 
case. Instead, I show that crisis is endogenous to and recursive within poli-
tics. That is, I show that crisis politics are not only productive of but also 
the products of political battles and decisions, and that having a bad thing 
“societalized” and recognized as a crisis within dominant institutions is 
itself a political goal and victory that often has very real material and 
policy consequences, ones that often have feedback effects of their own.69 
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As Iain White and Gauri Nandedkar put it, “crises are truth claims: they 
are invoked, they define, and, in doing so, they privilege certain ideologies 
or policy ‘solutions’ over others” in ways that may lead to different policy 
interventions and different attributions of political responsibility.70

In other words, it does not suffice to ask whether a particular crisis is 
“real” or “constructed,” as the designation of any bad thing as a crisis is 
always, to some degree, the product of political contestation.71 As Hannah 
Arendt argues, “In politics, more than anywhere else, we have no pos-
sibility of distinguishing between being and appearance. In the realm of 
human affairs, being and appearance are indeed one and the same.”72 “We 
all play language games,” Murray Edelman explains in his discussion of 
Arendt. The goal, in his view, is therefore to understand these “multiple 
realities,” not to try to determine “which position is real or realistic.”73 That 
is, understanding crisis politics entails stepping back from crisis discourse 
to recognize and interrogate the “contested truths” the language of crisis 
smuggles in under the guise of received wisdom.74 Is it true, as many of 
us intuit, that the political use of crisis language has risen dramatically? 
If so, what are we to make of this increase, how can we understand the 
subtexts and assumptions that underlie it, and what, if anything, can laying 
them bare help us to understand about the political work that crisis poli-
tics make possible or that they frustrate? My analyses shed some light on 
these issues by mapping the changing political meanings of the word crisis, 
reconstructing the key historical shifts in its political uses, and exploring 
the implications of these meanings and uses for structuring the politics of 
power and marginalization.

Studying Crisis Politics Empirically

To operationalize and examine crisis politics empirically, the research for 
this book combines inductive and deductive approaches and draws on evi-
dence from a range of sources, including content analyses of textual and 
archival evidence from print media, party platforms, congressional bills 
and hearings, presidential addresses, and advocacy organizations’ publica-
tions and congressional testimony. Analyzed in light of insights based in 
theories of intersectionality, critical disaster studies, and the large body of 
theoretical and empirical work about crisis and related concepts such as 
disaster, catastrophe, and states of emergency, this evidence allows for the 
first examination of the genesis and evolution of American crisis politics 
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and of their implications for the politics of marginalization and injustice 
in the United States.

Crisis as a Political Keyword

I begin with a very literal approach to identifying when and the processes 
through which crisis politics are constructed and are at work. In particular, 
I propose that we can start to appreciate their significance and their rela-
tionship to the politics of marginalization and oppression by analyzing the 
evolution of crisis as a political keyword. Here I borrow from British cul-
tural theorist and materialist critic Raymond Williams, who uses the con-
cept of “keywords” to capture a phenomenon that he encountered when 
returning home after serving in the Second World War.75 As he describes 
it, the meanings of words like culture had multiplied and “shifted” while 
he was away, “forcing themselves” on his attention “because the problems 
of [their] meaning” were “inextricably bound up with the problems [they 
were] being used to discuss.”76

Although cultural theorists originated the keyword approach, scholars 
across many disciplines have adopted it to explore the constitutive role 
of language and discourse in politics and to understand the ways in which 
“the terms that are used to describe social life are also active forces shap-
ing it.”77 Daniel Rodgers uses a keyword approach, for example, to exam-
ine the role of words like rights, freedom, and interests in American politi-
cal history and development.78 Nancy Fraser and Linda Gordon examine 
dependency as a keyword, while Stuart Hall and his coauthors analyze the 
cultural and political work of the term mugging.79 Patricia Strach draws on 
this method to examine the use of family in politics and policy, and Sarah 
Churchwell takes a similar approach in examining the origins, history, and 
significance of the phrases American Dream and America First.80 Given its 
centrality in contemporary American political discourse, it is hard to think 
of a keyword more ripe for such an analysis than crisis.81

I bring these ideas into conversation with the insights of scholars such 
as Stuart Hall, Murray Edelman, Deborah Stone, Joseph Gusfield, Ange-
Marie Hancock, and George Lakoff, who argue that language shapes poli-
tics and material conditions by constructing beliefs about political causes 
and effects.82 To do so, I begin to chart the development and evolution of 
crisis politics by exploiting the availability of digitized sources including 
newspapers, government publications, and political documents to track 
the actual use of the word crisis in political discourse and to compare its 
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use on the part of dominant actors with the ways in which is it used by 
representatives of and political actors from marginalized communities.

Using this blunt but—as I hope readers will agree—powerfully illu-
minating instrument, I follow the lead of scholars who denaturalize crisis 
by treating it as a political construct rather than as an empirical reality. 
That is, I show that crisis has no inherent political meaning, but instead 
has achieved its significance through social and political processes.83 More 
specifically, the term itself entered the English lexicon as a medical term 
used to describe “the turning point for better or worse in an acute disease” 
(according to Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary). I show that when it first trav-
eled from its scientific origins to politics, it described a relatively narrow 
set of political and economic turning points, most of which had to do with 
wars, recessions, and conflicts in or with other countries. I show further 
that its expanded application to domestic phenomena in the US context 
seems to have originated among abolitionists and racial justice advocates 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They repurposed it as 
part of an effort to change the way in which ongoing and endemic racial 
oppression was understood: not as an inevitable and eternal fact of nature 
but rather as an urgent issue facing a critical juncture, one at which con-
certed state intervention was necessary, justified, and would make a deci-
sive and desirable difference. In the 1960s, dominant political actors took 
up this meaning as well. But whereas civil rights leaders had pioneered 
the use of crisis in an effort to justify state intervention and resources to 
address the ongoing struggles of marginalized, oppressed, and subjugated 
groups, dominant political actors were far more likely to use it to signal 
that the status quo was under threat and to argue either that state inter-
vention was necessary to address bad things affecting privileged people or 
to advance neoliberal agendas of state retrenchment.

As crisis made this journey from medicine to politics and economics 
and then to social life, its use as a political term increased markedly and 
took on four broad clusters of different but overlapping and politically 
revealing meanings. First among these is what I call clear-cut crises—
seemingly self-evident shocks and disasters that are understood to be 
relatively quick, discrete, and episodic. Second, crisis came to be used to 
designate conditions—that is, political actors came to use the concept of 
crisis as a turning point as a way to raise the urgency of long-term do-
mestic problems that had previously been viewed as intractable, shifting 
the timeframe within which we understand them to stimulate and justify 
political and policy responses.84 Political actors also try to stimulate crises  
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through confrontations and disruptions, a meaning that I label crisis-as- 
creation. Finally, crisis came to be used as a synonym for a “very bad 
thing,” a meaning that I label calamity-as-crisis. Equally significant, how-
ever, is that for every bad thing that is constituted as a universalized crisis, 
myriad others are never so labeled. I show that the constitution of crisis 
as a way to understand some kinds of bad things therefore also came to 
constitute its inverse, non-crisis—bad things that are not treated as crises 
by dominant political actors but that have analogues that are.

The idea of non-crisis builds on and is indebted to concepts that schol-
ars have offered as lenses through which to understand the implications 
of marginalization and oppression. Like “endemics,” “slow or premature 
death,” “routinized crisis,” “uneventful catastrophe,” “everyday state of 
emergency,” “slow disaster,” “slow violence,” and “withheld violence,” for 
example, “non-crisis” is intended to describe and encompass a range of 
naturalized, non-spectacular, but enduring conditions such as long-term 
unemployment, poverty, homelessness, mass incarceration, and racialized 
and gendered wage disparities and violence that structure the lives and 
lived experiences of members of marginalized groups.85 It is also indebted 
to Rachel Luft’s conceptualization of “racialized disaster patriarchy,” 
which she describes as the “political, institutional, organizational, and cul-
tural practices that converge before, during, and after disaster to produce 
injustice.”86 And like concepts such as “non-issues,” “suppressed issues,” 
“un-politics,” and “semantically masked crises” that political scientists 
and policy scholars have developed to describe and understand the politi-
cal power and powerlessness of these same groups, non-crisis also aims to 
provide a lens through which to understand the reasons why and mecha-
nisms via which some issues are “organized into” politics, while others are 
“organized out.”87 Non-crisis brings these bodies of ideas into conversa-
tion and specifies that what are often assumed to be long-term non-crises 
often have (usually episodic and shorter-term) counterparts that are 
treated as aberrant and temporary crises that must—and, as importantly, 
can—be resolved in order to avoid some disastrous or catastrophic out-
come. In these ways, the framework of crisis and non-crisis provides ana-
lytic purchase on crisis politics—the processes through which long-term 
and enduring problems that so often are taken for granted as unalter-
able parts of the normal political and economic landscape when they are 
related to naturalized conditions of vulnerability affecting marginalized 
populations become de-particularized and regarded as universalized and 
intervention-worthy crises when they affect dominant groups or broader 
publics.88
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Crisis and Non-Crisis

Tracing the use, prevalence, and evolving meanings of crisis as a keyword 
inductively illuminates much about the construction of crisis politics but 
reveals only one facet of this process. So, after establishing in part 1 what 
crisis politics are and that the political meanings of crisis have evolved in 
particular ways in the American context, I move in part 2 to a more deduc-
tive examination of the construction and implications of particular crises 
and non-crises. The analyses in this part of the book place less emphasis 
on the presence and absence of the word crisis and focus instead on exam-
ining the processes through which bad times for some groups come to be 
treated as crises while the bad times endured by others do not.

To do so, I use a set of matched cases through which I explore the par-
ticular framings of one “bad thing” that became defined as a crisis, compar-
ing it alongside an analogous “bad thing” that was treated as a non-crisis. 
Specifically, I compare the ways in which economic reporters and domi-
nant political actors addressed subprime mortgages and foreclosures dur-
ing what came to be widely known as the early twenty-first-century’s fore-
closure crisis, comparing this attention with that devoted to these issues 
during what I label the foreclosure non-crisis of the late 1990s. Subprime 
lending was proliferating and foreclosure rates were, by some measures, 
higher among people of color and sole-borrower women in the late 1990s 
than they would be among white and male-breadwinner households during 
what would come to be labeled a crisis a decade later. I show, however, that 
economic reporters and dominant political actors neither described nor 
treated these issues as problems worthy of and remediable through federal 
intervention during this earlier period. Instead, in a context marked by fed-
eral policymakers’ efforts to replace redistribution with expanded access 
to credit, they accepted lenders’ “zombie facts” that—in spite of a wealth 
of evidence to the contrary—women and people of color were “risky” bor-
rowers who did not qualify for better loan terms. They also treated priva-
tized subprime mortgages, rather than government spending or regulation, 
as the appropriate state action to increase rates of homeownership among 
women and people of color and to resolve distributional problems more 
generally.89 In so doing, they naturalized and particularized the extractive 
and often predatory terms of subprime loans and the attendant high rates 
of foreclosure among these two groups, all but precluding the possibility of 
robust state intervention to address them.

Even after the crisis was “declared,” economic reporters and dominant 
political actors continued to naturalize and particularize these race- and 
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gender-related inequalities as non-crises, treating the disproportionately 
high rates of subprime mortgages and foreclosure among women and peo-
ple of color as outside of what was understood to be the crisis and beyond 
the power of the federal government to remedy. Moreover, while the “fore-
closure crisis” elicited a more robust federal response, this intervention 
came too late to help members of groups who had been losing their homes 
at high rates in the decade before the crisis was declared. These policy in-
terventions consequently did little to narrow disparities in rates of home-
ownership or to address inequitable and discriminatory access to mortgage 
loans. Instead, the kinds of intersecting racial and gender disparities in rates 
of high-cost mortgages and foreclosures that were evident in the 1990s have 
persisted. The end of the crisis meant, in other words, a return to “normal” 
pre-crisis conditions of deeply entrenched and intersectionally constituted 
inequalities and injustice. This is the essence of crisis politics.

When Bad Things Happen to Privileged People?

By exposing some of the ways in which the term crisis has come to do the 
political work that it does, the keyword analysis and the examinations of 
the foreclosure crisis and non-crisis reveal some of the processes that fuel 
both crisis politics and their role in processes that reinforce and perpetu-
ate inequality and marginalization. First, by denaturalizing crisis, the anal-
yses underscore its malleability and constructedness and remind us that, 
contrary to dominant assumptions, crisis is not a material and self-evident 
thing, the contours of which we can identify, measure, and distinguish from 
bad times or bad things that are not crises.90 Instead, the history of cri-
sis politics underscores that it is conventions about what is normal and 
about whose pain is tolerable that have come to serve as indicators that we 
have entered or exited a crisis. The implications of these conventions are 
far more than rhetorical: Because these conventions underlie arguments 
about when and what kind of state intervention is and is not acceptable 
and because they rely on assumptions and practices that reflect, reproduce, 
and reconstitute prevailing attitudes and normative expectations about ra-
cialized and gendered inequalities, they also justify policies that preserve 
and often reinforce the real material effects of both crises and non-crises.

Bringing this understanding of crisis politics to bear on the paired anal-
yses of the subprime mortgage crisis and its non-crisis analogue helps to 
understand the ways in which the power and privilege of those perceived 
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to be affected by hard times serve (1) to construct some troubles as “nor-
mal” and others as aberrant and temporary crises that can and must be re-
solved; (2) to frame problems related to structural inequalities as natural, 
inevitable, immune to, and therefore not warranting state intervention; 
and (3) to shape ideas about policy solutions to hard times that are univer-
salized and treated as crises. As such, the cases underscore that the very 
notions of crisis and recovery are political and ideological constructs, and 
that conditions of vulnerability, typically naturalized, particularized, and 
simply taken for granted as part of the normal landscape when they affect 
marginalized populations, often become universalized as crises worthy of 
and remediable through state intervention and resources when they affect 
dominant or relatively privileged groups.91

This story is not at odds with arguments that crisis language is over-
deployed and imprecise, nor does it contradict the scholarship showing 
that crises intersect with broader political conditions to present a unique 
mix of constraints and opportunities to raise the salience of long-standing 
problems and to exploit policy windows to achieve long-standing goals. 
But the analyses do suggest that although bad things that come to be con-
structed as crises can present marginalized groups and their advocates 
with opportunities to achieve long-standing goals, such opportunities are 
tenuous and contingent, and they can come with significant costs, par-
ticularly for intersectionally marginalized groups. Dauber reminds us, for 
example, that there was much speculation that national attention to the 
ways in which poverty left Black residents of New Orleans disproportion-
ately vulnerable to Hurricane Katrina “would cure Americans of their ac-
ceptance of racial inequality.” In the end, however, she argues that the 
lesson was “nearly the opposite: that a disaster can temporarily enable 
even a disadvantaged group to successfully claim large-scale resources 
while leaving undisturbed their inability to receive help for their chronic 
condition.”92 Similarly, as Luft writes with regard to disaster patriarchy, 
crises often “reanimate” the “most regressive elements of gender” and 
other axes of marginalization and exclusion “that are still embedded in 
social life.” Rather than revealing “the radically new,” Luft argues, crises 
reveal the ways in which “racialized patriarchy has been the underlying 
logic all along.” “Disaster,” she concludes, “simply unleashes, concentrates, 
and justifies its more prominent resurgence.”93 Whyte similarly empha-
sizes the ways in which treating climate change as an “unprecedented” 
and “urgent” crisis justifies the extraction of material and moral sacrifices 
from Indigenous peoples in ways that entrench settler colonial power.94
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That is, even if it is true that it “takes a crisis” to expand rights and 
resources for some members of marginalized groups, the dynamics of cri-
sis politics mean that such crisis-born expansions can also normalize and 
reinforce other axes of marginalization because they often particularize 
them while also privileging and reinforcing normative constructions of 
deservingness, citizenship, and belonging.95 The implication is not simply 
that some members of some marginalized groups are excluded from the 
policy changes made possible by crises. Rather, the dynamics of crisis pol-
itics mean that inequalities are often rearticulated and exacerbated by 
precisely those policies that some group members welcome as redistribu-
tive and emancipatory. Attaching redistributive and liberatory agendas to 
crises can therefore frustrate efforts to address inequality and injustice 
by constraining which issues are addressed, delimiting who gets helped 
and harmed by the resulting policy changes, and reconstituting racial, gen-
der, and economic orders and identities along new lines. A robust account 
of crisis politics must therefore pay particular attention to marginalized 
groups in general and intersectional disadvantage in particular.

Looking Ahead

I hope to provide one such account in the chapters that follow, using evi-
dence from textual analyses to explore the evolution of crisis politics and 
their implications for marginalized groups. Chapter 1 develops the idea 
of crisis as a political keyword, exploring the ways in which it has been 
treated by scholars and introducing a typology of its meanings through 
which to understand their political constructions and their relationships to 
the questions about marginalization in which I am most interested. Chap-
ter 2 brings this typology to an analysis of the evolution in the political 
uses and meanings of crisis on the part of both dominant political actors 
and political outsiders. I continue this analysis in chapter 3, but whereas 
the data in the analyses in chapter 2 make possible a bird’s-eye view of 
the evolution of crisis politics, chapter 3 uses some particularly illustrative 
in-depth examples of the regressions, reversals, and red herrings to which 
dominant political actors subjected crisis as they appropriated it from ad-
vocates for marginalized groups, often deploying it in service of neoliberal 
attacks on the welfare state by using alleged crises as justifications for 
the retrenchment or privatization of state resources alongside augmented 
policing and punishment. Chapters 4 and 5 juxtapose a crisis against an 
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analogous non-crisis, comparing the mortgage foreclosure crisis of the 
early twenty-first century with what I call the foreclosure non-crisis of 
the 1990s, using these matched cases to explore in greater depth both the 
processes and consequences of the crisis constructions illuminated by the 
keyword analyses.

The book concludes with brief examinations of more recent crises, with 
particular attention to the coronavirus pandemic, the recession, and the 
2020 uprisings against anti-Black racism and police violence. Reflecting 
over email about the challenges of trying to write about these events as 
they were developing, political theorist Antonio Vázquez-Arroyo noted 
that it is difficult to “think through something as it unfolds and to calibrate 
how much to say at the closing of a book written independently of it,” 
and scholars will no doubt say much more about many aspects of these 
events in the coming years. Even as I acknowledge that these issues and 
their consequences are still unfolding, and though my claims are admit-
tedly speculative, I also try to heed Paula Treichler’s urging that we “think 
carefully about ideas in the midst of” crises at the same time that we ac-
knowledge their urgent and “relentless demand for immediate action.”96 
To that end, I bring some of the frameworks and lessons of the book to 
bear on these more recent events to try to shed some light on their politi-
cal dynamics and to suggest questions they raise about crisis politics and 
about the implications of hard times for marginalized groups. In addition 
to illustrating several ways in which crises are simultaneously endogenous 
to and productive of politics and policy, these more recent crises under-
score the durability of a related but somewhat different phenomenon re-
lated to crisis politics: the optimistic belief in the productive potential of  
“major crises.” In these ways, these events bring us full circle, returning us 
to newly urgent questions about the relationships between episodic hard 
times and the ongoing and quotidian hard times that structure the lives of 
marginalized groups.





part i
Crisis and Non-Crisis in 
American Politics





chapter one

Crisis as a Political Keyword

“The epidemic of gun violence in our country is a crisis,” declared the  
opening line of an 8 January 2016 opinion piece in the New York 

Times. As a genre intended to draw attention to and mobilize public and 
elite opinion around issues and events, the use of dramatic language like 
crisis in an op-ed is, by some measures, unremarkable. In the week preced-
ing the publication of this piece, in fact, that word had appeared in thir-
teen separate editorials and op-eds (eighteen, if we include commentary 
in other sections of the paper). Of the four pieces that appeared on the 
Times’ op-ed page that very day, three made explicit references to a crisis 
of some kind.1

But this was no ordinary op-ed; its author was President Barack Obama, 
and it was published a month after the December 2015 mass shooting in 
San Bernadino, California.2 That shooting was the twenty-fifth documented 
event of its kind since President Obama had taken office in 2009, and the 
fifteenth one for which he had offered public remarks up to that point (see 
figure 1.1).3

In the wake of the events in San Bernadino, political observers had 
noted that with every public address President Obama gave to respond to 
an incident of gun violence, his frustration and anger seemed to rise ever 
closer to the surface.4 With its designation of gun violence as a crisis in the 
opening line (the first of four times that word would appear in the 852-
word piece), the op-ed seemed to reflect that frustration and anger, as well 
as President Obama’s growing despair over the unwillingness of congres-
sional Republicans to work with him to address this issue. The president 
continued by outlining the contours of the tragic situation, telling read-
ers that gun deaths and injuries “constitute one of the greatest threats to 
public health and to the safety of the American people.” “Every year,” 



figure 1.1.  President Barack Obama’s 8 January 2016 New York Times op-ed.
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he explained, “more than 30,000 Americans have their lives cut short by 
guns. Suicides. Domestic violence. Gang shootouts. Accidents. Hundreds 
of thousands of Americans have lost brothers and sisters, or buried their 
own children.” The first paragraph concludes by reminding readers that 
“we’re the only advanced nation on earth that sees this kind of mass vio-
lence with this frequency.”

Once he had laid out the contours of the problem, he pivoted in the 
second paragraph to a call for and justification of state intervention and 
action to address it, stating that “a national crisis like this demands a na-
tional response.” Conceding that “common-sense gun reform won’t hap-
pen during this Congress” or even “during my presidency,” President 
Obama insisted nonetheless that “all of us—at every level of govern-
ment, in the private sector and as citizens—have to do our part.” To these 
ends, he described some of the ways in which he would use his executive 
power to try to stem the violence: “On Tuesday,” he began, “I announced 
new steps I am taking within my legal authority to protect the Ameri-
can people and keep guns out of the hands of criminals and dangerous 
people.” These steps included background checks, expanding access to 
mental health treatment, and improving gun safety technology. Although 
he acknowledged that “these actions won’t prevent every act of violence, 
or save every life,” he insisted that they were warranted and would make 
a difference in addressing this problem. If “even one life is spared,” he 
averred, “they will be well worth the effort.”

After castigating the gun industry, its lobbyists, and their congressio-
nal enablers for their stubborn opposition to any and all reforms and 
for their commitment to stymying federally funded research about gun 
violence, President Obama argued that in spite of this intransigence, “we 
must find the courage and the will to mobilize, organize and do what a 
strong, sensible country does in response to a crisis like this one.” Readers 
who wondered what kind of crisis “this one” was “like” soon got their an-
swer when he compared the fight for gun safety to some of the country’s 
major battles for social justice: “Change will be hard,” he wrote, and it 
“won’t happen overnight.” But “securing a woman’s right to vote didn’t 
happen overnight,” either, he continued, and neither did the “liberation 
of African-Americans.” Advancing the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender Americans, he reminded readers, “has taken decades’ worth 
of work.” “Meeting this crisis of gun violence,” the piece concludes, “will 
require the same relentless focus, over many years, at every level.” Under-
scoring the optimism embedded in the idea that crises can be resolved, he 
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asserted that “if we can meet this moment with that same audacity, we will 
achieve the change we seek. And we will leave a stronger, safer country 
to our children.”

*  *  *

These invocations of crisis in Barack Obama’s op-ed are suggestive, rais-
ing as they do questions about what we mean when we say that something 
is a crisis, about how we know when or decide that we are in the midst of 
one, and about how we determine what we can and will do to resolve it. 
I take up the latter questions in chapters 4 and 5, in which I examine the 
official and unofficial indicators that policymakers and other political ac-
tors use to identify crises, juxtaposing those against the indicators of what 
I call non-crises, and exploring their political and policy outcomes. This 
chapter and the next two focus on the first question, examining what these 
same actors mean when they say that something is a crisis.

To do so, I start, as historian Daniel Rodgers has put it, “with the words 
themselves,” analyzing crisis as what I call a political keyword by bringing 
ideas about the constitutive role of language in politics into conversation 
with scholarship that explains the constructedness of political concepts 
such as crisis.5 As Rodgers characterizes his own keyword method, while 
we often ask “what our political tradition means,” a keyword method flips 
this approach, asking instead “how certain of central words in our pu-
tative political creed [are] used: how they [are] employed and for what 
ends, how they rose in power, withered, and collapsed, how they were 
invented, stolen for other ends, remade, abandoned.”6 Nancy Fraser and 
Linda Gordon explain that keywords “typically carry unspoken assump-
tions and connotations that can powerfully influence the discourses they 
permeate.” They do so, in part, by constituting what Pierre Bourdieu calls 
a “doxa”—“a body of taken-for-granted commonsense belief that escapes 
critical scrutiny.”7

In this way, Fraser and Gordon explain, a keyword analysis extends 
Michel Foucault’s genealogical method by “excavating broad historical shifts  
in linguistic usage” to unearth, reconstruct, and name what is taken for 
granted in the use of particular words.8 Contextualizing “discursive shifts 
in relation to broad institutional and social-structural shifts” and con-
trasting “present and past meanings of socially and politically significant 
words,” a keyword approach defamiliarizes taken-for-granted beliefs, cri-
tiques them, and illuminates “present-day conflicts.”9 Crisis is a word that, 
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I argue, has become so central to American politics and culture that both 
are unimaginable without it. But it has not always been the case that crisis 
has been used in the ways that President Obama deploys it in his op-ed, 
to signal the need for political and policy change. It is therefore revealing 
to cut against the naturalized sense of crisis as an empirically meaningful 
“thing” by unsettling its doxa and subjecting it to scrutiny so that we might 
understand the work that it does in politics and policy.

From this perspective, President Obama’s op-ed is not merely a ral-
lying cry, a cri-de-coeur, a desperate plea from a political leader to their 
constituents to work together to end this particular form of lethal horror. 
It is also, I argue, an object lesson in what is illuminated by unsettling 
and denaturalizing the political use of the term crisis by understanding 
and examining it as a political keyword. First, doing so encourages us to 
ask about historical shifts in the extent to which and the ways in which 
this now politically charged term has been used in public discourses. As 
a tip-of-the-iceberg example of what this kind of lens can reveal, we can 
compare the instances of crisis that appear in the New York Times during  
that first week of 2016, when Obama’s op-ed was published, to those in the 
same paper a century earlier. This comparison reveals that the terms crisis 
and crises were used 129 times in seventy-seven New York Times articles 
during the first week of 2016 but only 35 times in twenty-nine articles over 
the course of that week in 1916 (a difference of 73 percent), and that only 
one of these former instances was in an editorial or commentary piece. It 
is true that the scale of this difference shrinks when we take account of 
the fact that the 8 January 2016 New York Times contained 187 articles 
and a word count of just over 140,000 while the 8 January 1916 issue con-
tained only 117 articles and a word count just shy of 60,000. However, as 
I will show below, even accounting for the significantly smaller size of the 
newspaper in the early twentieth century, the ways in which crisis is used 
in each of these two eras diverges in substantively significant ways.

This first observation dovetails with a second feature that becomes 
apparent by denaturalizing the use of the term crisis and contrasting its 
“present and past meanings”: Defamiliarizing the word in this way allows 
us to see that it is not only the frequency with which it is used that has 
expanded over the past century but that the range of topics with which it 
is associated has multiplied as well. For example, in early 1916, the United 
States and the world were in the midst of several significant events includ-
ing the “grip [flu] epidemic” of 1915–16 and the war in Europe (most im-
mediately at that point the withdrawal of Allied troops from Gallipoli in 
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late December 1915).10 In this context, it might not strike us as surprising  
that twenty of the articles using these terms during the first week of 1916 
(69 percent) were about issues related to the war, a proportion that in-
creases to 83 percent (twenty-four of twenty-nine) if we include the four 
references to a political standoff in Britain over conscription to that war. 
Two additional articles address the “grip epidemic.” Of the remaining 
three instances, one refers to a “personal crisis” that a reporter argued was  
impeding negotiations between two railroad executives, and a second ap-
pears in an article about prison reform advocate George Kirchway, who 
had recently been appointed warden at Sing Sing prison in Ossining, New 
York (and who, the reporter speculates, “will face his first crisis” when the 
anti-reform superintendent of New York Prisons visited the prison that 
week). The final instance is in a review of Clemencia’s Crisis, a recently 
published romance novel by Edith Ogden Harrison.

The limited range of topics with which crisis was associated dur-
ing that week in 1916 stands in stark contrast to what we find a century 
later. Whereas in the early twentieth century, crisis was attached mainly 
to the kinds of issues that, as I elaborate below, I label clear-cut crisis—
ostensibly punctuated and discrete events, disasters, and problems such 
as wars, depressions, and epidemics—by 2016, it was used with reference 
to a far wider range of topics. This is not to say that it was never used to 
describe clear-cut crises in 2016: In columns published the same day as 
President Obama’s, for example, op-ed writer David Brooks referred to 
the recent “financial crisis,” while Paul Krugman speculated that China’s 
recent financial problems might cause “a global crisis.” However, Krug-
man also refers later in his column to the recent “subprime [mortgage] cri-
sis.” Other topics labeled crises in editorials or op-eds that week included 
the “coming retirement crisis,” New York City’s “homelessness crisis,” Bill 
Clinton’s 1992 “crisis in momentum” (because he had failed to win his 
party’s caucus and primary in Iowa and New Hampshire), the drought in 
California, an averted “sectarian crisis” in Saudi Arabia, the “Syria crisis,” 
the “European debt crisis,” and police violence in Chicago (“Mayor Rahm 
Emanuel of Chicago built his career on the claim that he is at his best in 
times of crisis”; but, it continues, “it will take more than political show-
manship to calm the discontent that has roiled the city since November”). 
The only piece published in the opinion section that day that did not use 
the term crisis was a column about North Korea’s “nuclear threat.”

The foregoing inventory includes only instances of the word crisis ap-
pearing in the newspaper’s designated opinion pages that week. Widen-
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ing the lens to include columns in its arts, business, and sports sections 
adds several more instances, including the review of a television series 
in which the writer takes issue with the show’s “endless sense of crisis,” 
a crisis faced by the Seattle Mariners in the 1990s over the possible loss 
of Ken Griffey Jr. to the New York Mets, speculation about the possible 
repercussions of a financial crisis in the Star Wars galaxy, an “identity cri-
sis” being suffered by the television show American Idol in the wake of 
the departure of its longtime judge Simon Cowell, and an article in the 
Men’s Style section describing an “existential crisis” in the luxury watch 
industry. Among the issues covered in the New York Times during the cor-
responding week in 1916 that might have been called crises if that word 
was being deployed in similar ways at that time are an article about a pas-
senger rate increase approved by the Interstate Commerce Commission; a 
report about a record number of bankruptcy filings in 1915; a piece about 
a threatened strike by metal workers at Navy Yard; news of investigations 
by the Department of Justice and the Federal Trade Commission into in-
creasing gas prices; and several articles detailing incidents related to New 
Years’ Eve revelers, including police intervention into street congestion 
in Times Square, a murder and two stabbings at a bar, and a story about 
a package that had been delivered to a man in midtown Manhattan that 
turned out to be a bomb (the title of which was, “Liked New Year Gift, but 
the Thing Blew Up”). None of these incidents, events, or developments, 
however, was characterized as a crisis.

Analyzing crisis as a political keyword also underscores the extent to 
which the increasing use of this term and the widening array of topics 
to which it has come to be attached have made and remade its political 
meanings. Several such makings and remakings are evident even within 
the single example of President Obama’s op-ed. For example, in labeling 
gun violence a crisis in the opening sentence, he uses crisis as a synonym 
for and to designate a terrible thing. This designation is an example of the 
meaning that I call calamity-as-crisis, and it is one that, I will show, came 
into wide circulation relatively recently.

The meaning of crisis and the purposes to which it is put are quite 
different the subsequent three times he uses it, however. Implicit in his 
comparison between gun violence and movements for racial justice, wom-
en’s suffrage, and LGBTQ rights, for example, is an argument that the 
prevalence of gun violence is an indicator that the country is facing ex-
traordinary times that justify and even demand extraordinary measures, 
including “the courage and the will to mobilize, organize and do what a 
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strong, sensible country does in response to a crisis like this one.” By fram-
ing racial justice, women’s suffrage, and LGBTQ rights as problems that 
have been resolved by the “extraordinary measures of the past” and by 
asserting that a “national crisis like this demands a national response,” 
President Obama is also trying to change the timeframe within which 
readers understand gun violence. More specifically, he is trying to harness 
what Kyle Whyte calls the “presentism” of crisis epistemology in an effort 
to transform readers’ understanding of gun violence from an ongoing, in-
tractable, and perhaps even natural “condition” into an imminent, urgent, 
and discrete problem, one facing a critical juncture at which federal inter-
vention is necessary, justified, and likely to provide a decisive and desir-
able remedy.11 And alongside his reference to the thousands of Americans 
who lose their lives to “suicides,” “domestic violence,” and “gang shoot-
outs,” this reframing—what I call condition-as-crisis—highlights as well 
President Obama’s effort to harness this dramatic and seemingly discrete 
event as a point of departure from which to argue that readers should be 
equally concerned about more quotidian forms of gun violence, particu-
larly ones that affect members of stigmatized and marginalized groups.

Keywords and the Constitutive Power of Language

This preliminary excavation of some of the ways in which crisis has been 
used in dominant public and political discourses and of how this use 
changed over the course of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries 
illustrates some of what can be illuminated by unpacking this increasingly, 
in Rodgers’s terms, “central word” in our “political creed.”12 Originating 
in cultural studies and long the province of constructivists, keyword ap-
proaches have been adopted and adapted by scholars across the humani-
ties and social sciences, and recent developments in the digitization of text 
have created converts out of many skeptics about the value of the kinds 
of textual analyses of which a keyword approach is one example. Echoing 
Rodgers’s argument that “political talk is political action of a particular, 
often powerful, sort,” political methodologists Justin Grimmer and Bran-
don Stewart write, for example, that “scholars of politics have long recog-
nized that much of politics is expressed in words.”13 Because language “is 
the medium for politics and political conflict,” they argue, “to understand 
what politics is about we need to know what political actors are saying and 
writing.”14 As Rodgers writes, such political language goes on to “create 
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those pictures in our heads which make the structures of authority toler-
able and understandable” and superimpose “some believable sense and 
durable legitimacy on top of the chaotic motions of day-to-day power.”15

Keyword and related approaches such as critical discourse analysis do 
not claim that words such as crisis are themselves “causes” or that changes 
in their use are themselves attributable to specific causal mechanisms. 
Rather, these approaches emphasize the constitutive power of language 
as one of several factors that help to shape political reality, including our 
ideas about causes and our attributions of responsibility for outcomes.16 
In this way, keywords are like frames in that, as Robert Entman explains, 
they work to define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments, 
and suggest remedies.17 Language, Murray Edelman argues, evokes beliefs 
about “causes and discontents and satisfactions, about policies that will  
bring about a future closer to the heart’s desire.”18 Ange-Marie Hancock, 
Deborah Stone, Helen Ingram, and Anne Larason Schneider have argued 
similarly that language shapes politics by constructing beliefs about politi-
cal causes and effects, about who or what is to blame for problems, and 
about the worthiness of particular policy targets.19 Lisa Wedeen makes the 
related claim that paying attention to the ways in which certain meanings 
become authoritative while others do not provides a lens into changing 
beliefs and assumptions about the world.20 It is therefore important to 
understand what salient political terms mean to the political actors “who 
invoke or consume them and how these perceptions might affect political 
outcomes.”21 As Fraser and Gordon explain, keyword analyses “assume 
that the terms that are used to describe social life are also active forces 
shaping it.22 “A crucial element of politics,” they continue, “is the struggle 
to define social reality and to interpret people’s inchoate aspirations and 
needs.”23 Particular words and expressions, they argue, “often become fo-
cal in such struggles, functioning as keywords, sites at which the meaning 
of social experience is negotiated and contested.”24

Cultural theorist Raymond Williams coined the term keyword to de-
scribe a phenomenon that he encountered when he returned to Britain 
after serving in the Second World War.25 Upon his return, he found that 
the meanings of certain words had “shifted” while he was away. For Wil-
liams, “culture” was the “original difficult word,” having taken on, as Tony 
Bennett, Lawrence Grossberg, and Meaghan Morris explain, new and 
specific meanings in academic disciplines such as literary studies and an-
thropology, while also gaining importance “in the area of art on the one 
hand, and society on the other.”26 As this shift took place, Williams argued, 



chapter one34

“culture” took on “very different significances,” “posed new questions, 
and suggested new connections,” thereby, as Bruce Burgett and Glenn 
Hendler argue, anchoring “new clusters of meaning through its interac-
tions in popular discourse with neighboring terms such as ‘art,’ ‘industry,’ 
‘class,’ and ‘democracy.’ ”27 “I call these words Keywords,” Williams wrote, 
“in two connected senses.”28 First, he argued, “they are significant, binding 
words in certain activities and their interpretation [and] certain forms of 
thought.”29 In addition, he continued, “certain uses bound together certain 
ways of seeing culture and society” while other uses seemed to him “to 
open up issues and problems, in the same general area, of which we all 
needed to be very much more conscious.”30

Keywords do more than shift and add meanings; these meanings also 
change “in relationship to changing political, social, and economic situa-
tions and needs,” giving “expression to new experiences of reality.”31 Ben-
nett, Grossberg, and Morris note that “whatever the origins of a word and 
however erratic the paths it took to enter common usage,” for Williams 
“it was the fact that it mattered in ‘two areas . . . often thought of as sepa-
rate’ that drew Williams to trace its travels.”32 Williams understood, they 
explain, that the sharing of a word across differing domains of thought 
and experience “was often imperfect, but this very roughness and partial-
ity indicated that the word brought something significant to discussions 
of ‘the central processes of our common life’ ” through a “shared desire 
to articulate something of general importance.”33 Through these discur-
sive processes, ordinary words such as “culture” became invested “with 
a strangeness that unsettled their seemingly transparent meaning,” while 
words such as “alienation” that had once been technical and forbidding 
were endowed “with a new and mysterious popularity,” in some cases 
through the ways people “group or ‘bond’ them together, making explicit 
or often implicit connections that help to initiate new ways of seeing their 
world.”34

Crisis as a Keyword

Crisis, I argue, is precisely such a word. It is a word that has come to figure 
so prominently in American politics and culture that both are all but un-
imaginable without it. But crisis also has become so common that its use 
hardly registers as remarkable when we hear it. Denaturalizing its doxa 
and tracing the ways in which its taken-for-granted meanings have been 
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constructed by and through political and public policy processes therefore 
“unsettles its transparent meaning” to open a new and generative lens 
through which to understand the politics of marginalization and oppres-
sion. Doing so reveals in particular that crisis is neither a political constant 
nor a neutral descriptor of empirically bad things. Rather, the designation 
of bad things as crises has been uneven and selective, structured as much 
by ideology, partisanship, and power as by the actual “badness” of prob-
lems, developments, and events. The analysis suggests that although the 
evolution and applications of crisis politics have not themselves caused 
marginalization, through their feedback effects in politics, policy, and pub-
lic attitudes they are one of many factors that have helped to constitute it. 
More specifically, the political history of crisis suggests that crisis designa-
tions are not merely rhetorical flourishes or efforts to draw attention to an 
issue. Instead, over time, calling a bad thing a crisis became an indicator of 
the perceived worthiness of those affected by it, a tactic intended to signal 
quite specifically that an issue was facing a critical juncture that warranted 
and could be resolved through state intervention, and a key component of 
the politics of problem definition and agenda setting.

To examine the relationship between crisis and marginalization in 
greater depth, chapters 2 and 3 explore the evolving use of crisis on the 
part of both dominant political actors and representatives of marginal-
ized groups. Before turning to these empirical examinations, I first explore 
the idea of crisis as a political keyword and introduce the typology of its 
meanings through which, I argue, we can understand the political con-
struction of crisis and the relationships of these constructions and crisis 
politics more generally to political processes that have helped to consti-
tute uneven trajectories of progress for marginalized groups.

The Implications of Crisis Politics for Marginalization

Crisis has so permeated early twenty-first century politics that it can be 
surprising to learn that this term has not been a constant of mainstream 
political discourse. But as I will demonstrate through the content analyses 
of popular and political documents in chapters 2 and 3, crisis politics is 
a relatively recent construct, one that has a distinct genesis, history, and 
evolving trajectory. The word itself was borrowed from Greek, and its ini-
tial use in English was, as Williams argued was often true of keywords, 
“technical and forbidding,” applied first in science and medicine, where it 
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was used to describe “the point in the progress of a disease when an im-
portant development or change takes place which is decisive of recovery 
or death” and “any marked or sudden variation occurring in the prog-
ress of a disease and to the phenomena accompanying it.”35 According 
to the 1989 edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, the term crisis was 
accepted in the early seventeenth century (1624) as a more general de-
scriptor for “a vitally important or decisive stage in the progress of any-
thing; a turning point” or “a state of affairs in which a decisive change for 
better or worse is imminent” particularly “times of difficulty, insecurity, 
and suspense in politics or commerce.”36 Although this latter meaning had 
become common in American political discourse by the late 1960s, I show 
in chapter 2 that it was used only rarely in that way by dominant political 
actors before that decade. Until that point, when those actors used the 
word crisis, it was typically to characterize a very limited set of issues. In 
particular, echoing the examples from the 1916 New York Times, it was 
most commonly attached to what I call clear-cut crises—wars, economic 
depressions, and conflicts in other countries—phenomena that were typi-
cally understood to constitute clear and discrete events, disasters, or turn-
ing points (see table 1.1).

Activists and advocates for marginalized, oppressed, and subjugated 
groups, however, did not so constrain their application of the term crisis. 
They had long invoked crisis as part of their efforts to reorient the time 
frame for understanding ongoing and domestic problems such as political 
exclusion, structural racism, and economic marginalization as urgent issues 

table 1.1.  The political meanings of crisis

Term Definition

Clear-cut crisis A seemingly self-evident shock that is understood to constitute a turning 
point triggered by a purportedly quick, episodic, and seemingly discrete and 
exogenous cause.

Condition-as-crisis An ongoing (domestic) issue that had been treated by dominant political 
actors as an intractable, inevitable, and even natural “condition” that is 
reframed as a discrete and solvable problem facing a critical juncture 
at which state intervention is necessary, justified, and likely to provide a 
decisive and desirable remedy.

Calamity-as-crisis Used interchangeably with terms such as tragedy, catastrophe, and “very 
bad thing.”

Crisis-as-creation Attempt to draw attention to a problem and stimulate political and policy 
responses by creating crises through disruption.

Non-crisis Problems that are not treated as crises by dominant political actors but that 
have analogues that are, have been, or could be.
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facing critical junctures and therefore warranting and worthy of govern-
ment resources and attention. In the 1960s, dominant political actors began 
to adopt their language, increasingly invoking crisis as a way to characterize 
domestic issues in political rhetoric and in the law, thereby making crisis a 
stock framing for social, economic, and policy problems.

This application of crisis to domestic problems—the meaning I label 
condition-as-crisis—originated among advocates and activists for margin-
alized groups. But as I show in chapter 2, when dominant political actors 
adopted this meaning, they subjected it to a set of reversals that served to 
reinforce rather than to alleviate marginalization. First, although racial 
justice activists and advocates tried to use the framing of condition-as-
crisis to shift the ways in which structural and persistent inequalities and 
marginalization were understood and addressed, dominant political ac-
tors rarely applied the language of crisis to characterize such issues. When 
they did characterize such issues as crises, they were more likely to do 
so in ways that treated marginalized groups as the perpetrators rather 
than as the victims of the crisis in question, using the language of crisis 
to blame, even to punish, them for the problems they faced. In addition, 
rather than framing such issues as crises that can be resolved through state 
intervention, they often argued that the appropriate solution involved 
withholding or withdrawing state resources. This reversal was further ex-
acerbated by the fact that efforts to address crises typically have as their 
goal getting things back to their “normal” pre-crisis conditions. Because 
these normal conditions are often characterized by various forms of in-
equality, marginalization, and oppression, however, the underlying prob-
lems that maintain these conditions are preserved and renaturalized. In 
other words, while racial justice activists and advocates tried to use the 
idea of condition-as-crisis to frame structural inequalities and marginal-
ization as remediable through state intervention, crisis politics came more 
typically to reinforce inequalities within and among marginalized groups.

As it traveled from the “technical and forbidding” realm of science to 
the domain of everyday social, economic, and political life, crisis took on “a 
new and mysterious popularity,” as Bennett, Grossberg, and Morris char-
acterize such transformations.37 It came to matter, in Williams’s words, “in 
two areas . . . often thought of as separate.”38 As it did, it experienced ma-
jor shifts and added new and widely varying meanings so that by 1970, the 
word crisis had “bonded,” to borrow Williams’s formulation, to more than 
one hundred different terms in the realm of politics and policy. Through 
these journeys and their attendant “interactions in popular discourse with 
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neighboring terms,” crisis also came to anchor “new clusters of meaning.” 
Most centrally, although the political terms to which crisis bonded vary 
widely—applied to issues from “abortion” to “Middle-East” to “youth”—
its connotations came to converge around four principal clusters of mean-
ings that both “initiate and reveal new ways of seeing the world.”39

I label the first such cluster of meanings clear-cut crises, by which I mean 
the kinds of bad things that, as I began to explain above, are popularly 
recognized as paradigmatic crises—wars, depressions, disasters, and the 
like, often occurring in other countries or having to do with foreign affairs. 
Ostensibly self-evident and episodic, they are understood to constitute 
turning points triggered by seemingly discrete or exogenous causes.40 The 
second cluster I call condition-as-crisis, in which political actors use the 
concept of crisis as a turning point to shape ideas about the nature, causes, 
and consequences of ongoing and enduring bad things—particularly do-
mestic ones—as well as ideas about how they might be resolved and their 
potentially disastrous or catastrophic effects avoided.41 Eventually, crisis 
came also to be used synonymously with terms such as tragedy, catastro-
phe, and very bad thing. This cluster of synonyms represents the third 
meaning, which I refer to as calamity-as-crisis. Finally, crisis-as-creation 
refers to the kinds of disruptions that scholars such as Frances Fox Piven 
and Richard Cloward and Desmond King argue are often “created” by 
political actors to draw attention to a problem.42 These include acts of civil 
disobedience or actions such as sit-down strikes that halt production. For 
example, as Martin Luther King Jr. wrote in his “Letter from Birmingham 
Jail,” the goal of civil disobedience is “to create such a crisis and foster 
such a tension that a community which has constantly refused to negotiate 
is forced to confront the issue . . . to create a situation so crisis packed that 
it will inevitably open the door to negotiation.”43

But for every bad thing to which the word crisis came to be attached, 
there have always been countless, often analogous, bad things to which the 
term has not been applied. As a consequence, the constitution of crisis as a 
way to understand some kinds of bad things also came to constitute its in-
verse. As important as these four meanings are, therefore, also important 
are non-crises: bad things that are not treated as crises by dominant politi-
cal actors but that have analogues that are (see table 1.2). Examples of 
non-crises include those that I juxtapose against crises in the case studies 
I explore in chapters 4 and 5, such as the high rates of foreclosure among 
low-income people, African Americans, Latinos, and Indigenous people, 
and among women who were sole borrowers in the mid-1990s, a time 
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more typically associated with a real estate boom. Non-crises also include 
many of the ongoing forms of racialized and gendered inequalities, mar-
ginalization, oppression, and violence to which President Obama referred 
in his op-ed. As these examples suggest, among the features that typically 
characterize non-crises is that their effects are felt disproportionately by 
members of marginalized and oppressed groups. So while crises are likely 
to be universalized (even when their effects are unevenly distributed), 
non-crises are consequently more likely to be exceptionalized and par-
ticularized, treated as affecting a narrow group of “special” interests.

As the meaning of crisis expanded beyond its initial connotation and 
came to encompass ever more ongoing domestic problems and conditions, 
calling a bad thing a crisis became a shorthand for arguments about turn-
ing points and tractability, about which problems are particular and which 
are universal, about what political actors think the state can and should do 
to address whose problems, and about what the possible outcomes of state 
action and inaction will and will not be. That is, as I show in chapter 2, when 
dominant political actors began to argue that cities—or civil rights, trans-
portation, education, “the family,” and, eventually gun violence—were “in 
crisis,” they were not merely trying to sound the alarm, get attention, drum 
up support, or assert that these things were in bad shape. As illustrated by 
the example of President Obama’s characterization of gun violence, call-
ing a problem a crisis became a tactic used to try to transform an ongoing 

table 1.2.  Crisis and non-crisis

Crisis Non-crisis

General definition “Bad thing” framed and 
treated as a critical juncture/
turning point worthy of 
and remediable through 
government intervention and 
resources

“Bad thing” framed and treated 
as natural, inevitable, immune to, 
outside the scope of, unlikely to be 
remedied by, and not warranting 
government intervention and 
resources

Typically affects Dominant or privileged groups Marginalized groups
Impact framed as Universal Exceptional; particular; as affecting a 

narrow group or a “special” interest
Appropriate solution 
framed as

Government intervention and/
or expenditure of public or 
collective resources; might 
warrant “state of exception”

Private sector and/or affected group

Causes framed as Quick, discrete, episodic, or 
exogenous

Long-term, enduring, intractable, 
inevitable, and perhaps even natural

Effects framed as Aberrant and temporary Normal conditions
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condition into an actionable problem—to claim that it was at a critical 
juncture and that it was facing a decisive crossroads that would determine 
whether it would be resolved or whether it would worsen and become a 
disaster or a catastrophe. Invoking crisis, therefore, was intended to sig-
nal quite specifically the need for state intervention; the belief that such 
intervention is justified; the optimism that such intervention will make a 
difference in resolving a problem, righting a wrong, or changing the course 
of events to avert potentially disastrous or catastrophic outcomes; and 
the hopeful conviction that the resulting change would be desirable. Em-
bedded in the construction of a bad thing as a crisis, therefore, are often 
implicit or explicit claims that it is “universal” and that addressing it war-
rants a “state of exception” and the suspension of the rules that typically 
govern social, economic, and political processes and relationships.44

By constructing an ever-increasing array of domestic issues as turn-
ing points worthy of government attention and resources and as broad 
problems that warrant state intervention and for which such intervention 
will make a desirable difference, crisis politics became a key component 
not just of the politics of war, recessions, and disaster relief, but of the 
everyday politics of problem definition and agenda setting. The processes 
through which crises and non-crises are constructed have become integral 
to the construction of policy problems and the determination of policy 
solutions more generally. Scholars have long argued that the kinds of bad 
things that I call clear-cut crises play an important role in agenda setting 
by opening policy windows through which long-standing ideas about in-
terventions and solutions can be pushed.45 Building on the ideas of schol-
ars who maintain that we must examine the processes through which is-
sues are constructed as problems in the first place, I put the needle on the 
record earlier in the process and examine the agenda-setting role of crisis 
politics—the processes through which some problems are constructed as 
crises and others as non-crises.46 That is, I treat crisis as at least partly en-
dogenous to politics and policy, not merely productive of them. I show that 
in the 1960s, these processes came to both constitute and reflect different 
assessments about which (and whose) problems do and do not warrant 
government intervention and resources, about what kind of intervention 
and resources are justified, about whether such intervention is likely to 
make a difference, and to what end. More specifically, in a political or-
der in which battles over agenda setting came to be waged increasingly 
through conflicts about the appropriate size of government, the correct 
scope of state intervention, and ideas about who is worthy of what kind 
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of state resources, having a bad thing constituted and recognized as a 
crisis became a political victory in which relevant political actors were 
persuaded that its resolution was possible, desirable, and worthy of state 
action and resources.

These changing meanings of crisis also created feedback effects that 
served (as Fraser and Gordon argue in the case of dependency) “to con-
stitute and reconstitute” its political significance and, ultimately, to signify 
that the bad things that happen to some people and groups are solvable 
problems worthy of state attention and resources while the bad things 
that happen to other, usually already marginalized groups, are normal, in-
evitable, and not worthy of or amenable to state intervention or resources. 
Crisis and non-crisis became, in other words (and borrowing once again 
from Fraser and Gordon), “vehicles for elaborating meanings of worthi-
ness and belonging that were deeply inflected by gender, race, and class.”47

Put simply, one consequence of the mainstreaming of crisis politics has 
been to create a language and a conduit for putting issues on the main-
stream policy agenda and for arguing that they require, deserve, and can 
be addressed through state intervention and resources. From this perspec-
tive, calling a problem a crisis is an act of optimism on the part of dominant 
political actors, reflecting both their ability to, in Janet Roitman’s words, 
“think otherwise” about it as well as their faith that it can be fixed.48 An-
other consequence of crisis politics, however, has been to construct other 
problems as non-crises, ones about which dominant political actors do not 
conjure alternative futures but instead treat as natural and inevitable, as 
outside the scope of state intervention, and as unlikely to be remedied by 
such resources.49	 Taken together, these consequences suggest that one of 
the ways in which crisis politics work to maintain conditions of marginal-
ity is through dominant political actors’ assumptions that, at best, there 
is no turning point for these conditions but only slow, incremental, and 
gradual change, and, at worst, that these conditions have always been and 
will always be thus. Instead of summoning hopefulness that conditions of 
marginalization can be fixed, crisis politics presume that the non-crises of 
enduring conditions function as metrics for gauging whether dominant 
groups might be in crisis. Crisis politics, therefore, also reinforce margin-
alization by justifying state intervention so that dominant groups will not 
have to experience the disastrous and catastrophic lived conditions en-
dured by members of marginalized groups.

In this way, non-crises function as a version of Lani Guinier and Gerald 
Torres’s “miner’s canary,” but as seen through a funhouse mirror in which 
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difficult conditions for marginalized and minoritized groups are viewed 
not as the “first sign of danger that threatens us all” but instead as a sign 
that things are or have returned to “normal.”50 For these issues there are 
no critical junctures and no turning points, so there are no crises and there 
is nothing to be done. They are treated as facts of nature, and to try is to 
resolve them is to throw good money after bad.

Keywords, Meanings, and Typologies: Some Notes and Caveats

A few caveats about some of the foregoing assertions about crises and 
non-crises bear mention, as do some distinctions between a keyword anal-
ysis and related approaches such as frames and rhetoric, along with a few 
words about the relationship between crisis and related concepts such as 
disaster, catastrophe, and emergency.

First, the four “political meanings” of crisis that I describe above are 
not meant to be exhaustive, the significance of each one is not necessarily 
parallel or commensurate, and I do not mean to suggest that political ac-
tors self-consciously conceive of crises in these ways or using these terms. 
I also recognize that classifying the meanings and constitutive elements 
of crisis typologically assumes to some degree that the categories within 
the typology are politically meaningful, but any classification scheme or 
typology is itself, of course, a construction.51 As such, I acknowledge that 
both the concepts of interest here and the categories that I propose are 
malleable, contingent, and debatable.

I similarly acknowledge that the categories in the crisis typology are 
unavoidably plastic, and also that there are many other schemas through 
which we might analyze crises and related concepts. Scholars have indeed 
proposed compelling alternatives that illuminate other political processes. 
Desmond King, for example, conceptualizes crisis dichotomously, distin-
guishing between an “objective” crisis—brought about by “an exogenous 
event, the consequences of which cannot be disregarded politically”—
and a “designated” crisis—“an endogenous event or continuing prob-
lem deemed a crisis for political and electoral reasons.”52 Edgar Morin 
identifies three systems within which we should understand crises (sys-
temic, cybernetic, and bio-negentropic), as well as ten components of cri-
ses.53 Both Peter Schuck and Richard Posner offer classification schemes 
through which to understand the related concept of catastrophe.54 Fo-
cusing on the status of crisis in social science theory and writing, Roit-
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man explores “the kinds of work the term ‘crisis’ is or is not doing in the 
construction of narrative forms” and how it is “constituted as an object 
of knowledge.”55 Kyle Whyte distinguishes between “epistemologies of 
crisis” and “epistemologies of coordination.” The former, he argues, are 
associated with presentist logics of settler colonialism that justify the sus-
pension of concerns about justice and morality, while the latter draw on 
Indigenous ways of knowing that “emphasise the importance of moral 
bonds” and respond to “constant change in the world  .  .  . without vali-
dating harm or violence.”56 No single classification scheme or approach 
needs to be the definitive or correct one: All are useful, each teaches us 
something important about crisis and crisis politics, and no one alterna-
tive need undermine what is illuminated through any other, including the 
typology that I offer here. I see my effort as being in conversation rather 
than in conflict with these and other schemas, all of which have influenced 
the typology that I develop here.57

Similarly, many of the questions and arguments at the center of this 
book overlap with scholarship that analyzes and addresses terms and con-
cepts that intersect with and are closely related to crisis. Among the most 
germane are the bodies of theoretical, conceptual, and empirical work 
that focus on the politics, political construction, and policy implications of 
catastrophe and disaster. In addition to Schuck’s and Posner’s treatments 
of catastrophe, for example, Antonio Vázquez-Arroyo explores the ways 
in which “the intersections between contemporary narratives of catastro-
phe and political life  .  .  . mediate discursive and objective processes of 
catastrophization.”58 Scholars including E. L. Quarantelli have engaged 
in similar explorations of disaster, some of which have been taken up 
and elaborated by Arjen Boin, Paul ’t Hart, and Sanneke Kuipers in their 
discussions about both the connections among and distinctions between 
crisis and disaster.59 While I am in conversation with, draw on, and am 
indebted to these and other careful analyses and distinctions, I show in 
chapter 2 that these other terms do not function as political keywords in 
the way that crisis does. As such, although I reference these other terms 
and concepts and use them as points of comparison, I keep my focus on 
the particular political work of crisis.

Second, my goal is not to derive a working definition of the word crisis, 
even though my purpose overlaps with work that parses the etymologi-
cal genealogy and semantic history of crisis and some related concepts 
and even as I am interested in tracing the evolving meanings and political 
significance of the word crisis over time.60 Similarly, while I draw on ideas 
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from widely ranging bodies of scholarship that address and engage crisis 
from several angles, my aim is not to survey or critique this literature. And 
like Roitman, I do not attempt to provide a conceptual history or an ety-
mological or semantic analysis of crisis, to provide a definitive definition 
of it, or to determine who has used it “correctly” and who has not.61 As 
Dauber argues with regard to the “fluidity” around what constitutes a di-
saster, we would “do better to observe these contests over the meaning 
and content of the concept of” crisis “than to enroll ourselves as partisans 
on one side or the other of the question of what constitutes a true” crisis.62 
Likewise, although the analyses in chapter 2 begin chronologically and 
unfold over time and in a somewhat periodized manner, the periods are 
not discrete, and the relevance of the developments in each one is not 
evenly distributed. As such, my account does not proceed blow-by-blow 
through the decades and up to the present, but is instead syncopated, em-
phasizing periods that are significant for the particular questions about 
the relationship between crisis politics and the politics of marginalization 
that are the focus of the book. And although the analyses track rises and 
falls in the rates at which the word crisis is used, it is also true that like 
almost all words (including words like it, about, and around), even at its 
most frequent, crisis never comprises even 1 percent of the words used 
in any context at any given moment. Some of my arguments are conse-
quently based on analyses of a small number of observations and would 
not reach conventional levels of statistical significance, even as I argue 
that they are substantively meaningful.

My approach to understanding crisis as a construct also overlaps with 
but is different from approaches that examine the frames that the media 
or political actors apply to particular events that a scholar has identified 
a priori as crises (see, for example, Amber Boydstun and Rebecca Gla-
zier’s argument about the “crisis framing cycle”).63 I take up a version 
of the latter approach in chapters 4 and 5 when I examine the framing 
and treatment of foreclosures in one era as a crisis and in another era as 
a non-crisis. But I begin by first shifting the focus from questions about 
how bad things that we come to understand as crises are thusly framed 
to emphasize a somewhat different question: In what context and to what 
ends do political actors use the word crisis, and what political work is the 
word crisis doing in such contexts? In this approach, we might say that lan-
guage matters less for its obliqueness than for its obviousness; that rather 
than looking for “hidden transcripts” or engaging in what historians term 
“reading against the grain” of the archive, I instead tease out the meanings 
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from the transcripts that we might characterize as hiding in plain sight.64 
And while I do not intend to ascribe too much intentionality to any partic-
ular writer, speaker, or actor, a keyword approach provides a lens through 
which to examine patterns of use across many writers, speakers, and actors 
and to consider what their collective use and non-use of language signals 
politically about the issues and groups they are engaging.

My goal is also not to articulate a comprehensive typology of crises 
or even of the meanings of crisis, and those that I chart are consequently 
not exhaustive but instead focus almost exclusively on its political uses 
and meanings. So, for example, while some of my searches turned up 
references to “identity crises,” the typology I offer does not attempt to 
conceptualize these and other similarly psychological or individual-level 
applications of crisis. Instead, I offer a more constrained and question-
driven framework that puts into relief the political and ideological work 
that crisis has come to perform in American politics and political culture, 
particularly when it comes to structuring the politics of power and mar-
ginalization. To do so, I contend that we must understand how crisis found 
its way into the American political lexicon, how differently located po-
litical actors have deployed the word and developed the concept of crisis, 
under what circumstances they have done so, and what they have been 
trying to do when they have characterized something as a crisis. How has 
this usage evolved, what can we make of this evolution, and how should 
we understand the clashes among its meanings?65 As Roitman asks, how 
is it that crisis, a term that was “once a signifier for a critical, decisive mo-
ment,” came to be “construed as a protracted historical and experiential 
condition” and a way to describe an “ongoing state of affairs?”66 My ob-
jective, in other words, is to examine the particular ways in which crisis 
has been used, constructed, understood, and deployed by dominant and 
marginalized political actors and policymakers; to appreciate the kinds of 
politics and policies that crisis consequently facilitates or forecloses when 
it comes to issues of inequality and marginalization; and, ultimately, to un-
derstand the implications of these uses, constructions, understandings, and 
deployments for the ways in which the issues facing marginalized groups 
are—and are not—addressed in dominant politics.

In addition, although I locate the origins of the use of crisis as a way 
to describe domestic phenomena among abolitionists and racial justice 
advocates, the twinned lenses of crisis and non-crises that together pro-
duce what I call crisis politics are constituted primarily through dominant 
political actors and institutions. And while I continue to attend to both 
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their deployment on the part of advocates for marginalized groups and 
to battles between dominant and marginalized political actors over crisis 
definition throughout the book, their deployment on the part of domi-
nant political actors and in dominant institutions figures more centrally 
in my sources and therefore in my analyses. For similar reasons, Marxist 
conceptualizations of crisis do not figure as prominently in the analyses 
that follow, even though, as I note in the introductory chapter, they have 
significant implications for the politics of marginalized groups and speak 
in important ways to and are clearly an important component of the poli-
tics of resistance. I also do not devote equal time to each kind of crisis 
in the typology. For example, although what I call crisis-as-creation has 
significant implications for social movements and marginalized groups, 
this meaning is not evident in the sources I analyze in chapters 2 and 3, 
and so I devote only a very abbreviated treatment to this meaning there 
and discuss this meaning only in passing in the rest of the book.

Most broadly, although I hope that readers will agree that examining 
the use and evolution of crisis as a keyword is revealing, I am not arguing 
that a keyword approach is the only way to explore the political construc-
tion of crisis or crisis politics more generally. I also do not contend that the 
presence (or absence) of the word crisis constitutes necessary or sufficient 
evidence that crisis politics are (or are not) taking place: Words are impor-
tant, but political language involves more than words, and the presence 
or absence of the word crisis is not the only way to tell that one is being 
constructed or that we are observing or not observing crisis politics any 
more than the presence or absence of the word poverty, gender, or race 
is necessary for those issues to be at stake in political discourse or policy 
language. Ian Haney-Lopez’s arguments about the ways in which white 
political actors use “dog whistles” to send implicit messages about race 
to their white constituents is one example of the ways in which political 
actors use coded language to send signals to constituencies about issues 
of race, gender, and sexuality, particularly in contexts in which overtly dis-
criminatory appeals might not be tolerated (see also, inter alia, work by 
Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and LaFleur Stephens-Dougan).67 Consequently, 
as significant as the deployment (or lack of deployment) of crisis language 
alongside words like poverty, gender, or race is, such interactions “with 
neighboring terms,” as Burgett and Hendler describe it, are far from the 
only indicator that those issues are being framed as crises.68

The corollary to this point is that political language is often so blustery 
and overblown that we cannot necessarily trust the meanings of the words 
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that are being used. “Political language,” George Orwell writes in Politics 
and the English Language, “is designed to make lies sound truthful and 
murder respectable, and to give an appearance of solidity to pure wind.”69 
From this perspective, some readers may question the value and reliability 
of using a keyword approach as the basis for a political analysis. Perhaps 
crisis is simply puffed-up or alarmist rhetoric intended to scare and per-
suade a pliable public but that ultimately has little impact on politics and 
policy?70 Rodgers notes, for example, the temptation to “dismiss the ver-
bal guff of politics as ‘mere rhetoric,’ a veil drawn over the hidden games 
of politics.” He concedes that political words are intended to mystify; to 
conceal the “interests at stake,” the “covert agendas,” and the “hands in 
the till”; to “hide the policy of the day behind the popular slogans of the 
moment”; to “screen political acts, obscure them behind a cloud of rheto-
ric so dense that most of us are left to play fools’ parts, trying to guess what 
is really going on.”71 However, he insists as well that “political words do 
more than mystify”; they also “inspire, persuade, enrage, mobilize.” With 
words, he writes, “minds are changed, votes acquired, enemies labeled, al-
liances secured, unpopular programs made palatable,” and, crucially for 
my purposes, “the status quo suddenly unveiled as unjust and intolera-
ble. . . . Words make mass actions possible. . . . Through words some of the 
most potent forces of modern politics are wheeled into motion.” “Mystify 
as they may,” he concludes, words “are the stuff that holds political coali-
tions and political movements together.”72

From this perspective, even if the term crisis is uttered in the course of 
political hyperventilation, even when it is used as a rhetorical flourish, and 
even though it might seem at times to be thrown around as a histrionic 
embellishment invoked to garner attention and inflame passions, we must 
understand it as more than melodramatic language or empty rhetoric. As 
I began to argue above and as I elaborate in what follows, whether a bad 
thing is constituted as a crisis has become an indicator of the perceived 
worthiness of those affected by it, of whether political actors want it to 
change, of whether they believe it is amenable to change and are willing 
to devote state resources to do so, and of what they believe it would mean 
for the status quo if it were resolved. So even if the use of the term crisis 
is alarmist, understanding who is alarmed, about which issues they try to 
sound the alarm to others, and to what political and policy effect they are 
able to do so reveals much about the unevenness of the opportunities and 
trajectories of progress available to marginalized groups. If crisis is in-
voked to mystify, then it is important to understand what is being distorted  
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and masked in that mystification and what is at stake in trying to do so. 
I also acknowledge that some of the unevenness and selectiveness in the 
issues to which crisis becomes bonded is undoubtedly aesthetic: mortgage 
crisis rolls off the tongue more easily than, for example,  housing discrimi-
nation crisis. And there are probably similar aesthetic reasons that bond-
ings such as Cuban missile crisis take on a kind of proper name or brand 
quality that then might seem to develop lives of their own.

Finally, in pointing to the constructedness of bad things that come to be 
understood as crises, and in arguing that we cannot simply identify, measure, 
and distinguish crises from times or bad things that are not crises, I do not 
mean to suggest that those to which the label crisis ultimately “sticks” are 
without real or material effects. Rather, following historian Barbara Me-
losh’s characterization of the constructedness of categories such as gender, 
race, and sexuality, I mean that crisis is “simultaneously arbitrary and deeply 
embedded.”73 That is, although crisis is mutable and historically constructed, 
crisis politics are nonetheless a central and powerful force in social, politi-
cal, and economic life (as the examination of the politics of foreclosure cri-
sis and non-crisis in chapters 4 and 5 makes clear and as my brief discussions 
about the opioid and COVID-19 crises in the concluding chapter suggest).74 
As Andy Horowitz and Jacob Remes explain with regard to understand-
ing disaster as an “analytical construct,” doing so does not mean “that how 
disaster is constructed or defined does not matter.” To the contrary, they 
continue: The “consequences of ‘disaster’ as a belief are made real in the 
distribution of sympathy, material resources, and state power.”75

Similarly, in arguing that it is important to understand that bad things 
understood as crises are more likely to be ones that affect relatively privi-
leged groups, I do not intend to suggest that any of those things are not 
truly awful, that we ought not have sympathy for those affected by them, 
or that the state intervention and resources devoted to them are unwar-
ranted. For example (and as I explain at greater length in chapters 4 and 
5), in showing that rates of foreclosure during a period we came to view as 
a “foreclosure crisis” were, by some measures, similar to the rates during 
what continues to be framed as a time of booming rates of homeown-
ership, my argument is not that the time of crisis was not a “bad” one. 
I certainly do not mean to suggest that the state intervention that was 
proposed and deployed was unwarranted nor that those who were helped 
by the government programs intended to stem its tide were unworthy of 
such assistance. And because political and economic resources are rarely 
unlimited, it may at times be necessary to prioritize issues that seem to 
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affect “broad” populations. In using the term “privileged” to describe the 
groups affected by the issues most likely to be treated as crises, I also 
do not mean that members of these groups face no social, political, or 
economic challenges or disadvantages. From an intersectional perspec-
tive, privilege is not dichotomous, and those who are privileged along one 
axis may be disadvantaged along another one or relative to the broader 
population. Rather than questioning whether foreclosure rates warranted 
the use of state resources, I argue that these cases illuminate the ways in 
which dominant assumptions and expectations about what is normal both 
construct and are constructed by what are identified as problems and cri-
sis, what demands an explanation and a solution, and what is naturalized.

Conclusion

The issue of gun violence that President Obama addressed in his column 
was among the grimmest ones taken up in New York Times op-eds that 
first week of 2016. But it was far from the only issue to be labeled a crisis 
by columnists and other opinion writers that week, and it was not even 
the only issue that was labeled a crisis on the op-ed page that day. This 
relatively indiscriminate use of crisis as a way to characterize issues and 
problems was not the practice a century earlier, however. I suggested at 
the outset of this chapter that an op-ed framed around crisis might seem 
unremarkable to contemporary readers. As evidence of its typicality, I 
showed that crisis appeared frequently in op-eds and in articles published 
in the newspaper more generally that week. But treating crisis as a politi-
cal keyword by paying attention to its evolution, to its meanings, and to 
the work that it is doing suggests that both the contexts in which President 
Obama used this word in his column and its frequent deployment in the 
New York Times that week might well be considered quite remarkable 
after all. In these ways, a keyword approach begins to provide some clues 
about the relationship among crisis politics, the politics of agenda setting, 
and the politics of marginalization. I explore these clues in greater depth 
in the next chapter, examining the use of crisis language on the part of 
both dominant political actors and political outsiders and assessing the 
significance of this use for the development of crisis politics.



chapter two

What We Talk about When  
We Talk about Crisis

Against the backdrop of the contemporary political moment, when 
everything from wars to budgetary issues to climate change to racial 

injustice, health care, and child care is described as being in a state of crisis 
or as a crisis itself, it can be hard to imagine that there was a time when the 
word was not part of the lingua franca of mainstream American political 
discourse. But the brief comparison in chapter 1 between the use of crisis 
in the New York Times in 1916 and in 2016 suggests that it was not always 
thus, and considering some key founding documents of American politics 
reinforces this impression. The revolutionary period, for example, would 
surely be considered a time of crisis in our current and conventional un­
derstanding of the term, a time when, through conquest, murder, expul­
sion, enslavement, and expropriation of land, the colonists created what 
were certainly crises for Black and Indigenous people. It was also a period 
during which the colonists faced war and British aggression, and a period 
during which political leaders wanted to convince as many Americans as 
possible that they faced several critical junctures that demanded decisive 
action. The word crisis, however, is never used in such signal documents 
as the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, or the 
US Constitution. This absence is not complete, however: Thomas Paine’s 
Revolutionary War pamphlet series, for example, was titled The Ameri-
can Crisis, and the term appears eleven times in the Federalist Papers.1 As  
such, its infrequency cannot simply be attributed to the word’s lack of 
availability for such purposes.
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A Prehistory of Crisis Politics in Dominant  
American Discourses: 1840s–1960s

Content analyses and other systematic examinations of evidence from 
books, newspapers, party platforms, bills, and congressional hearings con­
firm that this relatively infrequent use of crisis language was the norm in 
dominant American political and cultural discourse for well over a cen­
tury. Figure 2.1 depicts the use of the word crisis alongside the incidence of 
two comparison words—poverty and accident—in English-language Amer­
ican books from the 1810s through the 2000s (see endnote and appendices  
for details about sources, search parameters, and coding decisions and for 
descriptions of the methods used to compile and analyze the data described 
and depicted in this chapter, including considerations about the reliability 
and validity of Google Ngram and Google Books data).2 The data summa­
rized in the figure are intended to provide only an initial and rough mea­
sure of language usage, but they nonetheless serve as a preliminary and gen­
eral indicator that this word that has so infiltrated and been so naturalized  
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in the American political vocabulary did so quite recently, in the 1930s dur­
ing the Great Depression. Its use then ebbed somewhat, before climbing  
steeply in the 1960s and 1970s. It continued to be used regularly after that 
point before receding slightly in the 1990s (a decline that continues, some­
what counterintuitively, even after the events of 11 September 2001).

Examining the trajectory of crisis’s use alongside the patterns for the com­
parison words confirms that its net increase over time is not simply a func­
tion of more general increases in the use of all words. More specifically, 
crisis initially appears far less frequently than poverty and accident but then 
substantially outpaces both of those words. Analogous data from editori­
als and the titles of front-page articles in the New York Times reveal simi­
lar patterns (see figure 2.2; see endnote and appendices for details about 
how these data were collected, coded, and analyzed, including information 
about variations in the periodization of and periods covered by the differ­
ent sources).3 These patterns suggest that the escalation evident in the 1960s 
and 1970s represents a new and, I argue, consequential development.
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The patterns in the use of the word crisis in books and newspapers are 
also mirrored in its political usage. Figures 2.3 to 2.6 track instances of its  
use in the titles of congressional hearings, party platforms, the titles of con­
gressional bills, and State of the Union addresses (see endnote and appen­
dices for details about sources, search parameters, units of analysis, and 
coding).4 The evidence in these important parts of what I call the “tran­
script of dominant politics” further confirms that although the catastroph­
izing language of crisis might seem both inevitable and omnipresent from 
our contemporary vantage point, it has not always been a staple of Ameri­
can political communication. Rather, it was not until the second decade of 
the twentieth century that the word crisis began to appear regularly in the 
transcript of dominant politics in the United States.

Crisis made its first appearance in a major party’s platform in 1848, 
for example, when the Whigs wrote that the “heart” of their presidential 
nominee, General Zachary Taylor, was “with us at the crisis of our politi­
cal destiny” (see table 2.1). It did not appear again until 1872, when the 
Republicans used it to praise President Ulysses S. Grant for reducing the 
debt and allowing the country to avoid “financial crises.”5 After these few 
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and sporadic deployments, however, crisis vanished from the text of major 
party platforms for nearly a half century, until 1916, when the Democrats 
used it twice: first at the outset of their platform, to credit the 1913 Federal 
Reserve Act with having saved the country from the previous “archaic 
banking and currency system, prolific of panic and disaster under Repub­
lican administrations, long the refuge of the money trust.” The platform’s 
writers argued that the law, which was signed by President Woodrow Wil­
son, “proved a financial bulwark in a world crisis” by “mobilizing our re­
sources, placing abundant credit at the disposal of legitimate industry and 
making a currency panic impossible.” The second instance was in a section 
of the platform addressing international relations (titled “Americanism” 
in the platform itself), in which the writers argued that it is patriotic rather 
than partisan to assert that “the indivisibility and coherent strength of the 
nation” is “the supreme issue of this day in which the whole world faces 
the crisis of manifold change.” Put simply, of the sixty platforms written by  
major parties over the course of the 116-year period between 1840 and 1956,  
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the Whigs used the term crisis once and the Democrats and the Republi­
cans each used it only five times in only four of their respective platforms 
(see table 2.2). It did not appear at all in the platforms of the Constitutional 
Union or Southern Democratic Parties (1860), the Populist Party platform 
(1892), the Progressive Party platform (1912), or the States’ Rights Party 
platform (1948)—all parties that might be described as having been born 
of some form of crisis.

Similar trajectories are evident in the titles of congressional hearings and 
bills. The word crisis was not used in a bill title or summary until 1908, when  
it appeared in the title of one introduced in the House: “To create a Cur­
rency Commission to frame a suitable measure for diminishing the inten­
sity of financial crises.” Not until 1947 did it appear in the title of a congres­
sional hearing, when it was used in one addressing the “Italian Crisis and 
Interim Aid,” after which it disappeared again until 1962. (Congressional 
hearings are available in a searchable format beginning only in 1824, so 
it is possible that I might have observed instances of it before this date if 
those data were available. However, since it takes more than a century for 
the term to be used in the title of a hearing after that point, what is clear 
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table 2.1.  Crisis and crises in the text of major party platforms, 1840–1956

Year Whig platform Democratic platform Republican platform

1840
1844
1848 Crisis as existential: 

“Resolved, That General 
Taylor, in saying that, 
had he voted in 1844, he 
would have voted the 
Whig ticket, gives us the 
assurance and no better is 
needed from a consistent 
and truth-speaking man 
that his heart was with 
us at the crisis of our 
political destiny, when 
Henry Clay was our 
candidate and when not 
only Whig principles 
were well defined and 
clearly asserted, but Whig 
measures depended on 
success. The heart that was 
with us then is with us now, 
and we have a soldier’s 
word of honor, and a life of 
public and private virtue, 
as the security.”

1852
1856
1860
1864
1868
1872 “Despite large annual 

reductions of the rates 
of taxation, the public 
debt has been reduced 
during General Grant’s 
Presidency at the rate 
of a hundred millions a 
year, great financial crises 
have been avoided, and 
peace and plenty prevail 
throughout the land.”

1876
1880
1884
1888
1892
1896
1900
1904
1908

continues



table 2.1.  (continued )

Year Whig platform Democratic platform Republican platform

1912
1916 World crisis: “Our 

archaic banking and 
currency system, prolific 
of panic and disaster 
under Republican 
administrations, long the 
refuge of the money trust, 
has been supplanted by 
the Federal Reserve Act, 
a true democracy of credit 
under government control, 
already proved a financial 
bulwark in a world crisis, 
mobilizing our resources, 
placing abundant credit at 
the disposal of legitimate 
industry and making a 
currency panic impossible.”

1916 “The part that the United 
States will play in the 
new day of international 
relationships that is now 
upon us will depend upon 
our preparation and our 
character. The Democratic 
party, therefore, recognizes 
the assertion and 
triumphant demonstration 
of the indivisibility and 
coherent strength of the 
nation as the supreme 
issue of this day in which 
the whole world faces 
the crisis of manifold 
change. It summons all 
men of whatever origin or 
creed who would count 
themselves Americans, 
to join in making clear 
to all the world the unity 
and consequent power of 
America. This is an issue of 
patriotism. To taint it with 
partisanship would be to 
defile it. . . .”



table 2.1.  (continued )

Year Whig platform Democratic platform Republican platform

continues

1920
1924 “Railroads: We believe 

that the demand of the 
American people for 
improved railroad service 
at cheaper rates is justified 
and that it can be fulfilled 
by the consolidation of 
the railroads into a lesser 
number of connecting 
systems with the resultant 
operating economy. The 
labor board provision 
should be amended to 
meet the requirements 
made evident by 
experience gained from its 
actual creation. Collective 
bargaining, voluntary 
mediation and arbitration 
are the most important 
steps in maintaining 
peaceful labor relations. 
We do not believe in 
compulsory action at any 
time. Public opinion must 
be the final arbiter in 
any crisis which so vitally 
affects public welfare 
as the suspension of 
transportation. Therefore, 
the interests of the public 
require the maintenance of 
an impartial tribunal which 
can in any emergency 
make an investigation 
of the fact and publish 
its conclusions. This is 
accepted as a basis of 
popular judgment.”

1928
1932 Economic recession: 

“Leadership: For nearly 
three years the world has 
endured an economic 
depression of unparalleled 
extent and severity. The 
patience and courage of 
our people have been 
severely tested, but their



table 2.1.  (continued )

Year Whig platform Democratic platform Republican platform

faith in themselves, in their 
institutions and in their 
future remains unshaken. 
When victory comes, as 
it will, this generation 
will hand on to the next a 
great heritage unimpaired. 
This will be due in large 
measure to the quality of 
the leadership that this 
country has had during this 
crisis. We have had in the 
White House a leader—
wise, courageous, patient, 
understanding, resourceful, 
ever present at his post of 
duty, tireless in his efforts 
and unswervingly faithful 
to American principles 
and ideals. At the outset 
of the depression, when 
no man could foresee 
its depth and extent, the 
President succeeded in 
averting much distress 
by securing agreement 
between industry and labor 
to maintain wages and by 
stimulating programs of 
private and governmental 
construction.”

1932 “Democratic Failure: The 
vagaries of the present 
Democratic House of 
Representatives offer 
characteristic and appalling 
proof of the existing 
incapacity of that party for 
leadership in a national 
crisis. Individualism 
running amuck has 
displaced party discipline 
and has trampled under 
foot party leadership. A 
bewildered electorate  
has viewed the spectacle 
with profound dismay  
and deep misgivings. 



table 2.1.  (continued )

Year Whig platform Democratic platform Republican platform

continues

Goaded to desperation 
by their confessed failure, 
the party leaders have 
resorted to “pork barrel” 
legislation to obtain a unity 
of action which could not 
otherwise be achieved. 
A Republican President 
stands resolutely between 
the helpless citizen and 
the disaster threatened by 
such measures; and the 
people, regardless of party, 
will demand his continued 
service. Many times during 
his useful life has Herbert 
Hoover responded to such 
a call, and his response  
has never disappointed.  
He will not disappoint  
us now.”

1936
1940 “To this generation of 

Americans it is given to 
defend this democratic 
faith as it is challenged 
by social maladjustment 
within and totalitarian 
greed without. The world 
revolution against which 
we prepare our defense 
is so threatening that not 
until it has burned itself 
out in the last corner of the 
earth will our democracy 
be able to relax its guard. 
In this world crisis, the 
purpose of the Democratic 
Party is to defend against 
external attack and justify 
by internal progress the 
system of government and 
way of life from which the 
Democratic Party takes  
its name.”

1944



table 2.1.  (continued )

Year Whig platform Democratic platform Republican platform

1948
1952 “The Democratic Party 

has demonstrated its 
belief in the Constitution 
as a charter of individual 
freedom and an effective 
instrument for human 
progress. Democratic 
Administrations have 
placed upon the statute 
books during the last 
twenty years a multitude 
of measures which testify 
to our belief in the 
Jeffersonian principle 
of local control, even 
in general legislation 
involving nation-wide 
programs. Selective 
service, Social Security, 
Agricultural Adjustment, 
Low Rent Housing, 
Hospital, and many other 
legislative programs 
have placed major 
responsibilities in States 
and counties and provide 
fine examples of how 
benefits can be extended 
through Federal-State 
cooperation. In the 
present world crisis with 
new requirements of 
Federal action for national 
security, and accompanying 
provision for public 
services and individual 
rights related to defense, 
constitutional principles 
must and will be closely 
followed. Our record and 
our clear commitments, in 
this platform, measure our 
strong faith in the ability of 
constitutional government 
to meet the needs of  
our times.”

“They claim prosperity 
but the appearance of 
economic health is created 
by war expenditures, 
waste and extravagance, 
planned emergencies, 
and war crises. They have 
debauched our money 
by cutting in half the 
purchasing power of  
our dollar.”



table 2.1.  (continued )

Year Whig platform Democratic platform Republican platform

1956 “The Failure Abroad. Blus­
tering without dynamic ac­
tion will not alter the fact 
that the unity and strength 
of the free world have 
been drastically impaired. 
Witness the decline of 
NATO, the bitter tragedy 
of Cyprus, the withdrawal 
of French forces to North 
Africa, the uncertainty and 
dangers in the Middle East, 
an uncertain and insecure 
Germany, and resentment 
rising against United States 
leadership everywhere. In 
Asia, in Burma, Ceylon, 
Indonesia, India, anti-
Americanism grows apace, 
aggravated by the clumsy 
actions of our Govern­
ment, and fanned by the 
inept utterances of our 
‘statesmen.’ In the Middle 
East, the Eisenhower Ad­
ministration has dawdled 
and drifted. The results 
have been disastrous, and 
worse threatens. Only the 
good offices of the United 
Nations in maintaining 
peace between Israel and 
her neighbors conceal the 
diplomatic incapacities of 
the Republican Adminis­
tration. The current crisis 
over Suez is a consequence 
of inept and vacillating 
Republican policy. Our 
Government’s mistakes 
have placed us in a posi­
tion in the Middle East 
which threatens the free 
world with a loss of power 
and prestige, potentially 
more dangerous than any 
we have suffered in the 
past decade.”

Note: Data were compiled using LIWC to search the full text of all major party platforms from 1840–1956 for 
“crisis” or “crises”. Data were coded using Nvivo. Emphases added by author. For additional information, see 
appendices A and C, and note 4 in chapter 2. Source: Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency 
Project.
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table 2.2.  Summary of uses of crisis or crises in major party 
platforms, 1840–1956

Domestic

“crisis of our political destiny” 1 (Whig 1848)
“financial crises” 1 (Republican 1872)
railroad crisisa 1 (Republican 1924)
economic recessionb 1 (Republican 1932)
“national crisis” 1 (Republican 1932)

International

“world crisis” 3 (Democratic 1916 1940, 1952)
“crisis of manifold change” 1 (Democratic 1916)
“war crises” 1 (Republican 1952)
“Crisis over Suez” 1 (Democratic 1956)

Note: Data were compiled using LIWC to search the full text of all major 
party platforms from 1840–1956 for “crisis” or “crises”. Data were coded 
using Nvivo. For additional information, see appendices A and C, and note 4  
in chapter 2. Source: Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American 
Presidency Project.
a Not in quotes because in this instance, the plank was titled “Railroads,” and 
the term “crisis” was used to refer to it later in the section. See table 2.1.
b Not in quotes because in this instance, the plank was titled “Economic 
recession,” and the term “crisis” was used to refer to it later in the section. 
See table 2.1.

and most significant is that the 1947 instance is the first and only observa­
tion in these data for well over one hundred years.) It appears earlier and 
somewhat more consistently in State of the Union addresses, but here, too, 
the spike in its use does not come until the late twentieth century.

The rareness of crisis language in these early political documents is not 
a function of an unusually polite and serene political climate, nor is it for 
want of rhetorical bluster during the periods in which they were written. 
Although some scholars argue that the particular genre of heightened ac­
rimony that many believe now characterizes American political discourse 
is a relatively recent development, both parties made ample use of coarse 
and dramatic language to describe their goals, their accomplishments, and 
their opponents’ failures during this period.6 Susan Herbst demonstrates, 
for example, that harsh language has long been a mainstay of American  
politics, while linguist Zoltan Kovecses argues that hyperbolic “tall talk” 
became characteristic of American political speech in the 1830s and 1840s.7 
Kenneth Cmiel writes that political oratory “has always had its share of in­
vective. Demosthenes’s ‘On the Crown’ and Cicero against Catiline contain 
violent personal abuse.” “Certainly Federalist and Republican debates of 
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the 1790s, he continues, “were not short of the same.”8 Andrew Jackson, 
Stephen Douglas, Benjamin Butler, and Andrew Johnson, he argues, were 
only a few of the nineteenth-century politicians who “built their careers  
around bitter personal harangues,” while politicians, ministers, and jour­
nalists regularly deployed “inflated speech,” bombast, and “pompous and 
often meaningless images” that “exalted words over meaning” and replaced 
“content with sound to impress their audiences with the importance of the 
occasion and the learnedness of the speaker.”9

Nor can the limited political use of crisis language before the late nine­
teenth century be understood as a manifestation of a shortage of significant 
problems or meaningful critical junctures in American politics during this 
period. Had either of the two major parties been using crisis in their plat­
forms in the ways their contemporaries do now, either of them might well 
have referenced any number of the issues they took up during this era—
from the struggle over slavery and the Civil War that are arguably among 
the most definitive of national American crises, to women’s suffrage and 
child labor, to periodic economic depressions. But they did not. President 
Lincoln might seem to have been describing slavery as a crisis when he 
argued in his House Divided speech at the 1858 Illinois Republican state 
convention that anti-slavery agitation would “not cease, until a crisis shall 
have been reached, and passed.” But although abolitionists used the lan­
guage of crisis to describe the violence and inhumanity of enslaving Black 
Americans, Lincoln did not label slavery itself a crisis in this passage. He 
also was not suggesting that the decision about whether to abolish slavery  
constituted a critical juncture with regard to this issue. Instead, he used the 
term crisis to refer to the turmoil that would be generated by abolitionist 
agitation, a use that is more in line with the meaning I call crisis-as-creation.

Rather than using the term crisis to make the case that slavery faced “a 
vitally important or decisive stage,” “a turning point,” or “a state of affairs  
in which a decisive change for better or worse is imminent,” dominant po­
litical actors more typically used terms such as “evil” to describe it. The 1864 
Republican platform included a resolution, for example, characterizing slav­
ery as a “gigantic evil.” Evil is certainly an appropriate word to describe 
slavery, but it carries a very different meaning than crisis when it comes to 
problem definition and ideas about state intervention. Merriam-Webster’s 
Dictionary defines evil as something that is “morally reprehensible,” “sin­
ful, wicked,” “arising from actual or imputed bad character or conduct, a 
person of evil reputation,” “causing harm,” or “marked by misfortune.”10 
Evil therefore has an ethical or religious connotation that, while perhaps 
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intended to stimulate state action, suggests a moral failure or an enemy to 
be vanquished rather than a problem facing a critical juncture that can be  
solved through government intervention.11 In addition, although figures 2.5 
and 2.6 make clear that crisis appeared more frequently in books, newspa­
pers, bill titles and summaries, and State of the Union addresses around the 
time of the Great Depression, there is no concomitant uptick in its use in 
hearing titles during this period. (As I will discuss at greater length below, 
the crisis being referenced in the bill titles and summaries in the 1930s had 
to do with financing for public education, while the uptick in the word’s use 
in State of the Union addresses during this period is due almost entirely to 
references to economic crises in the United States and Europe.)

Finally, comparing the incidence of crisis with that of several other words 
and expressions that might be considered synonyms suggests that its rela­
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figure 2.7.  Instances of the terms calamity, catastrophe, crisis, disaster, emergency, juncture, 
panic, and turning point in English-language American books (per million words), 1810s–
2000s. Note: Search was for “calamity”, “catastrophe”, “crisis”, “disaster”, “emergency”, “junc­
ture”, “panic”, and “turning point”. Because the lines catastrophe, juncture, and turning point 
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to see them. For additional information, see appendices A and C, and notes 2 and 13 in chap­
ter 2. Source: Mark Davies, 2011–. Google Books Corpus (based on Google Books n-grams).
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tive paucity is not a function of the fact that some other term was being 
used in its stead during this period. Although it is difficult to rule out all 
synonyms, figure 2.7 compares instances of crisis in English-language Amer­
ican books to instances of several possible alternative expressions: calam-
ity, catastrophe, disaster, emergency, juncture (as in critical juncture), panic, 
and turning point.12 Of these possibilities, only calamity (and, fleetingly, 
emergency) appears to ever have been used more frequently than crisis, 
and this was true only during the first half of the nineteenth century.13 The 
relatively rare use of the word crisis during this period is therefore not 
an artefact of the fact that these alternative terms were being used in its 
place, nor is it because the term was simply not being used at all. Instead, 
it suggests that neither the word crisis nor the concept of crisis politics 
was typical in the political rhetoric of this period and that its subsequent 
proliferation warrants scrutiny and explanation. In addition, although di­
saster declarations and states of emergency can carry legal and adminis­
trative force, the comparatively infrequent use of the terms disaster and 
emergency suggests that neither comes to function as a keyword in the 
way that crisis comes eventually to do.14 (Note as well that catastrophe, 
juncture, and turning point are used so infrequently that the lines for them  
hug the x-axis in figure 2.7. To make them more legible, supplemental fig­
ure A.6 presents only the values for those words.)

Meaning I. Clear-Cut Crises

Taken together, the evidence suggests that from at least the early nine­
teenth century until the second half of the twentieth, crisis scarcely ap­
peared in the transcript of dominant politics. Reinforcing the example of 
the January 1916 issue of the New York Times that I discuss in chapter 1, 
the evidence suggests further that when crisis was invoked by dominant 
political actors during this period, its meaning hewed closely to its origins 
in medicine and science, used mainly to indicate a decisive development 
or sudden variation. For example, the evidence summarized in table 2.2 
makes clear that of the eleven instances of the word crisis in major party 
platforms from 1840 through 1956, six (54.5 percent) refer to wars, for­
eign policy and international tensions, or issues in countries other than 
the United States; an additional three (27.3 percent) refer to economic 
depressions or financial crisis (such as the “financial crisis” in 1872 that I 
note above; see table 2.2). The remaining two instances are a mix: Crisis 
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is used in the 1924 Republican Party platform as part of its argument that 
passenger rail systems should be consolidated. The final instance, the fore­
going reference to a “crisis of our political destiny,” might be character­
ized as a metaphor for national malaise.15

Crisis is applied to an even narrower range of topics in the titles and 
summaries of bills before 1960. It is used twice to refer to financial crises, 
twice to the First World War, twice to the “global depression,” once to 
a “famine crisis” in Pakistan, once to the “Suez crisis,” and twice to the 
“Berlin crisis.”16 In a seeming departure from the more general pattern of 
references to wars, bad things in other countries, and domestic economic 
issues, Democrats in the House and Senate introduced a series of bills in 
1934 and 1935, the goal of which was “to provide for the cooperation by the  
Federal Government with the several States and Territories and the Dis­
trict of Columbia in meeting the crisis in public education” (it is this issue, 
rather than the Great Depression, that accounts for the increase in the use 
of crisis in bill titles and summaries during the 1930s in figure 2.5). This 
application of crisis might seem precocious in foreshadowing its eventual 
application to a much broader range of domestic issues. However, the “ed­
ucation crisis” in question concerned the implications of the Great De­
pression for public education financing. As the text of the bill states, “the 
present economic depression has created a crisis in public education.” As 
such, although the issue to which crisis was being applied in this case was 
somewhat unusual for that time, contextualizing its meaning makes clear 
that it was being used to describe an economic issue, a use that is in line 
with the clear-cut crisis meaning that was typical during this era.

To investigate the use and evolution of crisis language on the part of 
dominant political actors in finer detail, in figures 2.8 to 2.11 I use data from 
the University of Texas’s US Policy Agendas Project (USPAP) to depict the 
topics with which crisis is associated in bill and hearing titles, State of the 
Union addresses, and party platforms. USPAP collects data from archived 
sources to trace changes in the national policy agenda and public policy out­
comes, classifying policy activities into 20 major topics and over 200 sub­
topics and allowing scholars to track and compare them over time.17 These 
data therefore allow me to identify the topics addressed by each hearing 
and bill with crisis or crises in its title as well as the topic with which each 
instance of these words is associated in the full text of party platforms and 
State of the Union addresses.18 The figures aggregate these data to track 
the range and number of topics with which crisis is associated, to trace how  
crisis’s use with regard to these topics has changed over time, and to gauge 



69what we talk about when we talk about crisis 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50

Transportation

Space, Science, Technology, & Communications

Social Welfare

Public Lands & Water Management

Macroeconomics

Law, Crime, & Family Issues

Labor, Employment, & Immigration

International Affairs & Foreign Aid

Immigration

Health

Government Operations

Foreign Trade

Environment

Energy

Education

Defense

Community Development & Housing Issues

Civil Rights, Minority Issues, & Civil Liberties

Banking, Finance, & Domestic Commerce

Agriculture

Percent of hearings

U
.S

. P
ol

ic
y 

Ag
en

da
s 

Pr
oj

ec
t c

at
eg

or
y

Topic as percent of all hearings, 1947-2016

Topic as percent of all hearings that include the word crisis/es in title, 1947-2016

Topic as percent of all hearings that include the word crisis/es in title, 1947-1967

Topic as percent of all hearings that include crisis/es in title, 1968-2016

figure 2.8.  Proportion of congressional hearings that include the term crisis or crises in their 
titles, by US Policy Agendas Project category, 1947–2016. Notes: Crisis is used in the titles of 
hearings falling under seven of twenty USPAP categories before 1967 and in hearings fall­
ing under all twenty categories from 1968–2010. Search was for “crisis” or “crises”. Blank 
spaces indicate that there were no observations of crisis or crises in hearing titles on that topic 
during the period that would be represented by the missing bar. From 1947–2016, Congress 
held 99,973 hearings, 676 of which used the term crisis or crises in their titles. For additional 
information, see appendices A and C, and notes 18, 19, and 22 in chapter 2. Source: US Policy 
Agendas Project.

the relative incidence of the topics with which crisis is associated as a pro­
portion of all bills (excluding private bills), hearings, and State of the Union 
speech and party platform “quasi-sentences” (see endnote and appendices 
for further details about the search parameters, periods covered, coding, 
and compilation of the data in figures 2.8–2.11).19

The distributions of topics in these four components of the transcript 
of dominant politics confirm what the examples in the previous section 
suggest: That until the 1960s, dominant political actors used the term crisis 
only rarely. When they did use it, it was to describe a very narrow range of 
issues, most of which were episodic and sudden events such as wars, eco­
nomic depressions, and (echoing Carmen Reinhardt and Kenneth Rog­
off’s argument that crises are things that “can’t happen here”) to conflicts 
in other countries.20
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These patterns are evident in figure 2.8, for example, which summarizes 
the distributions of USPAP topics in hearing titles. The black bars depict 
the proportion of all hearings (of which there were just over 99,000) held 
from 1947 through 2016 on each of the twenty US Policy Agendas Project 
categories (recall that the first time crisis is used in a hearing title is 1947). 
The striped bars indicate the proportion of the titles of the 600 hearings 
held during this entire period that contain the words crisis or crises that 
fall under the designated USPAP category. The speckled bars break this 
proportion out for the period that ends in 1967, and the gray bars break 
it out for 1968 to 2016. For this figure as well as figures 2.9 to 2.11, topics 
for which the striped, speckled, and gray bars are longer than the black bar 
are those for which crisis is used at a disproportionately high rate during  
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figure 2.9.  Proportion of party platform quasi-sentences that include the term crisis or crises, 
by US Policy Agendas Project category, 1952–2016. Notes: Crisis is used in platform planks 
falling under six of twenty USPAP categories before 1967 and in hearings falling under nine­
teen categories from 1968–2016. Search was for “crisis” or “crises”. Blank spaces indicate that 
there were no observations of crisis or crises in quasi-sentences on that topic during the pe­
riod that would be represented by the missing bar. The US Policy Agendas Project identified 
15,953 separate quasi-sentences in Democratic Party platforms and 19,836 in Republican Party 
platforms (total N=35,789) from 1952 through 2016. Of these, 265 use the terms crisis or crises. 
For additional information, see appendices A and C, and notes 14, 15, and 19 in chapter 2. 
Source: US Policy Agendas Project.
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the period in question, and those for which this same bar is shorter (or ab­
sent) indicate that crisis is observed less frequently than would be strictly 
proportional during each period (blank spaces indicate that there were no 
observations of crisis or crises in hearing titles, bill titles, platform planks, 
or State of the Union quasi-sentences on that topic during the period that 
would be represented by the missing bar). Hearings about International 
Affairs and Foreign Aid, for example, accounted for 7.4 percent of all 
hearings held from 1947 through 2016, and for 30.5 percent of all hearings 
during this same period that had the word crisis in their titles. In keeping 
with the broader pattern I have described, however, hearings on these 
topics accounted for 47.4 percent of all those with crisis in their titles from 
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figure 2.10.  Proportion of congressional bill titles and summaries that include the term cri-
sis, by US Policy Agendas Project category, 1947–2014. Notes: Crisis is used in the titles of 
bills falling under two of twenty USPAP categories before 1967 and in hearings falling under 
eighteen categories from 1968–2014. Search was for “crisis” or “crises”. Blank spaces indicate 
that there were no observations of crisis or crises in bill titles on that topic during the period 
that would be represented by the missing bar. From 1947 through 2014, 376,488 bills were 
introduced in the House and Senate (excluding private bills), 201 of which used the term crisis  
or crises in their titles or summaries. For additional information, see appendices A and C, and 
notes 14, 15, and 19 in chapter 2. Source: US Policy Agendas Project.
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1947 through 1967, but for only 30 percent of similarly titled hearings from 
1968 through 2016.

Looking at the striped bars more generally (which disaggregate the hear­
ing topics for the period ending in 1967) makes clear that crisis was used 
in the titles of hearings addressing only six of the twenty possible topics 
(30 percent) before 1968 (from 1947 through 1965, crisis appeared in the 
titles of hearings on even fewer—only five—USPAP topics).21 Of these, 
hearings addressing “International Affairs and Foreign Aid” account for 
just under half (47.3 percent) of all observations. Hearings classified as 
having to do with “Law, Crime, and Family Issues” and “Government Op­
erations” are a distant second and third (at 21.1 and 15.8 percent respec­
tively). Each of the other three issue areas—“Defense,” “Public Lands and 
Water Management,” and “Transportation”—accounts for just 5.3 percent 
of hearings with crisis in their titles during this period. Of particular note  
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or crises, by US Policy Agendas Project category, 1946–2016. Notes: Crisis is used in State of 
the Union quasi-sentences falling under six of twenty USPAP categories before 1967 and in 
hearings falling under fourteen categories from 1968–2060. Search was for “crisis” or “crises”. 
Blank spaces indicate that there were no observations of crisis or crises in hearing titles on that 
topic during the period that would be represented by the missing bar. The US Policy Agendas 
Project identified 21,604 separate quasi-sentences in State of the Union addresses from 1946 
through 2016. Of these, 110 use the terms crisis or crises. For additional information, see ap­
pendices A and C, and notes 14, 15, and 19 in chapter 2. Source: US Policy Agendas Project.
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is that crisis is never used in the title of any hearings categorized as “Civil 
Rights, Minority Issues, and Civil Liberties,” “Community Development 
and Housing Issues,” or “Social Welfare” during this period. Similar pat­
terns are evident in the cases of party platforms, State of the Union ad­
dresses, and bill titles and summaries in figures 2.9–2.11.22

But regardless of whether crisis was being invoked to reference issues 
at home or abroad, and irrespective of the particular issues in question, its 
near-exclusive connotation during this period was to describe discrete and 
relatively episodic bad things that were understood by dominant political  
actors as turning points in the trajectories of the problems in question. This 
meaning is nearly the only way in which the word was used in dominant 
politics over the course of this entire period and across both of the two 
major parties. The 1932 Republican platform praises Herbert Hoover, for 
example, for his leadership during the crisis of the economic depression, 
and castigates the Democratic House for its “characteristic and appalling 
proof of the existing incapacity of that party for leadership in a national 
crisis.” Eight years later, the 1940 Democratic platform refers to the loom­
ing war in Europe as a “world crisis.” This near-exclusive use of crisis to 
describe wars, depressions, and bad things happening in other countries 
continued through the 1950s, with, for example, the Republicans arguing 
in their 1952 platform that the “appearance of economic health” claimed 
by the Democrats had been “created” by them through expenditures for 
the “war crisis.” That same year, the Democrats blamed the “current crisis 
over Suez” on “inept and vacillating Republican policy,” while simulta­
neously praising President Truman for preserving individual rights in the 
face of the crisis of the Cold War.

Clear-Cut Crises Defined

This cluster of uses, I argue, constituted the first meaning of crisis as a 
political keyword—what I call clear-cut crises. Clear-cut crises are osten­
sibly self-evident, objective, and seemingly unambiguously urgent prob­
lems. They are thought to be universal, easily recognizable, and brought 
about by relatively discrete, quick, and episodic shocks that are triggered 
by seemingly exogenous causes and arrive suddenly or otherwise unex­
pectedly. In this meaning, crisis connotes a development that is, on its face, 
“unique and threatening,” and it encompasses the kinds of “bad things” 
that have come to be familiarly labeled crises—wars, terrorist attacks, de­
pressions, health pandemics, so-called natural disasters, and the like.23 We 
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might think of these as “Justice Potter Stewart” crises, ones that we alleg­
edly “know when we see.”

It is difficult to argue that such paradigmatic examples of crises are not  
horrible things, that they do not represent crossroads that require swift 
responses, or that they do not warrant large-scale interventions and re­
sources that might mitigate catastrophic or disastrous outcomes. Bad things 
such as these seem so obviously to be crises that Desmond King labels them 
“objective crises” and argues that their distinguishing feature is that they 
“cannot be disregarded politically.”24 In addition, as Michele Dauber ar­
gues in the case of disasters, the victims of clear-cut crises are typically 
understood to be blameless. It was to leverage this perceived innocence, 
she shows, that Democrats went to great lengths to frame the Great De­
pression as a disaster, comparing its damage to that caused by floods and 
calling it an “economic earthquake.”25 And like the tornados that Paul 
Pierson uses to illustrate the role of time in different kinds of political 
change, the causes and effects of such events are understood to be rela­
tively “short.”26 As a result, clear-cut crises also invite arguments that gov­
ernment action or resources are mandated and will make or have made a 
positive difference in addressing them.

Meaning II. Condition-as-Crisis

The evidence from party platforms, State of the Union addresses, con­
gressional hearings, and bills makes clear that from the 1840s through the 
early 1960s, crisis was used rarely among dominant political actors. When  
it was used during this period, it was reserved primarily for “clear-cut” bad 
things. And it may seem unsurprising, particularly in retrospect, that po­
litical actors would borrow the word crisis from medicine and apply it to 
events like military conflicts. It may seem similarly unremarkable that one 
political party would use this term as a partisan brickbat or in the course 
of blaming its opponents for a bad thing while throwing bouquets at its 
own leaders for saving the day. But although bad things like wars and de­
pressions would seem to be easily identifiable and their political salience 
similarly self-evident, their “clear-cut” legibility as crises and the nature and 
scale of intervention deemed appropriate and warranted to address them 
are not necessarily correlated with the actual magnitude of their severity.27  
Rather, as Colin Hay maintains (and echoing Dauber’s arguments about 
“disaster narratives”), crises are constituted “in and through narrative.”28 It 
is how the magnitude of a bad thing is framed, perceived, and constructed 
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by the actors with the power to respond to it and to shape these narratives 
about it that determines whether a particular one will be constituted as 
a crisis. King, for example, argues that the kinds of crises I label clear-cut 
are “objectively” understood as crises and that political actors therefore 
cannot ignore them.29 This un-ignorability is anything but inevitable, how­
ever. Instead, as scholars of agenda setting and problem definition have 
long argued (and as I demonstrate in what follows), ignorability and un-
ignorability are themselves products of processes of political contestation 
and construction.30

This point is well illustrated by the fact that over the course of the period 
during which dominant actors confined their use of crisis to the clear-cut 
variety, non-dominant political actors introduced and constituted a second 
keyword meaning of crisis—what I call condition-as-crisis.31 Drawing on 
language, ideas, and imagery originating in the movement to abolish slav­
ery, racial justice and other progressive activists and advocates began to 
use the word crisis as a way to argue that the enduring and quotidian do-
mestic problems and injustices faced by marginalized groups, particularly 
African Americans, should be understood as being at critical junctures in 
their trajectories, and therefore as warranting of a political response.32 That 
is, they used crisis language to frame these persistent injustices as dynamic 
problems facing crossroads at which the presence or absence of govern­
ment intervention and resources would determine whether conditions would 
improve or worsen. In so doing, they tried to harness the agenda-setting 
and constitutive power of language to shape ideas about the causes of and 
solutions to forms of “slow violence,” particularly ideas about the causes 
of and solutions to the ongoing horrors, “premature death,” “slow death,” 
“routinised crisis,” and “attritional devastation” of racial oppression.33 
Through their efforts to change public understandings of bad things that 
have causes and effects that play out, as scholars including Ariella Azoulay 
and Adi Ophir, Leah Bassel and Akwugo Emejulu, Annie Menzel, Paul 
Pierson, Shannon Sullivan, and Antonio Vázquez-Arroyo have described, 
over long periods and that are consequently often obscured, racial justice 
advocates transformed crisis from a descriptor attached to some clear-cut 
bad things into an argument about how other kinds of bad things ought to 
be understood as well as how they might be resolved.34

The NAACP and The Crisis Magazine

This innovation in the political deployment of the word crisis on the part 
of advocates for marginalized groups and its attendant refiguring of crisis 
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as a political concept are exemplified by the National Association for the  
Advancement of Colored People’s (NAACP) magazine The Crisis (see 
figure 2.12). NAACP cofounder Mary White Ovington recalled the story 
of the magazine’s naming in a piece that she contributed to its August 1914 
issue, which marked its fourth anniversary. According to her account, she 
and some of the other founders had been “having an informal talk regard­
ing the new magazine” and “touched the subject of poetry.” Ovington re­
called that she had mentioned somewhat offhandedly that there is “a poem 

figure 2.12.  Cover of the inaugural issue of The Crisis magazine, 1910.
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of [nineteenth-century white abolitionist James Russell] Lowell’s . . . that 
means more to me today than any other poem in the world.” Upon hear­
ing that the title of the poem was “The Present Crisis,” Ovington recounts, 
William English Walling, another NAACP cofounder “looked up and said, 
“ ‘The Crisis’ . . . There’s the name for your magazine, ‘The Crisis.’ ”35

Lowell’s 1845 poem addressed the national conflict over slavery in the 
years leading up to the Civil War. In recalling the poem’s significance for  
that foundational moment in the history of what would become the mouth­
piece of one of the most important and longest-surviving racial justice or­
ganizations in the United States, Ovington wrote that “if we had a creed to 
which our members, black and white, our branches North and South and 
East and West, our college societies, our children circles, should all sub­
scribe, it should be these lines of Lowell’s noble verse,” several of which 
she included in her essay (see figure 2.13):

Once to every man and nation comes the moment to decide,

In the strife of Truth with Falsehood, for the good or evil side;

Some great cause, G-d’s new Messiah, offering each the bloom or blight,

Parts the goats upon the left hand, and the sheep upon the right,

And the choice goes by forever ’twixt that darkness and that light. . . . 

figure 2.13.  Passages from James Russell Lowell, “The Present Crisis,” 1845, quoted in “How 
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People Began,” by Mary White 
Ovington in the August 1914 issue of The Crisis magazine.
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Then to side with Truth is noble when we share her wretched crust,

Ere her cause bring fame and profit, and ’tis prosperous to be just;

Then it is the brave man chooses, while the coward stands aside,

Doubting in his abject spirit, till his Lord is crucified,

And the multitude make virtue of the faith they had denied.

The sentiments expressed in these lines, Ovington noted in her article, “are 
as true to-day as when they were written seventy years ago.”36

Of significance here is not simply that the NAACP cofounders chose 
to use the word crisis as the title for their organization’s new magazine at  
a time when the word was not in much use. Equally significant are the ways 
in which the poem title that served as the magazine’s namesake juxtaposes 
imagery and language that figure the “race crisis” not as an inevitable and 
intractable fact of nature but as a set of critical junctures at which alter­
nately good or evil trajectories result from human decisions and actions.37 
From the assertion that “once” comes a moment of decision; to the argu­
ment that the moment of decision represents a crossroads at which either 
“truth” or “falsehood,” “good” or “evil,” and “bravery” or “cowardice” would 
triumph; to the understanding that these crossroads would lead to outcomes 
of either “bloom” or “blight” and “darkness” or “light,” the quoted passages 
suggest that the cofounders were trying to use crisis as an “active force” 
in shaping political reality, particularly in shaping the ways in which racial 
injustice and possible solutions to it were understood.

Ovington’s account of the title’s origins and its significance to the pub­
lication’s mission reinforced a previous account given by Crisis editor 
W. E. B. Du Bois in the November 1910 editorial he wrote for the inau­
gural issue of the magazine. In it, Du Bois explained that the objective of 
the magazine was “to set forth those facts and arguments which show the 
danger of race prejudice, particularly as manifested to-day toward colored 
people.”38 It takes its name, he wrote, “from the fact that the editors be­
lieved that this is a critical time in the history of the advancement of men” 
(emphasis added).39 Echoing the imagery in Lowell’s poem, he detailed 
the particular nature of this “critical time” as a set of choices between 
“Catholicity and tolerance, reason and forbearance” on the one hand and 
“bigotry and prejudice, emphasized race consciousness and force” on the 
other hand. Choosing the former set of possibilities, he asserted, would 
lead the country down a path that would “make the world-old dream of 
human brotherhood approach realization.” Electing the latter set, how­
ever, would “repeat the awful history of the contact of nations and groups 
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in the past.” “We strive,” he concluded hopefully, “for this higher and 
broader vision of Peace and Good Will.”40 In sharp contrast to dominant 
political actors during this period who used crisis sparingly and mainly to  
describe wars, recessions, and conflicts in or with other countries, Du Bois 
invoked and repurposed this term in an effort to denaturalize and trans­
form the way in which ongoing and endemic racial oppression was under­
stood: not as a fact of nature or as the historically inevitable (and therefore 
unchangeable) result of “the contact of nations and groups” but as the 
contingent outcomes of human decisions and agentic behavior. He hoped 
especially, Megan Ming Francis explains, that broadcasting the “terror of 
lynching” to a broader white audience would shatter what Francis labels 
the “normalized attitudes” toward it—attitudes that were characterized by 
“acceptability in the South and indifference in the North.”41 The NAACP 
hoped further, Francis explains, that “familiarity with and careless disre­
gard for lynching could be transformed into critique and protest.”42

This meaning of crisis is one of the central concepts framing and in­
forming the magazine’s mission, its politics, and its attempt to frame a 
broader understanding of race and racial inequality. The term was used 
sparingly in article titles and text during the magazine’s early years; ex­
cluding eponymous references to the title of the publication itself, it ap­
peared a mere 234 times in only 138 of the 371 issues published from 1910 
through 1959 (see endnote and appendices for information about working 
with and content-coding The Crisis).43 Crisis writers occasionally used the 
word to describe the kinds of clear-cut crises the term was being used to 
designate in dominant discourses during this period, but they did so only in­
frequently. For example, from 1910 through 1959, the magazine contained  
five references each to the First World War and the Civil War as crises, 
thirteen to the Second World War, four to the Cold War, ten to economic  
depressions and financial crises, and several to crises in other countries (in­
cluding three to race-related crises in India, Haiti, and the Philippines). 
Such references to clear-cut crises were the exceptions, however; the vast 
majority (62 percent) of substantive invocations of the term crisis by au­
thors of nonfiction articles or columns in The Crisis during this period were 
to domestic issues such as housing and segregation, and 54 percent used 
it in a way that reframed a long-term problem of racial injustice into a 
critical juncture.44 That is, most Crisis authors used the word as it was used 
in the magazine’s title: as part of an argument that the conditions being 
endured by African Americans were not inevitable, that the United States 
faced a crossroads regarding racial injustice, and that choosing the correct  
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path required concerted state action and resources. This meaning framed 
the NAACP’s approach to understanding racial injustice and distinguished 
it from its use on the part of dominant political actors during that period.

“The Crisis of His Career”

The first time that the word crisis was used substantively in a Crisis maga­
zine article illustrates its use to frame racial inequality as a problem facing a 
crossroads that warranted state action and resources. The piece in question, 
an editorial titled “The Truth,” was published in the April 1911 issue and 
addressed Supreme Court decisions in two cases: Franklin v. State of South 
Carolina and Bailey v. Alabama. Bailey overturned the peonage (unfree 
labor) laws of Alabama.45 Franklin was the first Supreme Court case argued 
by the NAACP and is typically referred to as the “Pink Franklin Case.” The 
case involved Pink Franklin, a Black sharecropper in South Carolina who 
had been sentenced to death for killing a white police officer who burst into 
his home unannounced before dawn with a warrant for his arrest because he 
had allegedly not shown up for work one day after receiving an advance on 
his pay. After several failed appeals to have the conviction overturned, the 
NAACP—with the help of Thomas E. Miller (a lawyer and then-president 
of South Carolina State College) and NAACP executive secretary Frances 
Blascoer—took up the case and persuaded South Carolina governor Mar­
tin Ansel to commute Franklin’s sentence to life in prison.46

“There are friends of black folk in this land,” the editorial asserts, allud­
ing to the white supporters and allies who had played a part in achieving 
these important but qualified victories.47 It continues:

There is continual advance in human sympathy. There is an awakening in the 

white South on the race problem. All that is true. It is also true that the Negro 

American today faces the crisis of his career; race prejudice is rampant and is 

successfully overcoming humanitarianism in many lines, and the determination 

of the dominant South to beat the black man to his knees, to make him a docile 

ignorant beast of burden, was never stronger than to-day. This is the truth. Let 

us tell the truth, unpleasant though it be, and through the truth seek freedom. 

There is no other way.48

Like the explanations about the decision to name the magazine The 
Crisis, the crisis that this editorial describes is not the “bad thing” of rac­
ism itself, nor is it the particular episodic events involved in the Supreme 
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Court cases or their decisions. The crisis referenced here is instead the 
critical juncture in the long and ongoing battle between “race prejudice” 
and “humanitarianism,” a battle in which the outcome is unknown and 
anything but inevitable. In this case, it is not the inevitability of ongoing 
racism that was being denaturalized. In arguing that the significance of 
these two positive outcomes and the role of sympathetic white allies in them 
should not be overstated, it is instead the Whiggish view that racism is on 
an inevitable decline that is being challenged. The editorial acknowledges 
that the developments it discusses imply that the status quo is not inescap­
able, that white racism is not natural, and that things can consequently get 
better. But it insists as well that conditions could also go on as they had 
been and that they could also get worse. Any continued improvements 
therefore entail more than the inertial goodwill of sympathetic and lib­
eral whites or individual legal and political actors. Instead, they demand 
the political equivalent of medical intervention into the body politic—
intentional action and the force of the state.

I cannot demonstrate definitively, of course, that the idea of condition-
as-crisis was introduced into the lexicon of domestic politics and policy 
by racial justice activists in the early twentieth century, much less that its 
introduction there is responsible for or that it “caused” the broader shift 
in its meaning. But while there is no “smoking gun,” what Patricia Strach 
has described as the “chain of evidence” suggests at the very least that 
racial justice advocates and activists were early adopters and dissemina­
tors of this innovative meaning, which they deployed in an explicit and 
concerted attempt to reframe and reconstitute the ongoing and domestic 
injustices affecting them and their marginalized constituents as well as the  
timeframe within which the causes of, solutions to, and the injustices them­
selves were understood.49 In doing so, they took a word that had been used 
mainly to describe wars and economic hard times and turned it into an ar-
gument about how racial injustice should be understood, addressed, and 
resolved: Not as an inevitable, intractable, and eternal fact of nature, but 
rather as a problem facing a critical juncture with alternative trajectories  
and outcomes—a problem that was created by, and therefore could be 
resolved by, human decisions and agency and state intervention and re­
sources. The evidence also suggests that these advocates and activists used 
this meaning of crisis precociously, well before dominant political actors 
were doing so. Even if we cannot know for certain that they were its origina­
tors, it seems clear that racial justice advocates are a central part of the story 
about how the term crisis evolved from “a signifier for a critical, decisive 
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moment” to one that was, as Janet Roitman argues, applied to protracted 
conditions in ways that, as I show, would come to be reflected in and to 
constitute dominant political discourses of crisis politics down the road.50

Condition-as-Crisis in Dominant Politics: The 1960s and 1970s

While racial justice advocates increased their use of crisis in the very early 
twentieth century and shifted its meaning as part of their effort to reframe 
the ways in which ongoing conditions and domestic issues were understood 
and addressed, dominant political actors continued to apply the term spar­
ingly and mainly as a designation for clear-cut bad things and bad things  
happening abroad through the early 1960s. The mid- and late 1960s wit­
nessed a significant increase in the word’s deployment on the part of dom­
inant political actors, however, as well as substantive changes in its mean­
ings brought about by a substantial expansion in the issues to which it was 
applied. More specifically, although dominant political actors had once 
reserved crisis primarily to characterize wars, recessions, and problems 
abroad, in the 1960s they began to adopt the meaning that had been initi­
ated by civil rights advocates, applying it to an ever-widening array of bad 
things that they sought to frame as turning points worthy of state inter­
vention and resources. As it was disseminated and attached to an increas­
ingly broad range of domestic issues beyond recessions, crisis became, as 
Fraser and Gordon put it in the case of dependency, fair game, thereby 
consolidating—but also significantly altering—the meaning of condition-
as-crisis within dominant political discourses.51

Increased Use

The increasing use of the term crisis on the part of dominant political ac­
tors becomes evident in books, newspapers, party platforms, State of the 
Union addresses, hearing titles, and bill titles and summaries in the early 
1960s (see figures 2.1–2.6). Its rate of use in party platforms, for example, 
began to steepen in 1964, at which point each party invoked it at least 
once in every platform from that year forward. Although its concentration 
declined somewhat in the 1970s, it was never again absent from the plat­
forms of either of the two major parties. This escalation remains substan­
tial even after taking into account the exponential increase in the word 
counts of the platforms over this same period, and even in comparison to 
other politically salient words such as poverty, accident, and tax. The use 
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of crisis in the titles of hearings and bills also began to escalate during this  
period (accompanied by changes in its substance and meanings), with sharp 
escalations in the proportions of titles containing the word crisis becom­
ing evident in both of these sources beginning in the 1970s.

Proliferation of Applications and Meanings

This explosion in the use of the term crisis on the part of dominant politi­
cal actors in the late 1960s and early 1970s was accompanied by striking 
substantive changes in its meanings, as political actors, observers, and poli­
cymakers applied it not only to more issues but to different kinds of issues 
as well (see table 2.3; see endnote and appendices for details about how 
these “first observations” were identified).52 This ever-increasing range of 
issues labeled crises included everything from “housing” (in the 1968 Re­
publican platform), “cities” and “transportation” (in the 1972 Democratic 
platform), to “environmental” and “air pollution” (in the 1972 Republi­
can platform), to “urban” and “juvenile delinquency” (in the 1976 Demo­
cratic platform). As dominant political actors used crisis in these new ways,  
they transformed it from a word that they had attached primarily to wars, 
problems in other countries, and economic bad times to one that was  

table 2.3.  First observations of crisis or crises in State of the Union addresses and major party 
platforms, 1960–2016

Year State of the Union 
addresses

Democratic Party 
platforms

Republican Party 
platforms

1960 Crises with Soviet Union National crisis
Education financial crisis

1961 Gold crisis
1962 Communist crisis
1963 Military crisis

Cuban crisis
1964 Crucible of crisis Crises of confidence

Cuban crisis
Crises in Caribbean and 
Gulf of Tonkin

1965
1966
1967
1968 World crises Farm crisis Housing crisis

Cyprus crisis International monetary 
crisis

Payments crisis

Urban crisis Cuban missile crisis
1969 Middle East crisis

continues



table 2.3.  (continued )

Year State of the Union 
addresses

Democratic Party 
platforms

Republican Party 
platforms

1970
1971 State and city financial 

crisis
1972 Cities in crisis Middle East crisis

Rural mobility crisis Periodic crises
Transportation crisis Berlin crises

Crisis with USSR
Government fiscal crises
Environmental crisis
Air pollution crisis

1973
1974 Energy crisis
1975
1976 Economic crisis Physical crisis

Crisis in education costs 
(tuition)

Energy crisis

Urban crisis
Fiscal crises
Environmental crises
Crises in Africa
Juvenile delinquency crisis

1977 Regional crises
1978 Crisis management
1979
1980 Crises in Iran and 

Afghanistan
Refugee crisis Time of crisis

Welfare crisis Minority youth 
unemployment crisis

Family crisis Crisis of overregulation
Family Crisis Center 
Program (Domestic 
Violence)

Water crisis

Social crises
Inflation crisis
Nuclear crisis

1981 Refugee crisis (Haiti and 
Cuba)

1982
1983 Economic crises
1984 Government crisis Energy crisis Social Security crisis

Debt crisis in Mexico Crisis management
Third World debt crisis
Deficit crisis
Children in crisis
Drug crisis
Crisis in Central America
Nuclear crisis

1985
1986 Family welfare crisis
1987
1988 Crisis of underinvestment 

(in children)
Drought crisis

Housing crisis Youth crisis



table 2.3.  (continued )

Year State of the Union 
addresses

Democratic Party 
platforms

Republican Party 
platforms

Trash crisis Terrorist crises
Domestic crisis

1989 Government by crisis
1990
1991
1992 Families in crisis Medical liability crisis

AIDS crisis
Savings and loan crisis

1993 Health care crisis
1994
1995 Financial crisis in Mexico
1996 Family health crisis Lumber crisis

Drug crisis
Illegal immigration crisis

1997
1998 Global warming crisis
1999 Y2K crisis
2000 Domestic crisis Asian financial crisis Debt crisis

Crisis between Indian and 
Pakistan

Tobacco health crisis East Timor crisis

2001
2002 9/11 crisis
2003 AIDS crisis in Africa
2004 Jobs crisis Venezuelan political crisis

California energy crisis
Crisis pregnancy programs

2005
2006
2007
2008 Dropout crisis

Social Security crisis
Humanitarian crisis
National security crisis

2009 Housing crisis
2010
2011
2012 Mortgage crisis
2013
2014
2015
2016 Constitution in crisis

Judiciary crisis
Manufactured fiscal crises
Pornography crisis
Opioid crisis
National security crisis

Note: Search was for “crisis” or “crises”. Data were compiled using the “kwic” command (key words in context) 
in the R quanteda package. Doing so produces an output file that identifies the year, row in data, context before 
the word, and context after the word, from which bi-gram and tri-grams were identified. This list was then sorted 
alphabetically and by source and year to identify the earliest observation for each bi-gram and tri-gram. For 
additional information, see appendices A, B, and C, and note 4 in chapter 2. Sources: Brad Borevitz, State of the 
Union; Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project.



86 chapter two

increasingly associated with domestic conflicts and policy problems. These 
new “bindings” reflected, communicated, and played a part in constructing 
broader social, economic, and political developments and anxieties, in part 
by transforming what had been understood as protracted and intransigent 
conditions into urgent problems facing critical junctures that warranted 
and could be resolved through government attention and resources.53

Some of the manifestations and implications of this shift are illustrated 
by revisiting figures 2.8 to 2.11, which depict the changing issues referred 
to as crises in hearing titles, bill titles and summaries, State of the Union 
addresses, and party platforms. In stark contrast to the limited range of 
issues labeled crises in previous eras, beginning in 1968, crisis was used in 
titles of congressional hearings on all twenty USPAP topics (compared to 
six categories up to that point), in bill titles or summaries on eighteen top­
ics (compared with two during the earlier period), on fourteen of twenty 
categories in State of the Union addresses (compared to five during the 
earlier period), and on nineteen topics in party platforms (compared to six 
during the earlier period). And whereas the predominant application of 
crisis prior to the 1960s had been to wars, problems in other countries, 
and economic distress, beginning in that decade, domestic issues began to 
comprise an increasing share of its applications.

For example, among the USPAP congressional hearing categories in 
which crisis had not appeared in titles before 1968 but did after this date  
are Agriculture; Banking, Finance, and Domestic Commerce; Civil Rights, 
Minority Issues, and Civil Liberties; “Community Development and Hous­
ing Issues;” Education; Energy; Environment; Health; Immigration; La­
bor, Employment, and Immigration; Macroeconomics; Social Welfare; and 
Space, Science, Technology, and Communications. Conversely, the propor­
tion of hearings on the more “traditional” crisis categories of Defense and 
International Affairs and Foreign Aid declined (in the latter case, precip­
itously). The use of the word declined as well in the titles of hearings on 
several domestic categories (including Government Operations; Law, 
Crime, and Family Issues; Public Lands and Water Management; and Trans­
portation). But most striking and germane here is the juxtapositioning of 
the overall broadening of the kinds of issues to which the term crisis came 
to be applied alongside the increases in its application to domestic issues 
alongside declines in its use within typical pre-1960 categories. Similar 
patterns are evident in the other political documents as well. In the case of 
bill titles and summaries, for example, crisis is used in two of twenty pos­
sible categories through 1967 but in seventeen out of twenty from 1968 to 
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2015. When it comes to party platforms, the increase is from six of twenty 
categories before 1967 to nineteen of twenty from 1968 to 2016. The word 
is used in six of twenty categories in State of the Union addresses in the 
first period and in fourteen out of twenty in the second.

The period that witnessed the expanded use of the term crisis to char­
acterize domestic problems coincides with what Frank Baumgartner and 
Bryan Jones show was a dramatic broadening of issues addressed by the 
federal government in the 1960s and 1970s.54 They label this broadening of 
the policy agenda the “Great Issues Expansion,” with more issues begetting 
more committees, subcommittees, staff, and policy institutions to manage 
these new issues. And to some degree, the increasing tendency of dominant 
political actors to characterize domestic issues as crises may be due, at least 
in part, to the fact that this expansion meant that there were simply more 
opportunities—and, perhaps, more incentives—to do so, as political actors 
battled to raise the profile of issues on a newly crowded policy agenda. 
But if this were all that was driving the increasing frequency with which 
dominant political actors used the term crisis, we should observe parallel 
increases in other words that signal urgency, and the data presented ear­
lier in this chapter demonstrate that this is not the case. Regardless, the 
proliferation of crisis politics alongside the more general “issues expan­
sion” suggests that the two phenomena are importantly and deeply imbri­
cated in ways that, as I establish in subsequent chapters, have significant 
implications for understanding the relationship between episodic hard times 
and the kinds of ongoing and quotidian hard times that routinely affect 
and structure the lived experiences of marginalized groups.

To be sure, dominant political actors and policymakers continued to use 
the term crisis to characterize clear-cut bad things such as wars and reces­
sions. They also continued to use the word as a metaphor for national mal­
aise and to describe difficult situations in and troubled relationships with 
other countries. In 1964, for example, the Democratic Party platform re­
ferred three times to the Cuban missile crisis, twice to other security crises, 
and twice to general national crises, including the statement, “The leadership 
we offer has already been tested in the crucible of crisis and challenge.” The 
1968 GOP platform similarly used the language of crisis to discuss national 
defense and trade policy (“the Cuban missile crisis” and “the balance of 
payments crisis”) and to argue that the National Security Council should be 
reinvigorated (to “enable our nation once again to anticipate and prevent 
crises rather than hastily contriving counter-measures after they arise”).

Clear-cut crisis also experienced a revival in the years following the 
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events of 11 September 2001, when the term crisis was attached to the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and the “war on terror” more generally. In 
their 2008 platform, for example, the Republicans invoked crisis to de­
mand further military intervention, to justify intervention and resource 
allocation, and to castigate opponents for alleged intransigence on these 
issues:

The waging of war—and the achieving of peace—should never be microman­

aged in a party platform, or on the floor of the Senate and House of Represen­

tatives for that matter. In dealing with present conflicts and future crises, our 

next president must preserve all options. It would be presumptuous to specify 

them in advance and foolhardy to rule out any action deemed necessary for 

our security. . . . 

For its part, the Democratic Party used the language of crisis to argue in 
its 2004 platform that too many resources were being devoted to the post- 
9/11 response:

The war in Iraq has overextended our armed services. The vast majority of the 

Army’s active duty combat divisions are committed to Iraq—currently there, 

preparing to go, or recently returned. That is a dangerous and potentially disas­

trous strain that limits our capacity to respond to other crises.

But whereas applications such as these had previously dominated the use 
of crisis language on the part of dominant political actors, by the mid-1970s, 
they constituted an ever-smaller portion of the bad things labeled crises in 
the transcript of dominant politics. In 1972, for example, the Democratic  
platform invoked crisis twice with reference to cities and urban issues, twice 
regarding transportation issues, and once with reference to higher educa­
tion. The only reference that year to the kinds of issues that had been char­
acterized as crises before the 1960s, however, was to “13 years of boycott, 
crisis and hostility” in Cuba. While that instance referred to the clear-cut-
crisis-type issue of national defense, by using it with regard to an issue 
that had endured for “13 years,” this invocation, too, reflected the newly 
popular meaning of crisis as an ongoing condition. So although dominant 
political actors and media have continued to use crisis to characterize in­
ternational and global problems (for example, today’s “global refugee cri­
sis”), the shift in which the word came to be used as way to designate and 
characterize ongoing and domestic bad things was new.55
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And so, after decades of relatively stable and uncontested use as a des­
ignation for clear-cut crises, dominant political actors borrowed the idea 
of condition-as-crisis from racial justice activists and brought it into main­
stream political discourse. As they did, they shifted crisis from a mainly 
descriptive term that they had applied almost exclusively to presumptively 
episodic and foreign phenomena to one that became a common charac­
terization for a broad range of ongoing domestic problems and an argu­
ment that aimed to justify state intervention and resources as the way to 
address them. It was also then that crisis made its way into the vernacular 
of dominant American political discourse and that its status as a political 
keyword was consolidated.

Meaning III. Calamity-as-Crisis

After the idea of condition-as-crisis took root within dominant political 
discourses, the domestic issues to which crisis was attached continued to 
expand and evolve. The 1984 Democratic Party platform, for example, re­
ferred to teen suicide, drug trafficking, and drug abuse as crises, while the 
1996 Republican platform was the first major party platform to include the 
term immigration crisis. This application of crisis to an ever-broader array 
of domestic issues eventually generated a third and broader meaning that  
I call calamity-as-crisis. Calamity-as-crisis is the now common and relatively 
generic meaning that has become familiar, and which Reinhart Koselleck 
protested has come to be used “interchangeably with ‘unrest,’ ‘conflict,’ 
‘revolution,’ and to describe vaguely disturbing moods or situations.”56 As 
illustrated by President Obama’s declaration that the “epidemic of gun 
violence in our country is a crisis” in the opening line of his 2016 New York 
Times op-ed, in this more general usage, political actors began to use crisis 
as a synonym for terrible thing, tragedy, and emergency.57 But as the data 
that I have presented in this chapter make clear, the expansion of the issues 
to which dominant political actors applied the term crisis rarely extended 
to ones affecting marginalized groups, and when they did apply it to such  
issues, they rarely did so in ways that reframed them as longer-term prob­
lems facing critical junctures that could be resolved through state inter­
vention. As a consequence, the proliferation of calamity-as-crisis reinforced 
the unevenness and selectivity of the kinds of bad things that were des­
ignated as crises. This unevenness, in turn, signaled that the bad things 
that happen to some people and groups are real problems worthy of state  
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attention and resources while the longer-term structures and patterns of 
marginalization are natural, inevitable, and not worthy of or amenable to 
such intervention.

Conclusion

The expansion and evolution of the issues to which dominant political ac­
tors applied the term crisis are among the processes through which Amer­
ican politics witnessed the genesis and proliferation of crisis as a common 
way to characterize ongoing and quotidian domestic problems. It was also 
through these processes that crisis came to be used to reframe the time 
horizons through which such problems were understood. That is, as with 
the medical meaning of crisis as “the point in the progress of a disease” at 
which medical intervention is “decisive of recovery or death,” conditions 
deemed crises were treated not as eternal and inevitable but as problems 
facing crossroads at which they will either get better or deteriorate and 
to argue that state intervention and resources were warranted and would 
make a difference in resolving them.

The political deployment of crisis was not, of course, the only strategy—
and not even the only discursive strategy—through which dominant po­
litical actors and policymakers made the case for state intervention and 
resources when it came to domestic issues. Dauber, as I have discussed, 
has documented the ways in which Democrats strategically deployed the 
term disaster to justify welfare state expansion.58 Scholars including Marc 
Bacharach, Mary Dudziak, and Peter Andreas and Richard Price have de­
scribed the ways in which political actors use the formulation of “wars on” 
problems such as poverty, crime, and drugs to justify state intervention 
and resources.59 And even though its use increased significantly, even at its 
most frequent, crisis never accounted for even 1 percent of all words used 
in any context at any given moment.

Nonetheless, the shift that I have documented was a key component of 
the process through which the term crisis evolved, as Roitman notes, from 
“a signifier for a critical, decisive moment” to a word that was applied to 
describe any number of protracted conditions.60 That is, part of how crisis 
became the political keyword that we have come to know and part of the 
process through which crisis politics were constituted more generally is 
that, whether unconsciously or by design, dominant political actors took a 
page from civil rights activists: They began to use crisis in ways that denat­
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uralized domestic problems and issues that had been taken as given and 
unchangeable, that shifted the time frame in which they are understood to  
take place, and that did so in ways that demanded and made them ame­
nable to state intervention. However, they did so unevenly, and, as I show 
in the next chapter, it is through this uneven application of the term crisis 
to domestic issues that the implications of crisis politics for the politics of 
marginalization and marginalized groups are manifest.



chapter three

Regressions, Reversals,  
and Red Herrings

With the benefit of hindsight, it may seem unremarkable that domi-
nant political actors adopted, extended, and proliferated the uses 

and new meanings of crisis, helping to transform it from a technical term 
that they had applied only rarely and almost exclusively to characterize 
relatively episodic events (particularly wars, recessions, and conflicts in 
other countries) to one used frequently and to discuss a broad range of 
ongoing domestic problems. And it might seem similarly intuitive from 
a contemporary vantage point that this development would unfold over 
the course of the 1960s and 1970s, an era during which political actors 
wrestled with an ever-expanding array of issues, many of which seemed to 
connect ongoing problems at home with various forms of turmoil in which 
the nation was enmeshed (and was instigating) abroad.1

But as unsurprising as it might appear in retrospect that dominant po-
litical actors would come to characterize an ever-wider array of domestic  
political and policy problems as crises, a keyword approach reminds us 
that such shifts in political language are rarely neutral.2 In particular, al-
though civil rights leaders had pioneered condition-as-crisis as a way to 
change the understandings of ongoing domestic issues and to justify state 
intervention and resources for marginalized groups, dominant political 
actors who adopted this meaning rarely applied it in this way. From 1965 
through 1979, for example, ninety-seven congressional hearings included 
the word crisis in their titles, and sixty-eight of these (70.1 percent) ad-
dressed issues that are classified in US Policy Agendas Project (USPAP) 
categories that focus on domestic issues (see table 3.1; see endnote and 
appendices for details about data collection and coding).3 Among these 
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were sixteen hearings addressing domestic issues classified by the USPAP 
as having to do with “Health,” two that addressed issues classified as hav-
ing to do with “Education,” and two that addressed issues categorized un-
der “Social Welfare.” A few of these hearings—including ones titled “Fuel 
Crisis Impact on Low-Income and Elderly,” “Youth Crisis Services,” and 
“Crisis in the National School Lunch Program”—took up issues that might 
seem to focus on marginalized groups. None of these almost one hundred 
hearings, however, was concerned primarily with issues classified in the 
USPAP as having to do with “Civil Rights, Minority Issues, and Civil Lib-
erties,” a category that includes voting rights, fair housing, and discrimina-
tion based on race, sex, sexual orientation, disability, or age. The pattern 
is similar for party platforms, bill titles and summaries, and State of the  

table 3.1.  Topics of congressional hearing titles containing crisis or crises, 1965–1979

US Policy Agendas Project category N

% of titles 
containing 
crisis/crises N domestic

Agriculture 2 2.1 2
Banking, Finance, and Domestic 
Commerce

4 4.1 2

Civil Rights, Minority Issues, and 
Civil Liberties

0 0

Community Development and 
Housing Issues

7 7.2 7

Defense 1 1.0 0
Education 2 2.1 2
Energy 17 17.5 14
Environment 0 0
Foreign Trade 0 0
Government Operations 4 4.1 1
Health 16 16.5 16
Immigration 0 0
International Affairs and Foreign Aid 22 22.7 5
Labor, Employment, and 
Immigration

3 3.1 3

Law, Crime, and Family Issues 5 5.2 2
Macroeconomics 3 3.1 3
Public Lands and Water Management 1 1.0 1
Social Welfare 2 2.1 2
Space, Science, Technology, and 
Communication

0 0

Transportation 8 8.2 8
Total 97 100 68

Note: Search was for “crisis” or “crises”. These data are a subset of those depicted in figure 2.8. The hearings data 
were compiled by using the Legacy CIS numbers to match each result of each search with its coded US Policy 
Agendas Project entry. For additional information, see appendix B, appendix C, and notes 4, 18, and 19 in chapter 2. 
Sources: ProQuest Congressional and US Policy Agendas Project.
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Union addresses (see table A.5). In all of these cases, the increase in the 
range of domestic issues that are characterized as crises does not extend 
(or extends far less expansively) to those Agendas Project topics most 
likely to encompass issues related to inequality and marginalization.

The relative scarcity of crisis language in these sources cannot be ex-
plained by a more general absence of attention to such issues in hearings, 
bills, platforms, or State of the Union addresses during the 1960s and 1970s. 
As I showed in chapter 2, these same decades during which condition-as-
crisis took root in dominant politics were ones in which issues related to 
racial inequality, economic justice, and gender discrimination were hotly 
contested, and the salience of these and related topics is reflected in all of 
these dominant political “transcripts.” The platforms of both major parties 
from this era, for example, paid increasing attention to issues ranging from 
voting rights and equal pay to housing discrimination, poverty, and repro-
ductive rights. Presidents also devoted increasing attention to these issues 
in their State of the Union addresses during this period, and the number 
of hearings held and bills introduced on all of these topics in Congress 
increased as well.

But with a few exceptions (several representative and illustrative ex-
amples of which I explore below), dominant political actors did not invoke 
crisis politics to justify state action and resources when such issues were 
addressed in these fora during this era. When they did apply the language 
of crisis to such issues, it was more typically the status quo rather than the 
status of marginalized groups that was treated as the crisis for which the de-
ployment of state action and resources was being justified. And when crisis 
language was used to characterize issues affecting marginalized groups, it 
was rarely invoked in ways that signaled optimism or faith that a problem 
could be solved. Instead, it was more typically used in regressive ways, often 
to blame and punish marginalized groups for the problems they faced.4

Through such elisions and appropriations, the meaning of condition-
as-crisis was subjected to several reversals that served to structure crisis 
politics in ways that typically reinforced rather than alleviated ongoing 
structural inequalities and marginalization. In other words, even as crisis 
language increased, and although the meaning of condition-as-crisis was 
imported into the dominant political lexicon from the language of social 
movement struggles, dominant political actors seldom used crisis politics 
to justify the use of state action and resources to address the ongoing struc-
tural inequalities for which activists had originally introduced it. Rather, 
initially foreshadowing and eventually reflecting what would come to be 
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understood as neoliberal attacks on the welfare state, dominant political 
actors more typically argued that such crises demanded the retrenchment 
or privatization of such resources to regain lost ground.5 Arguments such 
as these would eventually play a key role, for example, in justifying the cre
ation and proliferation of subprime mortgages as the appropriate state 
action to increase homeownership among women and people of color.

Crisis and Ongoing Structural Inequalities and Marginalization

That dominant political actors did not use crisis politics to justify state in
tervention aimed at addressing structural inequalities is well illustrated 
in platform planks and congressional hearings addressing education and 
“population control” during the early and mid-1960s. In both of these 
cases, dominant political actors used the language of crisis to frame these 
issues as problems that faced critical junctures and that demanded and 
were ameliorable though state intervention and resources. But while both 
education and ideas about “population control” were bound up then as 
now with questions about racial and gender inequality, it was the threats 
they posed to status quo arrangements and their implications for domi-
nant groups that were treated as the crises that demanded attention and 
resources.

Education

In their 1960 platform, for example, the Democrats wrote about the “finan
cial crisis” facing “America’s education.” They noted that the “tremendous 
increase in the number of children of school and college age has far outrun 
the available supply of educational facilities and qualified teachers.” “The 
classroom shortage alone,” they explained, “is interfering with the educa-
tion of 10 million students.”6

This application of crisis language to education reflected, in part, newly 
urgent challenges associated with educating the large number of “baby 
boom” children entering school age around that time. But the strain these 
students were putting on the supply of classrooms and teachers was far 
from the only public education issue in 1960 that qualified as an urgent 
one in need of intervention and resources. Rather, 1960 was also the first 
year in which presidential nominating conventions were held following 
President Eisenhower’s 1957 decision to send federal troops to Little 
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Rock in response to Governor Orval Faubus’s deployment of the Arkansas  
National Guard under the guise of “states’ rights” to prevent nine Black 
students from entering and enrolling in that city’s Central High School. It  
was also only the second such convention and presidential election follow
ing the Supreme Court’s 1954 and 1955 decisions in the Brown v. Board 
of Education cases.

Given Governor Faubus’s appeal to the segregationist idea of states’ 
rights in opposing school desegregation, Democrats’ failure to use their 
discussion about a “crisis” in public education to draw attention to issues 
of racial inequality, marginalization, and subjugation is significant. Even 
more significant is that their proposed solutions to this alleged crisis in-
cluded language that affirmed their support for states’ rights. In particular, 
they argued in their 1960 platform that “America can meet its educational 
obligations only with generous Federal financial support, within the tradi-
tional framework of local control” (emphasis added), “local control” serv-
ing as coded language meant to indicate that they would not use federal 
resources and power to force schools to integrate.7

In other words, not only did the Democrats fail to connect racial in-
equity and segregation in education to the crises in education for which 
they urged increased federal resources and intervention, but they actually 
used the language of crisis to oppose intervention that would address and 
alleviate these inequalities.8

“Population Crises”

Two hearings held in the summer of 1965 about what was labeled a domes-
tic “population crisis” further illustrate the failure of dominant political 
actors to frame structural inequalities as crises worthy of or remediable 
through state intervention, even as they applied this frame to an ever-
broader array of domestic issues.9 The hearings in question were held by 
the Subcommittee on Foreign Aid Expenditures of the Senate Committee 
on Government Operations, and were part of a series of discussions about 
S. 1676, a bill to “reorganize the Department of State and the Department 
of Health, Education, and Welfare.” The bill’s generic-sounding descrip-
tion obscured the substantive concern of these hearings, which was to ad-
dress federal funding for “population control.” Several of the hearings in 
this series were concerned with foreign aid programs that funded birth 
control in other countries, but these two hearings about the “population 
crisis” addressed funding for programs within the United States itself.
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The hearings were held five years after the Food and Drug Administra-
tion had approved the birth control pill for use as oral contraception and 
almost immediately on the heels of the Supreme Court’s June 1965 ruling 
in Griswold v. Connecticut, which overturned that state’s “Comstock” law 
prohibiting contraception. These sessions took place in this context and 
in the midst of increasing feminist activism around reproductive rights 
and justice. Of the forty-two invited witnesses who testified at the hear-
ings, however, only four were representatives from women’s organiza-
tions while sixteen were physicians.10 All were white, and only seven were 
women.

Among these witnesses were some who delivered testimony in which 
they highlighted the importance of access to contraception for women’s 
well-being and autonomy, and some of them argued that access to contra-
ception was a component of equality and justice for women more gener-
ally. But the alleged crisis that had prompted the hearings did not have to 
do with gendered injustices or with inequalities related to access to contra-
ception. It also had nothing to do with how significant it would have been 
to increase access to contraception during an era in which many states (in-
cluding the District of Columbia, where the hearings took place) prohib-
ited abortion except when “necessary for the preservation of the mother’s 
life or health.”11 Instead, the crisis referenced in the hearing title had to do 
with concerns about “overpopulation,” a concept that has long been and 
was at the time associated with eugenicist efforts to drive down birth rates 
among low-income women—particularly low-income immigrant women 
and women of color—quickly and inexpensively, and often in coercive 
ways.12 Most of the witnesses at this hearing consequently focused on what 
they argued was the need to address “land scarcity” and “rapid popula-
tion growth,” particularly in the District of Columbia.13 Several witnesses, 
for example, quoted President Lyndon Johnson’s State of the Union ad-
dress from earlier that year, in which he had expressed concern about 
the “explosion of world population and the growing scarcity of world re-
sources.” In his testimony, Marriner Eccles, who had served as chair of the 
Federal Reserve’s Board of Governors under presidents Franklin Roo
sevelt and Harry Truman, quoted Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall, 
who stated that the “present population is in a headlong collision course 
with our resources.”14 Unless we “master this problem,” Udall explained, 
“it will increasingly sit in all parliaments and at all council tables as the 
silent master of all decisions that concern life, liberty, and the pursuit  
of happiness.”15
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In other words, although the “population crisis” in question was a domes-
tic one, and while the language of crisis was being used to shift the way in 
which this gendered issue would be understood, the crisis addressed at the 
hearings was not related to gender inequality, nor was the state intervention 
being promoted as warranted, necessary, and likely to make a difference 
aimed at improving women’s health or at giving women the right to make 
choices about their bodies. Rather than arguing that gender-related injus-
tices were crises that could and should be addressed or ended through state 
intervention, witnesses instead naturalized these injustices and promoted 
what Angela Davis has characterized as “the racist strategy of population 
control.”16 And although the suggested state intervention (more funding for 
information about contraception) was directed at women, witnesses made 
few attempts to challenge the framing of the “population explosion” as a 
crisis in ways that encompassed issues related to women’s equality.17

Regressive and Repressive Uses

In the foregoing cases, dominant political actors used crisis politics to jus-
tify state intervention that protected the status quo and failed to address 
racial and gender inequalities. If these cases were ones of malign neglect, 
the hearings, federal government reports, and platform planks that I de-
scribe below illustrate a related but more proactive version of this phe-
nomenon. In these examples, dominant political actors used crisis politics 
to advance more explicitly regressive and repressive domestic agendas. In 
particular, these cases demonstrate some of the ways in which these actors 
framed issues having to with energy shortages, drugs, crime, and problems 
facing cities as crises that faced critical junctures and that demanded and 
were ameliorable through state intervention and resources. Once again, 
however, although all of these issues have implications for inequality and 
marginalization, the ends to which dominant political actors put crisis pol-
itics did not address the inequalities in question, but were instead used to 
justify measures that exacerbated them.

Red Herrings: Energy Crises

In December 1973, Representative Robert Huber (R-MI) introduced 
H.R. 11862, a bill “to amend the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act of 1965 to prohibit nonessential educational transportation in recog-
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nition of the current energy crisis.” The use of crisis in the title of this bill 
has some obvious but important implications. First, the title references the 
“energy crisis,” a binding of crisis to a problem that was helping to shape 
the word’s political meaning at the time. In addition, as historian Meg Ja-
cobs has shown, the energy crisis was being framed during the 1970s as a 
dramatic critical juncture precipitated by the confluence of an ongoing de-
cline in domestic oil production and the external shock of the Organization 
of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) imposition of an oil embargo 
against the United States.18 Less obvious but no less significant, however, 
is that Huber fiercely opposed school desegregation, and this bill, which he 
introduced under the guise of energy saving, was, in reality, an anti-busing 
bill. Far from addressing energy conservation, Huber used the bill to make 
the cynical argument that busing children to schools far from the neighbor-
hoods in which they lived was undesirable because it wasted fuel.

H.R. 11862 never made it out of the House, but it nonetheless illus-
trates the kind of reversal that often characterized dominant political 
actors’ use of condition-as-crisis and exemplifies the deleterious implica-
tions of such reversals for marginalized groups. In this case, civil rights 
were at stake, but crisis was not invoked to argue that increased state in-
tervention was warranted and necessary to advance racial justice. Instead, 
it was deployed in an effort to undermine state attempts to advance racial  
equality.

Missed Opportunities: DC’s “Narcotics-Crime” Crisis

Two hearings held in 1970 by the Senate Committee on the District of Co-
lumbia to address the “Narcotics-Crime Crisis in the Washington Area” 
provide another example in which dominant political actors invoked crisis 
in ways that undermined rather than advanced racial equality and jus-
tice.19 The hearings were part of a series of hearings on the broader topic 
of “Crime in the National Capital” and were intended, their chair Senator 
Joseph Tydings (D-MD) explained, to “explore the progress which Federal 
and local officials have made during the past year toward combating the 
narcotics problem in the National Capital.”20 “At our hearings last spring,” 
he continued, “we discovered that the Federal and District Governments 
had failed to meet the narcotics crime crisis which had invaded the en-
tire National Capital regional area. . . . We learned that, as of the time of 
our hearings last year, a major narcotics ring had not been smashed in  
17 years.” Moreover, he recalled, “at the close of those hearings last year,” 



100 chapter three

he had called “the narcotics-crime crisis in the National Capital a tragic and 
intolerable picture of government inertia and inaction.”21

With the hearing title’s link between two long-standing issues and Ty-
dings’s own reference to seventeen years of ineffectiveness, the use of 
the language of crisis here seems to mirror its deployment on the part of 
advocates for marginalized groups. That is, it might seem that dominant 
political actors were using crisis language to denaturalize the inevitabil-
ity of the long-standing problems of and connections between substance 
abuse and crime, and it might seem as well that they were doing so in a 
way that framed this problem as one that faced a crossroads, one at which 
state intervention was warranted and would make a difference. What be-
comes clear in the transcript, however, is that the crisis with which the 
hearings were centrally concerned was not one produced by the effects 
of “narcotics-crime” on low-income and Black residents of the District 
of Columbia. Rather, it was the implications of “narcotics-crime” for the 
more affluent and predominantly white residents of the broader capital 
region that had prompted these hearings.

In his opening statement on the third day of the hearings, for example, 
Tydings said, “when we began this investigation of the drug-abuse prob-
lem in the Washington area, we found a narcotics-crime crisis which was 
literally ripping apart our social and economic fabric” (emphasis added). 
Tydings’s concerns about the lives of people struggling with addiction 
proved fleeting, however. Instead, it soon became clear that his real con-
cern was that “heroin addicts alone were costing the law-abiding citizens 
of this region between a quarter and a half billion dollars a year in crime 
to support their hard-drug habits.” Most important, he continued, “these 
dollars are stolen from the homes and businesses of law-abiding citizens in 
the Washington-Maryland-Virginia region” (emphasis added).22

In fact, of the thirty-five witnesses who delivered a total of 315 pages 
of testimony and prepared statements at these hearings, only one—Col. 
Jeru-Ahmed Hassan, Director of the Black Man’s Development Center—
spoke explicitly about the toll of drugs and crime on the city’s Black com-
munities. Hassan was also the only witness who spoke about the relation-
ship between these problems and broader issues of racial discrimination, 
poverty, and unemployment. This is not to say that other witnesses did 
not speak in sympathetic terms about addiction, about the effects of nar-
cotics on those who used them, or about the effects of crime on commu-
nity members. To the contrary: A central concern of the hearings was the 
“failure to create facilities to treat narcotics addicts so they don’t return 
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to crime” and “to document the rather harsh and tragic realities of the 
failure of not having any significant effective treatment program in the 
National Capital of the United States.” As such, many of the invited wit-
nesses and participating members of Congress expressed sadness about 
the rise in deaths attributed to heroin, about the inadequate number of 
beds in treatment and mental health facilities, and about the increasing  
number of “juvenile drug addicts.”23 But these witnesses were far more 
likely to characterize these issues as unfortunate tragedies than they were 
to treat them as part of what constituted the crisis that warranted state re-
sources. In addressing concerns about “juvenile addicts,” for example, the 
focus was on their increased propensity to commit crime. Senator Tydings 
asked Deputy District of Columbia Mayor Graham Watt, for example,

Doesn’t the District Government realize how serious juvenile crime is and how 

many dangerous crimes are committed by juveniles who are heroin addicts. We 

brought this failure out last and yet even today, all you can say is “We are going 

to do something about it in the future.” Does the Mayor realize how tragic it is 

when a Juvenile, 15, 16, 17, gets hooked on heroin and turns to stealing, robbing, 

and violence?24

Tydings was not unconcerned about the young people to whom he was 
referring. But the crisis to which he referred in this statement was not the 
conditions of the young people’s lives, of which addiction was merely one 
aspect. Rather, the crisis was the alleged criminality of these young people. 
This reversal was made clearest in his opening comments on the second 
day of the hearings: “The only way to break that narcotics-crime crisis is to 
have effective law enforcement against major narcotics traffickers and ef-
fective treatment programs to cure crimes to buy drugs.”25 In other words, 
in his view, the solution to DC’s “narcotics-crime crisis” was not to harness 
state resources to improve conditions for these “juveniles.” Instead, the 
state interventions being justified to address the crisis were mainly ones 
that would punish their alleged criminality.

Crisis Reversals: The “Urban Crisis,” the Moynihan Report,  
and Early Shock Doctrines

In other cases in which dominant political actors characterized domestic 
issues affecting marginalized groups as crises during this period, they pro-
posed privatized or individualized solutions to these problems rather than 
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ones that justified state intervention and resources. In 1968, for example, 
the Senate held hearings on “Financial Institutions and the Urban Cri-
sis.”26 These hearings took place several months after the Kerner Commis-
sion had published its final report, “The Report of the National Advisory 
Commission on Civil Disorders.”27 The Kerner Commission report did not 
use the term crisis to describe racial injustice. It did, however, depict this 
problem as a crisis, arguing as it did that “deepening racial division is not 
inevitable. The movement apart can be reversed. Choice is still possible. 
Our principal task is to define that choice and to press for a national reso-
lution.”28 That is, it characterized racial division as a dire situation that was 
neither natural nor inevitable, as one that faced a crossroads, and one at  
which conditions would either be resolved or worsen. Most of the forty-
four committee members and witnesses at these hearings took seriously 
the problems laid out in the report, with over half of them making clear in 
their statements and testimony that they understood either or both struc-
tural racism (twelve) and poverty (seventeen) as central to the “disorders” 
that had prompted President Johnson to create the commission (four wit-
nesses explicitly denied the role of discrimination and one dismissed pov-
erty as an explanation).29 Four committee members and witnesses even 
referenced or read from the Kerner Commission report in framing their 
comments and testimony. Senator Walter Mondale (D-MN), for example, 
quoted the report’s avowal that “our nation is moving toward two socie
ties, one black, one white—separate and unequal.”

But although the authors of the Kerner report had argued forcefully 
that state intervention and resources were warranted and would make 
a difference in addressing the racial divisions with which the report was 
concerned, almost none of the witnesses at this hearing about “the urban 
crisis” argued for direct state intervention as necessary or even desirable 
to resolve it. Instead, as scholars including Sidney Milkis and Keeanga-
Yamahtta Taylor have shown, witnesses and members of Congress echoed 
President Johnson’s determination to harness private industry in con-
structing the Great Society and emphasized the central role of private in-
vestment in urban centers.30 In opening the hearings, for example, Senator 
William Proxmire (D-WI) explained that their purpose was to determine 
what “financial institutions are doing now to help meet the investment 
and credit needs of the ghetto, and to explore what additional steps can 
be taken to channel more private investment into the inner city” (emphasis 
added).31

Also reflecting Johnson’s commitment to centering private industry in 
Great Society programs, witnesses who did advocate for policy propos-
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als that entailed government action and resources typically proposed that 
such action be effected through public-private partnerships that involved 
the infusion of cash into private banks, government guarantees of loans, 
regulations encouraging more robust credit unions, or the development of 
entities like a Domestic Development Bank or a US Community Devel-
opment Bank.32 John E. Jacob, Acting Executive Director of the Washing-
ton Urban League, began his testimony with a forceful statement in which 
he blamed racial discrimination for the lack of credit “extended to ghetto 
residents.”33 But he went on to note approvingly that these hearings in-
dicate “that America has finally decided that it might be appropriate to 
begin to extend capitalism to black Americans,” if only, he continued, 
because “official, white America” has discovered “that putting capital in 
the hands of Negro citizens might be part of the answer to easing urban 
unrest.”34 Along with “recent pushes by the Small Business Administra-
tion and other government agencies, with investments from private indus-
tries” and “coupled with the recent precedent-setting announcement by 
the Ford Foundation of its new investment policy,” he argued, the hear-
ing “heralds a new day for black business, industry and finance in this 
country.”35

While Jacob praised capitalism and said nothing that directly sup-
ported state intervention, several witnesses went further, suggesting that 
it would be foolish to use state resources to address the “urban crisis.” 
After noting that redistribution “has been a central feature of Federal 
policy since President Roosevelt, and that such policies had worked rea-
sonably well,” for example, Senator Mondale pivoted and declared, “Yet, 
there are limits to public action.”36 Rather than taxation and government 
investment, he explained, the “consensus of today is that we must shift still 
farther toward a true partnership of the public with the private sector.” 
Foreshadowing the advent and proliferation of what would come to be 
known as neoliberalism, Mondale argued that rather than intervening di-
rectly to address the crisis, the appropriate role of public policy would be 
to “develop new methods for inducing the private sector of the economy 
to bring their resources and funds into the inner city and into areas of 
rural blight as well.37

The point here is not that members of Congress should have eschewed 
attempts to extend credit to low-income people and people of color. Nor 
do I mean to suggest that they should have discouraged private investment 
in urban areas. Demands for such access and investment have long been 
central to movements for gender, racial, and economic justice.38 But while 
it is true that what Monica Prasad calls “the democratization of credit” 



104 chapter three

has figured prominently in the goals of these and other movements, the 
idea of “credit as justice” has come at a cost. In particular, scholars includ-
ing Prasad, Greta Krippner, and Abbye Atkinson have demonstrated that 
treating credit expansion as a substitute for public spending and redistri-
bution has come at the expense of more robust measures to advance racial 
and gender equality.39 From this perspective (and as I discuss at greater 
length in chapters 4 and 5), the neoliberal ideas advanced by Mondale 
and other witnesses at this hearing laid the foundation for the idea that 
it was privatized subprime mortgages rather than government spending 
or regulation that were the appropriate state action to increase rates of 
homeownership among women and people of color. In so doing, they also 
helped to lay the foundation for the proliferation of such mortgages and 
for the attendant high rates of foreclosure among members of these two 
groups as well.40

I also do not mean to suggest that these hearings were the only ones 
to address “urban issues” during this period, an era in which activists and 
political actors mobilized for improvements in areas such as housing, 
transportation, and education.41 This hearing was, however, the only one 
addressing these issues that was explicitly titled “The Urban Crisis.” As 
scholars such as Stuart Hall, Thomas Sugrue, and Taylor have shown, “ur-
ban crisis” is a presumptively race-neutral shorthand that has long been 
deployed to pathologize low-income marginalized populations of color 
and to blame members of these communities for their problems and for 
their effects on dominant groups.42 As such, the way in which the conve-
ners of and participants in this hearing framed what that crisis was and 
how it might be resolved is revealing, particularly since their frame partly 
reversed the racial justice goals for which advocates had introduced the 
meaning of condition-as-crisis. That is, rather than arguing for increased 
state resources and intervention, most of the witnesses at this hearing ar-
gued that state resources should be scaled back, withdrawn, or privatized.

Unemployment Crisis

The 1980 Republican Party platform plank titled “Training and skills” 
provides another example of a reversal in which dominant political actors 
used crisis politics to justify privatized solutions rather than state inter-
vention. The section appears about a third of the way into the platform, 
and begins by framing racial disparities in employment rates as a crisis, 
stating:
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Unemployment is a growing problem for millions of Americans, but it is an un-

paralleled disaster for minority Americans. As this country’s economic growth 

has slowed over the past decade, unemployment has become more intractable. 

The gravity of the crisis is so severe that as we entered the present recession, 

unemployment was over six percent for the entire labor force but it was 33 per-

cent for minority youth. In addition, the black unemployment rate was 10.8 per-

cent and youth between the ages of 16 and 24 continued to account for about 

one-half of the total unemployed.43

Once again, this passage might seem to suggest that the Republican Party 
was using crisis in the spirit in which it had been invoked by racial justice 
advocates. A reader might even assume that that the platform’s writers 
were trying to draw attention to the disproportionate impact of broader 
economic problems on marginalized groups. But this passage was not  
a call for state intervention and resources to resolve this crisis. Rather, 
as was true in the case of the proposed solutions to the “urban crisis,” 
the platform instead went on to criticize such interventions, stating that 
“the structural unemployment problem continues to fester among mi-
norities and young people” despite “the almost $100 billion spent on well-
intended public sector employment and training programs.” “Throughout 
America,” it declared, “the private and independent sectors have repeat-
edly helped in the creation of minority business through donated coun-
seling and consulting services. They have encouraged equal opportunity 
hiring practices within their own industries and have built nonprofit, self-
supporting training centers where the products produced during training 
are sold to support the programs.”

As Taylor argues, among the key goals of neoliberal attacks on the so-
cial welfare state has been to restore “the profitability of business and 
capital by undermining the social obstacles that had destabilized its pri-
macy,” including through “rollbacks of aspects of the welfare state but also 
by attacks on unions, especially public sector unions made up of Black and 
Brown workers.”44 In keeping with such attacks, the solution embraced 
by the platform writers was not to increase the use of state resources but 
rather to insist that the private sector is “the ultimate location for unsub-
sidized jobs, as the provider of means to attain this end, and as an active 
participant in the formulation of employment and training policies on the 
local and national level.” As such, the platform’s writers explained, efforts 
to address “minority unemployment” should offer “adequate incentives 
to the private sector,” should focus “on both large and small business,” 
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and should minimize “red tape” by abolishing laws that “create additional 
barriers for unemployed youth.” Echoing Mondale’s argument in the 1968 
“urban crisis” hearings that there are “limits to state action,” the platform 
insisted that government policy made it “too expensive for employers to 
hire unskilled youths” and urged “a reduction of payroll tax rates, a youth 
differential for the minimum wage, and alleviation of other costs of em-
ployment until a young person can be a productive employee.” That is, it 
called not for more robust state resources and intervention but for what, 
in its writers’ view, was less of both, at least insofar as these were seen to 
hinder rather than to enable the restoration of “social order on the terms 
of business.”45

The Moynihan Report and the “Crisis” in Race Relations

Another variation on the foregoing reversal is evident in cases in which 
dominant political actors characterized domestic issues with implications 
for marginalized groups as crises but cast members of those groups as 
themselves to blame for the crisis in question. The 1965 Department of 
Labor report The Negro Family: The Case for National Action (known col-
loquially as the “Moynihan Report”) provides a particularly illustrative 
example of this reversal, one that has served for decades to justify indi-
vidualized and punitive policy solutions that entailed withdrawing rather 
than augmenting state resources.46

The lead author of this controversial but influential report was Dan-
iel Patrick Moynihan. Moynihan would eventually become a US senator 
from the state of New York, but at the time, he was serving as assistant 
secretary of labor in the Democratic administration of President Lyndon B.  
Johnson. Moynihan had been appointed, in part, to help develop policies 
to implement and administer Johnson’s War on Poverty. The report was orig
inally intended as an internal document that would be read only by John-
son and some of his close advisers, but it was leaked to newspaper colum-
nists a few days after the uprising in the predominantly African American 
Watts neighborhood in Los Angeles.47

The report opened with a one-sentence declaration: “The United States 
is approaching a new crisis in race relations.”48 The crisis, the next few lines 
explained, had been produced by a tension between the recent political 
and legal victories through which “the demand of Negro Americans for 
full recognition of their civil rights was finally met.”49 But, the report ar-
gued, the crisis had also raised the expectation among African Americans 
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“that in the near future equal opportunities for them as a group will pro-
duce roughly equal results.”50

The report’s writers acknowledged that among the barriers to these 
“equal results” was the persistence of “the racist virus in the American 
blood stream.” But they insisted as well that “the fundamental problem . . . 
is that of family structure.” “The evidence,” the report continued, is that 
“the Negro family in the urban ghettos is crumbling.”51 The writers then 
shifted the main locus of blame from white racism to what they character-
ized as the “pathological” behavior of low-income Black people, particu-
larly that of Black women. The report blamed the “matriarchal structure” 
for a “tangle of pathology” that, it argued, was indexed by “divorce, sepa-
ration and desertion, female family head, children in broken homes, and 
illegitimacy.”52 The writers also blamed the Black “middle class,” which, 
they insisted, had selfishly “managed to save itself.” This salvation, the 
report’s writers averred, had meant that “the fabric of conventional so-
cial relationships has all but disintegrated  .  .  . [for] vast numbers of the 
unskilled, poorly educated city working class.” “So long as this situation 
persists,” they maintained, “the cycle of poverty and disadvantage will 
continue to repeat itself.”53

In keeping with the qualities that characterize condition-as-crisis, Moy
nihan and his coauthors deployed crisis to recast a long-standing issue as  
a solvable problem facing a crossroads and to assert that the develop-
ments that they recounted presented the nation with “a new kind of prob-
lem.” As such (and like the aforementioned Kerner Commission report, 
which would not be published until approximately two years after this 
one), their formulation might seem to mirror the logic behind the naming 
of The Crisis magazine, in which the term was used to denaturalize racial 
oppression and make the case for federal interventions to eradicate it. 
Here, however, the contemporary racial inequalities to which the authors 
referred were decoupled from the injustices of the past. Moynihan and his 
coauthors also detached these inequalities from the anti-discrimination 
and redistributive policies for which activists and advocates called to rem-
edy them.

The report’s call for a “national effort . . . that will give a unity of pur-
pose to the many activities of the Federal government in this area” might 
similarly seem to be in line with the use of condition-as-crisis on the part 
of advocates for marginalized groups. That is, it might seem that the idea 
that “race relations” were in crisis was being introduced to justify state 
intervention and resources that would alleviate discrimination, reduce 
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poverty, and help Black people, and many have argued that Moynihan 
intended the report to make just this case.54 Continuing to read, however, 
reveals that the report does just the opposite, insisting that “measures that 
have worked in the past, or would work for most groups in the present, 
will not work here.”55 Moreover, the critical juncture the authors posit is 
one that mandates that resources and efforts be “directed to a new kind of 
national goal: the establishment of a stable Negro family structure.”56 This 
goal, they conceded, “would be a new departure for Federal policy,” and 
would be “a difficult one.” But, they insisted, “it almost certainly offers the 
only possibility of resolving in our time what is, after all, the nation’s old-
est, and most intransigent, and now its most dangerous social problem.”57

In other words, the report’s writers deployed condition-as-crisis to ar-
gue that the country was facing a critical juncture regarding “race rela-
tions,” one that required and could be remedied through, as its title stated,  
“national action.” But while they did so as part of their attempt to denat
uralize the status quo regarding racial inequality, they hoped as well to dis-
rupt the idea that these inequalities could be remedied through the state 
action of redistributive and anti-discrimination policies. Echoing Mon-
dale’s 1968 statements about the “urban crisis” and the Republican Par-
ty’s 1980 “unemployment crisis” platform plank, the authors of this report 
insisted that redistribution and anti-discrimination might have worked in 
the past and for other groups and that readers might assume that such mea-
sures would provide the solution to the crisis they describe here. But, they 
warned, the crisis in question was not related to inequities in resources or  
political power but one of reproduction and family structure. In so doing—
and as scholars, activists, and advocates argued at the time of the report’s 
publication and as many have continued to argue since then—the report 
framed the cause of the “race crisis” not as white racism or as a lack of 
resources but rather as the product of African Americans’ own values and 
behaviors.58

Having framed the crisis in this way, the report’s authors claimed that 
the appropriate recourse was not the redistribution of resources that 
would alleviate and perhaps even destabilize the intersecting systems of 
racism, capitalism, and misogyny that produce poverty, but rather disci-
plinary measures that would strengthen and reinforce heteropatriarchal 
family structures.59 The ideas the report popularized continue to have 
what historian Susan Greenbaum characterizes as “regrettably durable 
impact” and “undeserved influence” in a range of policy areas.60 Roderick 
Ferguson argues, for example, that the report “authorize[d] a hegemonic 
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discourse about black matriarchy” that “facilitated a conservative block-
ade of social welfare policy in the United States” and “provided the dis-
cursive origins for the dismantling of welfare.”61

*  *  *

The rhetorical moves in the Moynihan Report illustrate and are emblem-
atic of a more general reversal in the deployment of condition-as-crisis 
on the part of dominant political actors: The political deployment of 
condition-as-crisis originated among racial justice advocates as part of an 
effort to shift the frameworks within which marginalization and oppres-
sion were understood and addressed. Its assimilation into dominant po-
litical discourse might consequently have been used by dominant politi-
cal actors in these same ways. Instead, something more like the opposite 
took place, a dynamic in which dominant political actors either detached 
the alleged crisis in question from the inequalities facing marginalized 
groups or framed the crisis as a problem for which marginalized groups 
themselves were to blame. Moreover, they often did so in ways that were 
subsequently used to justify new forms of discipline, surveillance, and 
punishment as well as to provide the rationale for the disinvestment and 
withdrawal—rather than the augmentation or redistribution—of state 
power and resources.

That is, dominant political actors did not use crisis politics as part of a 
strategy to denaturalize ongoing forms of oppression and to argue that 
they face turning points, could be resolved, and conditions improved. In
stead, echoing what Stuart Hall and his colleagues argued in the case of 
the “mugging crisis” in 1970s Britain, they framed the foregoing crises as 
ones for which marginalized and minoritized groups themselves were to 
blame.62 So although in the 1960s and 1970s crisis became a more common 
way in which dominant political actors described and defined ongoing do-
mestic political and policy problems and justified the use of state resources 
to address them, its meaning as a frame for ongoing problems associated 
with structural marginalization did not. Instead, it came increasingly to 
signal that the well-being of relatively privileged groups was under threat 
or in decline and that state intervention was necessary to address these 
bad things that were happening (or could happen) to members of these 
groups. Through this process, crisis politics began to both reflect and to 
construct some domestic problems as worthy of and amenable to state 
intervention while contributing to the normalization and entrenchment  
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of others. That is, crisis politics became one mechanism justifying both the 
use of state power and resources to protect privileged groups and also the 
withdrawal or privatization of resources when it came to marginalized 
ones. The results of this reversal are evident in areas ranging from anti-
poverty and housing policy, to employment, to policing and the carceral 
state.63

The appropriation and reversal of condition-as-crisis and the devel-
opment of crisis politics are certainly not the first or only cases in which 
political actors borrowed an evocative political image or metaphor for 
purposes that would seem to be at odds with the intentions of its origina-
tors. Scholars have documented, for example, the ways in which conserva-
tives have appropriated Supreme Court Justice John Marshall Harlan’s 
dissent to the decision in Plessy v. Ferguson arguing that the US Constitu-
tion is “color-blind and neither knows nor tolerates class among citizens,” 
reversing it in service to claims that ameliorative efforts in areas such as 
affirmative action and voting rights are, themselves, the vehicles of racism 
about which we ought to be concerned.64

The appropriation of condition-as-crisis is also by no means the only 
circumstance under which the bad things that affect more privileged peo-
ple are treated as worse than those that affect members of marginalized 
groups. Scholars have shown, for example, that many people’s percep-
tions of the gravity of an issue often varies depending on whether they 
think it hurts or helps people they consider to be “like them.”65 More-
over, as widespread as it was, dominant political actors’ disinclination to 
treat structural inequalities as crises during this period was not ubiquitous, 
and there were certainly exceptions in which they—mostly Democrats—
invoked crises in at least ostensibly progressive ways. The 1976 Demo-
cratic platform, for example, argued that solving the “urban crisis” would 
entail policies that promoted “full employment, incentives for urban 
and rural economic development, welfare reform, adequate health care, 
equalization of education expenditures, energy conservation and environ-
mental quality.” The party’s 1980 platform referenced not only a “fiscal 
crisis” facing states and cities “as federal contributions have declined” but 
also the deepening “fiscal crisis of welfare recipients” themselves, which 
they attributed to the unwillingness of states and localities “to adjust 
benefits to prevent inflation from robbing them of their worth.” That is, 
they framed these long-term conditions as problems that faced turning 
points that could and should be resolved through robust federal action 
and infusions of resources.
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These are noteworthy exceptions, but the particular transmogrification 
of condition-as-crisis from an “outsider’s word” to an “insider’s word” is 
nonetheless striking and significant.66 Specifically, dominant political ac-
tors did not merely come to use crisis to characterize bad things that hap-
pen to relatively privileged people. Rather, in borrowing this new meaning 
and reversing its implications, they were also far more likely to treat state 
action and resources as justified and necessary and understood to make a 
positive difference for privileged people than they were when the issues 
in question affected marginalized groups. These developments made crisis 
both an indicator and a symptom of the very problems that its origina-
tors and early adopters had been trying to use it to signify. Through this 
trajectory, the “problems of crisis’s meaning” became, in Raymond Wil-
liams’s terms, “inextricably bound up with the problems it was being used 
to discuss,” and the application of condition-as-crisis came simultaneously 
to reflect, constitute, and perpetuate the very situations that advocates  
and activists for marginalized and minoritized groups had hoped to use 
it to highlight: that the issues affecting them and their constituents were 
taken to be natural, inevitable, and immune to state intervention.

Conclusion: Crisis and Non-Crisis

In his description of the political uses of national crises, Murray Edelman 
writes that what “events mean for policy formation” depends on “whether 
they are defined as exceptional or, alternatively, as one more set of in-
cidents in a world that is chronically in crisis.”67 Crisis, he continues, is 
therefore a “form of problematic categorization” when applied to a set of 
events because “the development it highlights can also be perceived as re-
curring rather than singular and as an instance of arbitrary labeling.”68 But 
although patterns in crisis labeling may be arbitrary in that not every bad 
thing with a given set of characteristics is thusly named, the evidence that 
I have presented suggests quite strongly that crisis politics are not ran-
dom. Instead, they are correlated with—and co-constituted with and by—
patterns of marginalization and power. Racial justice advocates forged a 
new meaning for the term crisis as a way to denaturalize and shift politi-
cal understandings of ongoing oppression and to justify state intervention 
and resources to address them. Dominant political actors borrowed this 
meaning and applied it to a wide range of ongoing issues. But only rarely 
did these same actors describe the kinds of ongoing and quotidian “bad 
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things” endured by marginalized populations as crises. When they did, it 
was often in ways that were either at odds with or at least not congruent 
with the goals of civil rights activists and advocates. As I discuss briefly 
in the concluding chapter, it was not only dominant political actors who 
adopted crisis language from civil rights activists; this terminological tactic 
was adopted by advocates and activists associated with other movements 
as well, most notably feminists (evident in, for example, the rise of the 
term rape crisis center), AIDS activists (exemplified by the HIV/AIDS 
organization “Gay Men’s Health Crisis”), civil rights activists (illustrated 
by calls to address a “crisis of the Black male),” and, on the right, the anti-
abortion movement’s “crisis pregnancy centers.” And as activists from 
these and other movements tried to harness the power of crisis politics 
to make the case for resources and intervention in a range of areas, the 
political meanings of crisis continued to evolve.

Understanding these patterns in the trajectory of crisis politics and the 
developments that have fueled them therefore provides a partial answer 
to Roitman’s provocation asking whether it is an oxymoron to “speak of 
a state of enduring crisis” or to use the term crisis to describe an “ongoing 
state of affairs.”69 The evidence in this chapter suggests that the shifting 
meanings of the term crisis represent neither a contradiction nor a mis-
use or distortion of its original and “true” meaning. Instead, what might 
appear to be a contradiction or distortion seems less paradoxical once 
we understand that dominant political actors appropriated this meaning 
from advocates and activists, who had invoked the concept of crisis to 
shift the way in which long-standing issues of structural marginalization 
and oppression are understood. In this light, although it is true, as Rein-
hart Koselleck puts it, that crisis came to be used “interchangeably with 
‘unrest,’ ‘conflict,’ ‘revolution,’ and to describe vaguely disturbing moods 
or situations,” the origins of its application to ongoing and domestic prob-
lems is truer to its “legacy meaning” as a turning point than might be first 
apparent.70

That is, when nondominant political actors initially began to label more 
problems crises, they were not just saying that they were urgent issues 
nor were they simply trying to draw attention to them. Instead, their at-
tempts to designate ongoing bad things as crises began as efforts to trans
form them from what were understood as “protracted historical and 
experiential conditions” into “critical, decisive moments.”71 In so doing, 
they were invoking crisis in a way that parallels the invocation of wars— 
on crime, on drugs, on poverty—to define problems and justify federal 
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action. That is, they were using crisis as a way to make arguments that 
what had previously been construed as unchangeable conditions were, 
in fact, problems that were remediable through state intervention and 
resources (even if, at times, this has meant withdrawing or reallocating  
resources).72

This last point underscores the fact that the increased invocation of crisis 
to describe some bad things also underscores its absence as a designator for 
other ones.73 And just as crises are constituted, as Colin Hay has written, 
“in and through narrative,” narratives that construct some bad things as 
crises also help to constitute other ones as non-crises: bad things that are not  
treated as crises by dominant political actors but that might well be were 
they to afflict dominant, powerful, privileged, or normative groups.74 Among 
members of marginalized, oppressed, and subjugated groups, bad things are 
often ongoing and continuous, and times can be perennially hard in pre-
cisely the ways that they are temporarily difficult for members of dominant 
groups under conditions deemed crises. Rather than being treated as aber-
rant and temporary crises that can and must be resolved, however, condi-
tions related to these persistent problems are more likely to be naturalized. 
For they are, indeed, part of the fabric of “ordinary life.”75

Put differently, for every bad thing that is constituted as a crisis by 
dominant political actors, there are myriad others that are never so la-
beled or that never achieve this status. Thus, the constitution of crisis as a 
way to understand some bad things also constitutes its inverse, non-crisis. 
Among the signature features of non-crises are therefore the inverses of 
those that signify crises: they are perceived as natural, inevitable, and im-
mune to—and therefore not warranting—state intervention. The concept 
of non-crisis, in other words, provides analytic purchase on crisis politics, 
the term I use to describe the processes through which problems that be-
come regarded as crises when they affect dominant groups or broader 
publics are often taken for granted as part of the normal political and 
economic landscape when they are related to the normalized conditions 
of vulnerability that affect marginalized populations. Juxtaposing crises 
and non-crises also underscores that part of what defines and constitutes 
marginalization in the contemporary United States is that many of the  
persistent bad things associated with it—problems such as unemploy
ment, poverty, discrimination, and illness—are not deemed worthy of or 
remediable through state intervention by dominant political actors be-
cause the status quo is regarded as natural and inevitable and the resulting 
changes are viewed as more disruptive than desirable.
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As I demonstrate in part 2, many of the defining features of the melt-
down in the mortgage market in the early twenty-first century resembled 
conditions in the mid-1990s, a period during which rates of subprime loans 
and foreclosures were rising among low-income people, people of color, 
and sole-borrower women of all races. But while the former came to be 
labeled and treated as a mortgage foreclosure crisis by economic report-
ers and dominant political actors, the latter did not. In fact, there were red 
flags in the 1990s that should have alerted policymakers that meltdowns in 
the mortgage and housing markets were imminent. Instead, that era was 
widely regarded as a very good one for the housing market, in part be-
cause the problems were concentrated among members of groups whose 
suffering has long been simultaneously normalized, exceptionalized, and 
treated as outside the power of the state to remedy.



part ii
Foreclosure Crises and Non-Crises





chapter four

When Does a Crisis Begin?

On 19 September 2010, the Business Cycle Dating Committee of the 
National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) met by conference 

call and determined that the “Great Recession” that had begun in Decem-
ber 2007 was over. The committee was careful to note that its members 
“did not conclude that economic conditions since that month” had been 
“favorable” or that the economy had “returned to operating at normal ca-
pacity.” But they nonetheless expressed confidence that the recession had 
ended in June 2009 and that the American economy was recovering from 
what was, at the time, the longest recession since the Second World War.1

Several months later, a March 2011 report from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (BLS) found that approximately 90 percent of the jobs that had 
been created in the preceding year, during the NBER-declared recovery, 
had gone to men.2 In other words, what the NBER had labeled a recovery 
had been, up to that point, what some journalists and observers called a  
“hecovery,” with benefits going primarily to male workers. Moreover, be-
cause cuts in public sector jobs—held disproportionately by women and 
African Americans—continued well after the recovery was said to have be-
gun, by some indicators both women and people of color had been far-
ing worse since the economic crisis of the Great Recession had “officially” 
ended.3

Read in tandem, the NBER and BLS reports underscore three clusters 
of issues revealed by considering the relationships among power, norma-
tivity, and the political construction of crises. Most broadly, juxtaposing 
the reports raises questions about the official and unofficial indicators that 
political elites use to identify crises, defined here as bad things that are 
framed as critical junctures deemed worthy of and remediable through 
government intervention and resources. Comparing the reports also illus-
trates the ways in which raced and gendered inequalities are implicated  
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in these definitions. More specifically, this comparison illustrates in greater 
depth how this imbrication works to define some “bad things” as “crises” 
even as analogous others—particularly ones related to ongoing and quoti
dian inequalities endured by marginalized populations—are treated instead  
as what I call non-crises. Finally, considering the two reports together draws 
our attention not only to the framings and constructions of bad things as  
crises, but also to the ways in which racialized and gendered norms and 
expectations—in this case, regarding employment—shape ideas about so-
lutions to problems, assumptions about how we can tell that crises and  
bad times are over, and the criteria based on which we determine that things 
are back to normal and that times are once again “good.”

This part of the book takes the three constellations of issues highlighted 
by this juxtapositioning as a point of departure from which to explore in 
greater depth the processes and implications of the crisis constructions 
that are revealed in chapters 2 and 3. Whereas tracking and assessing the 
presence and absence of the word crisis inductively as I did in those previ-
ous chapters demonstrates the ways in which its uses and meanings have 
evolved, the chapters in this section adopt a more deductive approach to 
understanding crisis politics. Turning from the emphasis on the presence, 
absence, and evolving meanings of the word crisis itself, I expand the focus  
here to examine the processes through which some bad things come to be 
treated as crises while other seemingly similar bad things do not.

To do so, I use a set of matched cases through which I compare domi-
nant media and political attention to and framings of one “bad thing” that 
came to be treated as a crisis alongside an analogous but “semantically 
masked” bad thing that was treated as a non-crisis, contrasting the mort-
gage foreclosure crisis of the early twenty-first century with what I call the 
foreclosure non-crisis of the 1990s.4 I begin in this chapter by tracing the 
history of the key political and policy developments that laid the foun-
dations for, created, and provided the rationale for subprime mortgages, 
and that stoked the attendant rising rates of foreclosures in each era. This 
history begins with the discriminatory housing and lending policies of the 
New Deal era, continues with the subsequent attempts to “democratize” 
access to credit during the 1960s and 1970s, and culminates in the wave 
of deregulatory legislation that was passed over the course of the 1980s.  
I then turn, in chapter 5, to an examination of dominant political and me-
dia attention to the non-crises of subprime mortgages and rising fore-
closure rates during what was widely regarded as the housing boom of 
the late 1990s, comparing this coverage with levels of attention to and  
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framings of these issues during what came to be called a “foreclosure cri-
sis” in 2007.

Juxtaposing these two cases demonstrates empirically two of the cen-
tral implications of the analyses in part 1: First, doing so illustrates the 
ways in which manifestations of conditions of vulnerability and harm, so 
often naturalized and treated as inevitable products of the normal social, 
economic, and political landscape when they affect marginalized popula-
tions, are likely to become regarded as problems that can and must be re-
solved through state action—that is, as crises—when they affect dominant 
groups or disrupt dominant institutions and processes. The implication is 
not simply that such conditions are more likely to be labeled or to be per-
ceived as crises, however. Instead, the matched cases also demonstrate a 
second key point about crisis politics: That whether a problem is labeled 
a crisis has significant consequences for whether policymakers frame and 
treat it is as a critical juncture worthy of and remediable through gov-
ernment intervention and resources as well as for the kinds of solutions 
deemed appropriate to address it. In the cases I examine, among these con-
sequences is that the policy response to the foreclosure “crisis” came too 
late to help those who had lost their homes before the crisis was “hailed 
into being.”5 The response consequently did little to address—and in some 
ways exacerbated—long-standing and intersecting racial and gender dis-
parities in rates of homeownership, foreclosures, and access to conven-
tional mortgage loans, all of which continued to be treated as natural, in-
evitable, and outside the power of the state to remedy.

The Seeds of the Non-Crisis, and of the Crisis

There is no official starting date for what would come to be regarded as 
the American foreclosure crisis of the first decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Housing policy scholar Daniel Immergluck explains, however, that it 
was in late 2006 and early 2007 that rates of foreclosure began to increase 
rapidly and markedly, particularly in Arizona, California, Florida, and Ne-
vada where they had previously been quite low.6 In early December 2006, 
two major subprime mortgage lenders, Sebring Capital and Ownit So-
lutions, failed, sending what the Wall Street Journal described as “shock  
waves” through the market.7 Then, in the spring of 2007, New Century, 
one of the largest subprime lenders in the United States, went bankrupt. 
Around that same time, Federal Reserve Board Chair Ben Bernanke and 
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Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Secretary Alphonso Jackson 
endorsed a call from Senator Charles Schumer (D-NY) to provide “fed-
eral funding for foreclosure prevention counseling.”8 In August of that 
year, the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) announced its FHA 
Secure program, the stated goal of which was to “refinance delinquent 
homeowners into more affordable loans to reduce foreclosures.”9

By the fourth quarter of 2007, a foreclosure crisis was widely under-
stood to be underway. The Mortgage Bankers Association (MBA) issued 
a report early the following year estimating that 3.6 percent of all loans 
had been seriously delinquent (that is, more than 90 days late) or in fore-
closure by the end of 2007, and that an additional 0.9 percent were entering 
foreclosure, for a total of 4.5 percent.10 As Jeff Crump and his colleagues 
noted in a paper published soon after the MBA report was released, the 
comparable figures in 2005 had been that 2.1 percent of loans were seri-
ously delinquent and 0.4 percent were entering foreclosure, for a total 
of 2.5 percent.11 By 2009, an estimated 2.5 million foreclosures had been 
completed.12

Much of this increase reflected high rates of default and foreclosure on  
houses financed through what came to be known as subprime mortgages. 
The designation “subprime” typically refers to mortgages that carry higher 
interest rates and more restrictive terms than those of so-called prime mort-
gages. Such loans are also ostensibly designed for prospective borrowers 
who have what lenders claim are impaired credit records (see endnote, 
however, for an overview of scholarship that has addressed the evolution 
of “subprime” from its origins as an ostensibly “racially neutral” descrip-

table 4.1.  Percent of home mortgages in default and/or 
foreclosure, 1996 and 2007

1996* 2007†

White 2.9 4.5
Asian American 3.7 4.6
African American 4.8 7.9
Latino 5.4 7.7
Indigenous/American Indian 4.4 NA
Houses with conventional mortgages 2.4‡

Houses with subprime mortgages 17

Notes: *Rates of default. Source: Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, 2002.
†Rates of completed foreclosures. Source: Gruenstein-Bocian, Li, & 
Ernst 2010.
‡Source: Immergluck 2011, 136.
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tion of African American neighborhoods, to a definition of financial prod-
ucts, and to a designation for a category of people).13 The high interest 
rates are, in theory, intended to “compensate the lender for accepting the 
greater risk in lending to such borrowers.”14 Many subprime mortgages are 
financed as adjustable-rate mortgages (ARMs), with interest rates that 
can vary significantly over time. Among the reasons for high rates of de-
fault and foreclosure on such loans in 2007–9 was that many of them had 
been taken out a few years earlier at low “teaser” rates that adjusted up-
ward when rates reset at the end of their first three- to five-year period, 
leading to payments that were often far higher than they had been when 
borrowers had originally bought their houses. As a consequence, while  
2.4 percent of homes financed through conventional mortgages were in 
foreclosure at the height of the crisis, this was the case for 17 percent of 
homes financed by subprime loans (see table 4.1). Because, as I explain 
below, women and people of color were disproportionately likely to be tar-
geted for and to hold subprime mortgages, rates of both subprime mort-
gages and foreclosures were especially high among sole-borrower women 
and Black sole-borrower women in particular.

The Codification of Raced and Gendered “Risk”

The kinds of exclusionary, extractive, and usurious housing and lending 
policies and practices of which subprime mortgages are one example have 
a long and well-documented history in the United States.15 Understand-
ing the particular policies and practices that converged to produce sub-
prime mortgages as well as their racialized and gendered implications 
requires reviewing in some detail several developments in housing and 
lending policies and practices that began with the state-building policies 
of the New Deal. Particularly important for understanding the logics that 
justified and lay the foundations for the non-crisis of high rates of sub-
prime mortgages among women and people of color are exclusions that 
can be traced to New Deal–era model credit reports and home loan un-
derwriting guidelines.

Federal administrators developed these reports and guidelines in close 
consultation with experts from the real estate, credit rating, and lending 
professions, who promised that they would bring scientific methods to as-
sessments of home values and borrower “risk.” But the measures based on 
which they made such assessments reflected the explicitly segregationist  
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and more implicitly heteropatriarchal agendas to which professionals in 
these fields were committed. Rather than using federal power to oppose 
these practices and agendas, federal agencies embraced and codified them. 
In so doing, they excluded African Americans as well as many women from 
the benefits of the FHA-insured mortgages that, with their 20 percent 
down payments, long terms, fixed interest rates, and self-amortizing con-
tracts, came to be considered the “gold standard” of home loans, credited 
with laying the foundations for housing stability and wealth creation for 
generations of Americans.16 They also, however, lay another foundation, 
this one for the race- and gender-related patterns in subprime mortgage 
lending and home foreclosures that would come to mark the late twentieth 
and early twenty-first centuries.17

New Deal Roots

A defining feature of the Great Depression of the 1930s was a near halt 
in home building and repair alongside a massive increase in foreclosures 
and evictions. As Chloe Thurston explains, residential construction plum-
meted by almost 95 percent between 1925 and 1933, while foreclosure rates 
tripled over this same period.18 Among the sources of these foreclosures 
were the mortgage lending practices typical at the time, which were char-
acterized by high down payment requirements (often as high as 40 to 
50 percent of the cost of the house) and short repayment periods (as few  
as two years and rarely longer than fifteen). Mortgage agreements also 
typically required that borrowers repay the entire value of the loan at the 
end of the term, which led to high rates of second and third mortgages. 
Lenders claimed that this system protected them against the risks associ-
ated with housing finance, but the potential perils it posed both to them 
and to borrowers came to a head as unemployment rates skyrocketed and 
millions of Americans were unable to repay their mortgages at the same  
time as cash-starved banks called back the full value of the loans. Because 
lenders would not allow borrowers to refinance their mortgages, even those 
borrowers who might have been able to continue to pay their monthly 
loan costs found themselves facing foreclosure.19 Bank foreclosures, in turn, 
drove down house values, and many borrowers consequently found them-
selves “underwater,” owing more on their mortgages than the value of their 
house.20

To help homeowners at risk of imminent foreclosure, in 1933 the Roose
velt administration created the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC). 
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HOLC purchased at-risk mortgages and refinanced them on more favor-
able terms that included lower interest rates, longer repayment periods, 
and self-amortization. To determine whether borrowers would be able 
to make the required regular payments, HOLC deployed examiners who 
worked with local bank loan officers, city officials, appraisers, and realtors 
to classify neighborhoods “by their perceived level of lending risk.”21 At 
the time, however, the professional associations to which many of these 
officials belonged were committed to preserving and reinforcing racial 
segregation. The National Association of Real Estate Boards’ (NAREB) 
code of ethics, for example, warned its members that “a realtor should 
never be instrumental in introducing into a neighborhood . . . members of 
any race or nationality . . . whose presence will clearly be detrimental to 
property values in that neighborhood.”22

Rather than use its power to oppose such white supremacist ideas and  
practices, HOLC instead codified them. In particular, HOLC used a neigh-
borhood’s racial composition as a central component of its risk assessment, 
treating racial demographics as more determinative than criteria such as 
residents’ economic class and employment status, the age and condition of 
housing, or its proximity to transportation, to amenities such as parks, or 
to hazards like polluting industries.23 Based on these assessments, HOLC 
created color-coded “Residential Security” maps of American cities, in 
which “ ‘the safest’ neighborhoods were colored in green and the ‘riski-
est’ ones in red.” As Richard Rothstein explains, a neighborhood “earned 
a red color if African Americans lived in it,” regardless of its residents’ 
income or the kind of homes in it. While the white middle-class St. Louis 
suburb of Ladue, for example, “was colored green because, according to 
an HOLC appraiser in 1940, it had ‘not a single foreigner or negro,’ ” the 
similarly middle-class suburban area of Lincoln Terrace “was colored red 
because it had ‘little or no value today . . . due to the colored element now 
controlling the district.’ ”24

HOLC was relatively short-lived and ended its operations in 1951.25 
But the white supremacist and segregationist commitments underlying its 
security maps lived on and were amplified by the more enduring 1934 Na-
tional Housing Act (NHA), which was intended to make stable and safe 
home mortgages affordable to more Americans on a longer-term basis. 
Among the law’s key components was the creation of the FHA, which 
insured lenders such as banks and mortgage companies in exchange for 
borrower-friendly mortgage terms.26 These measures were intended to pro-
mote “the construction of new homes and the repair of existing” ones. They 
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were also intended to encourage lenders to extend loans to would-be home-
buyers by protecting lenders against some of the risks associated with mort-
gage lending.

While government-backed mortgage insurance promised to reduce the 
risks to private lenders, however, many legislators raised concerns that it 
did so by transferring these risks to borrowers and to the federal govern-
ment itself.27 To win over skeptics, Thurston explains, proponents promised 
“that only high-quality lenders, borrowers who met strict credit standards,  
properties sure to hold their value, and a mortgage contract itself that con-
tained all of the latest safeguards would be eligible for insurance under 
the new program.”28 This promise proved reassuring enough to allow the 
legislation to pass, but Congress left it to FHA officials to specify “just 
what kinds of borrowers, what kinds of lenders, and what kinds of prop-
erties would be of the quality that the government deemed insurable.”29

As FHA administrators worked to write rules that would allow the 
agency to function on terms “enticing enough to lure private providers” 
without exposing the federal government to excessive risk, they sought 
guidance from experts in the real estate and financial industries in search 
of what they claimed would be “the most advanced and technically correct 
methods of mortgage analysis available.”30 By making it easier to “deter-
mine maximum safe loan values, and to predict fairly accurately the safety 
of the investment and probability of repayment,” Thurston explains, FHA 
officials were confident that “this new data-driven approach to real estate 
valuation and risk determination” represented “an advancement on ear-
lier subjective approaches to mortgage risk assessment.”31

As in the case of the HOLC security maps, however, subjective judg-
ments reflecting troubling assumptions and agendas were baked into the 
FHA risk ratings. To assess borrower creditworthiness, for example, the 
FHA drew heavily on advice from organizations in the growing credit rat-
ing industry. Like their colleagues in the real estate industry, Thurston ex-
plains, the credit rating field based many of its theories and practices on 
racist ideas and segregationist agendas, as well as on heteropatriarchal 
and misogynist ones. Basing lending policies on the guidance of “experts” 
in this field consequently meant that, once again, rather than using their 
authority to combat the exclusionary and discriminatory practices of the 
private sector, the FHA and other government lending agencies (such as 
the Department of Veterans’ Affairs) instead reflected and reinforced the 
racism and misogyny of private industry practices (as well as its hetero-
sexism, as the VA denied loans to soldiers with undesirable discharges 
“issued because of homosexual acts or tendencies”).32
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Working with the National Consumer Credit Reporting Corporation  
(NCCRC), for example, the FHA constructed a model credit report called 
the “Standardized Factual Data Report” (SFDR), based on which agents 
from “character and credit reporting agencies” collected information about  
prospective borrowers.33 As this designation suggests, agents were in-
structed to determine not only criteria such as a borrower’s age, employ-
ment, and income, but also data about their “character.” To do so, the SFDR 
included subjective questions about a potential borrower such as “Is he 
regarded as steady and dependable?”, “Is his reputation as to character, 
habits and morals good? (IF not, state nature of unfavorable reports),” and  
“Is his personal reputation as to honesty good?” Agents were also told to 
indicate the applicant’s “racial descent” (“answer whether Anglo-Saxon, 
Greek, Hebrew, Italian, Negro etc.”), whether the agent “learn[ed] of any 
domestic difficulties,” and whether “his wife lend[s] encouragement to 
him?”34 Making clear that the use of male pronouns in these questions 
reflected a default presumption that borrowers would be men, the very 
last item on the list instructed the agent, “If [applicant is] a woman, cover 
husband’s or Father’s reputation, business history, worth and income.”35

The SFDR was designed to assess a prospective borrower’s creditwor
thiness and risk. In order to determine whether a proposed transaction 
“was of insurable risk,” the FHA’s Underwriting Manual included “Risk 
Rating Instructions” that applied analogous questions and criteria to the  
property being financed and to the neighborhood in which it was located.36 
As in the case of the HOLC ratings, these criteria meant that majority 
Black and “mixed” neighborhoods were typically designated as risky and 
unfit. Houses in those neighborhoods were therefore deemed ineligible 
for FHA-insured mortgages, regardless of the financial capacity of the 
would-be borrower. The manual’s “Risk Rating Instructions” also linked 
assessments of “neighborhood stability” to racial homogeneity and as-
serted that changing the “ethnic mix” in a neighborhood—generally in-
terpreted to mean an increase in the number of Black, and in some cases, 
Jewish, homeowners—would destabilize and lead to risk in home prices. 
Mortgages were consequently also denied to African Americans trying 
to buy houses in predominantly white neighborhoods, also regardless of  
their individual financial profiles. (The FHA’s commitment to maintaining 
racial segregation meant that it also refused to insure loans to white bor-
rowers hoping to finance houses in majority Black neighborhoods.) Until 
the Supreme Court ruled in 1948 that restrictive covenants were unconsti-
tutional, the FHA promoted the use of—and sometimes even made assis-
tance contingent on—owners establishing deeds stipulating that properties 
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could not be transferred to people of color or to Jewish buyers, claiming 
that such restrictions were necessary to preserve neighborhood demo-
graphics and protect property values.37

Together, the redlining of Black neighborhoods and the refusal to in-
sure mortgages for African Americans attempting to buy houses in ma-
jority white neighborhoods excluded both Black people and Black neigh-
borhoods from the benefits of FHA-insured mortgages. By articulating 
“racism and exclusion as risk,” as Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor has described 
it, the federal government used its power to endorse, enforce, and entrench 
racial segregation and to increase the racial wealth gap even as, as scholars 
have noted, the civil rights movement was dismantling some of the legal 
architecture of segregation.38

Many white women married to white men were able to benefit from 
FHA mortgages, but the implicitly and explicitly misogynist and hetero
patriarchal logics embedded in real estate valuation and assessments of 
risk were also codified through FHA underwriting guidelines. These log-
ics are evident in the questions in the SFDR that I describe above, and 
the FHA’s 1955 Underwriting Manual added further instructions direct-
ing underwriters to consider factors such as “a working wife’s ‘age, size of 
family, length of time employed, length of time employed since marriage, 
nature of the employment, training for the work, and whether her em-
ployment is definitely needed or required to meet the minimum living 
necessities of the family’ ” before deciding whether to count her income 
in the application.39 In practice, Thurston explains, “this tended to mean 
that women younger than thirty-two could expect their income to be fully 
ignored.”40

Sex discrimination pervaded mortgage lending more generally as well. 
Banks, lenders, and other financial institutions treated women as “higher-
risk” consumers than their male counterparts and typically offered them 
worse terms.41 Many lenders “openly conceded that they used separate 
procedures to evaluate the creditworthiness of men and women,” often 
justifying these double standards based on self-reinforcing presumptions 
that women who had children would leave the workforce, but that men 
would not.42 In the case of (presumptively heterosexual) married couples, 
mortgage lenders often issued credit only in a husband’s name, leaving 
women with no credit history of their own, a particularly significant prob-
lem if they were to divorce. Thurston recounts the experience of a woman 
who wrote to the National Organization for Women (NOW), explaining 
that although she “had supplied the majority of the down payment for 
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her and her fiancé’s house,” the deed listed only him as the owner.43 Until 
1974, a married woman needed her husband’s approval to get a credit card 
or mortgage and often needed a male cosigner as well.44 During congres-
sional hearings held by the National Commission on Consumer Finance 
(NCCF) in 1972, one witness “recounted a letter from a working woman 
in her forties who was forced to ask her seventy-year-old pensioner father  
to cosign on a mortgage loan.”45 Women were also often required to submit 
“baby letters” signed by doctors “assuring that there was little risk of preg-
nancy because [they’d] had a hysterectomy or [were] using birth control.”46

The misogynist assumptions underlying risk assessments were evident 
as well in the particular concerns expressed by lenders about single un-
married women, who they worried were not “fit” to “to carry out the ev-
eryday maintenance tasks of homeownership necessary to preserve the 
house’s value.”47 Thurston quotes an especially illustrative and revealing 
1973 article in Banking magazine, which explained:

[R]eal estate lending presents a special problem for women. Bankers, appraisers 

and others who deal with real estate know that from a practical viewpoint, “It’s 

nice to have a man around the house.”

The reason for this is that there is often a lot of heavy labor around a 

house—labor that a male head-of-family frequently does. If there is no male, 

the work must either be left undone or be done by professionals who charge for 

their services. In the first case, the property itself declines in value. In the second 

case, the owner’s cash assets will be reduced. In either case, the woman involved 

finds her creditworthiness reduced.48

Taylor’s research demonstrates the particular toxicity of these assumptions 
when it came to Black women, who were portrayed in media accounts 
and congressional hearings as “unsophisticated and domestically dysfunc-
tional” and unable to do even “simple maintenance of their homes.”49 Re-
search conducted by the NCCF suggested that such characterizations of 
women as incapable and dependent translated quite directly into discrim
inatory lending practices, finding that unmarried women had more trou-
ble obtaining credit—particularly mortgage credit—than their unmarried  
male counterparts.50

Some of the foregoing ideas and practices might seem to reflect reason-
able assessments of risk in a world in which women and African Ameri-
cans typically had (and continue to have) lower incomes than their white 
male counterparts. But there was very little empirical evidence to support 
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claims that lower average incomes meant that women were worse credit 
risks than men, that race was associated with repayment risks that war-
ranted excluding African Americans or charging them higher interest rates, 
or that increasing racial diversity in a neighborhood led to declining home 
values.51 Links between repayment risk or declining property values and 
characteristics such as a borrower’s sex, marital status, or “social reputa-
tion” or the homogeneity of neighborhood were based on lenders’, un-
derwriters’, and federal agency officials’ own assumptions.52 Thurston’s 
research makes clear that what evidence there was for any of these rela-
tionships suggested that it was not the characteristics of a borrower but 
rather those of the loans themselves (such as the terms of the financing) 
that predicted the risk of nonpayment or default.53 Moreover, “to the ex-
tent that there was evidence that the sex of the borrower made a differ-
ence,” Thurston explains, it more typically showed “that women posed a 
similar, or in some cases lower, risk than men.”54 A 1941 study found that 
women were better mortgage risks than men, for example, while a 1964 
study found “that women were more likely than men with the same mari-
tal status to keep their credit accounts in good standing.”55 Another study 
found that delinquency rates for home improvement loans to “female-
headed households” were half of those overall.56

In spite of such evidence, however, assumptions about women’s de-
pendence and weak labor force attachment were codified, and women as 
a group were “blocked from credit access as well as property ownership” 
well into the latter half of the twentieth century.57 And both these mi-
sogynist presumptions and the white supremacist agendas that excluded 
Black people from the benefits of FHA programs had long tails: Well af-
ter many exclusionary and discriminatory practices had been rendered 
formally illegal, their racist and misogynist logics would remain available, 
disguised as conventional wisdom and smuggled into lending practices 
under the guise of the alleged “risks” they posed to home values and loan 
repayment.58

Fair Lending, Deregulation, and the “Credit-Welfare State Trade-Off”

The foregoing policies and practices made it difficult and often impossible 
for women and people of color to access federally insured home mort-
gage loans. But the particular kinds of high interest rates and inflexible 
terms that would come to typify subprime mortgages had previously, if 
briefly, been prohibited or mitigated by state and federal legislation. They 
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were made possible, however, by a series of changes that unfolded over 
the course of the 1960s through the 1980s. Among these changes were 
three particularly important clusters of developments: a series of anti-
discrimination and fair-lending laws, the shift to private credit in place of 
public spending, and a wave of deregulatory legislation that opened the 
doors to new, less regulated, and, in some cases, previously prohibited 
forms of lending. Together, these changes played a particularly important  
role in both permitting subprime mortgages and in legitimizing and en-
trenching the idea that such loans were a more appropriate way than other 
more direct forms of state action to increase rates of homeownership among 
women and people of color.

The first of these developments, a series of important pieces of legis
lation passed during the 1960s and 1970s, was intended to “democratize” 
access to credit and to address the long histories of racial and gender 
discrimination in housing and lending. Among these stage-setting anti- 
discrimination and fair-lending laws was the 1968 Fair Housing Act (FHA), 
which prohibited discrimination in the sale, rental, and financing of hous-
ing based on race, religion, and national origin, and which was extended 
to include gender in 1974 and to people with disabilities and families with 
children in 1988. (In spite of long-standing evidence of housing discrimi-
nation against LGBTQ people, it was not until February 2021 that HUD 
announced that it would also prohibit discrimination based on sexual ori-
entation and gender identity.59)

A second crucial piece of legislation that was passed during this era was 
the 1974 Equal Credit Opportunity Act (ECOA), which prohibited credi-
tors from engaging in many of the discriminatory practices that I describe 
above. In addition to prohibiting discrimination based on race, sex, and 
marital status, ECOA also prohibited practices that discriminated based 
on age and national origin as well as those that discriminated against 
borrowers who receive public assistance. (As in the case of the FHA, in 
spite of evidence that lenders discriminated against same-sex couples and  
LGBTQ people, the ECOA’s protections were not extended to these 
groups until 2021, when the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau issued 
a rule stating that its prohibition against sex discrimination should be un-
derstood to include sexual orientation discrimination and gender identity 
discrimination.60)

The 1975 Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA) required financial 
institutions to provide the public with information to determine whether 
they are serving the housing credit needs of the neighborhoods in which 
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they are located and to aid public officials in targeting public investments 
from the private sector. In the wake of the massive failure in the savings 
and loan sector, federal lawmakers amended HMDA in 1989 with the Fi-
nancial Institutions Reform, Recovery, and Enforcement Act (FIRREA), 
which required additional data collection and disclosures to help identify 
discriminatory lending patterns and to enforce anti-discrimination stat-
utes. Finally, the 1977 Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) encouraged 
banks and savings associations to lend to borrowers hoping to buy houses  
in low- and moderate-income neighborhoods to reduce the practice known 
as redlining, through which lenders denied mortgages to homeowners and 
would-be homeowners in neighborhoods deemed “unfit for investment.”

These anti-discrimination and fair-lending laws dovetailed with a sec-
ond and related development, this one associated with the recession of 
the 1970s and the accompanying pressure to cut federal spending. Dur-
ing this period, lawmakers from across the political spectrum sought to 
avoid difficult discussions about, conflicts over, and political responsibil-
ity for distributional decisions. Among the key strategies lawmakers ad-
opted to accomplish this goal was what Monica Prasad has termed the 
“credit-welfare state trade-off,” in which they tried to expand access to 
credit as a way to channel private resources into areas including housing, 
education, and social insurance.61 Their goal, Greta Krippner argues, was 
to resolve distributional conflicts through mechanisms that relied on the 
state in less obvious ways than welfare state spending.62 Scholars includ-
ing Prasad, Krippner, and Abbye Atkinson have demonstrated, however, 
that shifting resources and responsibilities in these ways displaced more  
robust efforts to advance racial and gender equality. As such, to the extent 
that the democratization of credit resolved distributional conflicts over 
federal spending, it was on very unequal terms.63

Some of the resource and responsibility-shifting objectives of the credit- 
welfare state trade-off were advanced in the 1980s by a closely related 
third cluster of developments: a set of lending-related laws passed as part 
of that decade’s wave of federal deregulatory legislation. Among the key 
deregulatory changes abetting the development and proliferation of sub-
prime mortgage lending were transformations enabled by four laws: the 
1980 Depository Institutions Deregulation and Monetary Control Act  
(DIDMCA), the 1982 Alternative Mortgage Transaction Parity Act  
(AMTPA, also known as the Garn–St. Germain Depository Institutions 
Act), 1984 Secondary Mortgage Market Enhancement Act (SMMEA), and 
the 1986 Tax Reform Act (TRA). The first of these, DIDMCA, overrode 
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state usury laws and interest rate caps in mortgage lending and made it 
possible not only to charge high interest rates but also to charge the high 
fees that became signatures of many subprime loans. AMTPA enhanced 
the exploitative potential of the high interest rates enabled by DIDMCA 
by allowing the use of variable interest rates and balloon payments, eas-
ing the way for another of the subprime market’s signal and exploitative 
features. The SMMEA allowed investment banks to buy, pool, and resell 
mortgages, while the TRA, for its part, created incentives for consumers 
to take advantage of these newly available mortgages because it allowed 
interest deductions on mortgages for up to two homes but prohibited the 
deduction of interest on consumer loans. Because the TRA made even 
high-cost mortgages less expensive than other kinds of debt, it fueled huge 
increases in second mortgages and other kinds of refinancing to pay for 
other loans, particularly in the context of the low and declining interest 
rates that characterized the late 1990s and early 2000s.64 Also important 
was the 1978 Supreme Court decision in Marquette National Bank of Min-
neapolis v. First of Omaha Service Corp., which “gave national banks the 
right to take their most favored lender status across state lines and pre-
empt the usury law of the borrower’s home state.”65

By overriding state-level anti-usury laws, permitting variable interest  
rates and balloon payments, incentivizing mortgage loans over other kinds 
of debt, and allowing investment banks to buy, pool, and resell mortgages, 
these laws worked together to open the doors for new and less regulated 
forms of mortgages and other loans and credit. They also reinforced the 
centrality of what Prasad calls “mortgage Keynesianism,” a political eco-
nomic approach that had been forged during the New Deal, in which 
credit-driven housing consumption enabled by mortgage finance came to 
be used as a primary mechanism for sustaining economic growth at the 
macro level and wealth accumulation at the individual level.66

The Credit-Welfare State Trade-Off as Predatory Inclusion

From one perspective, the convergence of these three clusters of develop
ments extended the logic of mortgage Keynesianism to members of groups 
who had previously been excluded from housing ownership and its wealth-
building benefits. On this view, the expanded access to credit enabled by 
the wave of deregulatory laws might be understood to have overlapped 
with and advanced feminist and civil rights activists’ fights for “equal ac-
cess to conventional loans and [home] purchase money.”67
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Activists in these movements had, as Atkinson explains, pursued credit 
democratization as one part of “their broader quest for equality and first-
class citizenship.” Lawmakers, however, treated increased access to credit 
for women and African Americans as a substitute for—rather than as a 
supplement to—the kinds of public spending and redistribution that ac-
tivists had understood as necessary to achieve their larger goals.68 In addi-
tion, as Amy Castro Baker explains, the protections of the fair-lending leg-
islation of the 1960s and 1970s that had governed mortgages purchased in 
the so-called prime market were not extended to cover many of the new 
kinds of mortgages made possible under the loosened regulations. Pro-
moting equitable access to the mortgage market without mandating that 
lenders ensure that this access be to “equitable products or prime markets  
within the loan pool” created a regulatory gap in which shifts in the mar-
ket developed in the absence of new protective legislation, leaving previ-
ously excluded borrowers vulnerable to predatory lending practices.69

This vulnerability was exacerbated by lenders’ increasing reliance on 
credit scoring and other automated methods as central tools for allocat-
ing consumer credit.70 Like their early twentieth-century predecessors who 
had argued that they could provide objective and scientific evaluations of 
borrower “risk,” late twentieth-century credit raters claimed that credit 
scores and other algorithms would serve as objective and bias-free mea-
sures for determining credit risk, even in the absence of protective laws.71 
In practice, however, the kinds of characteristics commonly used to de-
termine credit scores—occupation, length of time with one’s current em-
ployer, history of homeownership, and income—were the same race- and 
gender-correlated indicators based on which women and people of color 
had been deemed too “risky” before the ECOA was passed.72 And like 
their predecessors, lenders continued to rely on these criteria in spite of 
research showing that any gender differences typically favored women as 
lower risk and that it was the structure of a loan, not the characteristics 
of a borrower, that predicted repayment risk.73 As such, the increasing 
reliance on credit scores to determine who deserved what kind of loan 
and on what terms resuscitated the same long-disproven “zombie facts” 
about race- and gender-related risk factors that had been codified in the 
SFDR and FHA underwriting guidelines during the 1930s through the 
1950s. The pervasiveness of credit scores consequently renaturalized the  
idea that women and people of color were risky borrowers who did not 
qualify for better loans while also making it more difficult for them to prove 
discrimination.74
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While the discriminatory effects of credit scores echoed those of previ-
ous exclusionary practices, there was a key difference this time: Before the 
reforms and deregulation of the 1970s and 1980s, the alleged risks associ-
ated with lending to women and people of color typically meant that they 
were denied access to mortgages. But in a context of loosened regulations, 
determinations of “risk” instead licensed lenders to offer different kinds 
of loans to those they deemed risky. And under a policy regime in which 
borrowing was treated as the route to equality, lenders were also able to 
claim that this flexibility was itself the way to advance the goals of increas-
ing homeownership among women and people of color articulated in the 
FHA and the ECOA, even as they hawked products that were exempt 
from the anti-discrimination protections of these laws.75 And once again, 
rather than use its power to combat assertions that African Americans 
and women were too risky for conventional mortgages, the federal gov-
ernment accepted, codified, and amplified those claims.

In this context, the federal deregulatory actions of the 1980s did not de-
mocratize access to credit, at least not access to the “gold standard” FHA-
insured, thirty-year fixed-rate, and self-amortizing mortgages that had al-
lowed white (and presumptively) heterosexual male heads-of-household 
to build wealth since the federal government intervened to stabilize the 
housing market during the Great Depression.76 Instead, federal legisla-
tors and regulatory agencies ratified lenders’ claims that the appropriate 
way to promote homeownership among groups who had been excluded 
from these benefits was to remove the very guardrails through which the 
government had helped and protected dominant groups and to replace 
them with and support profit-seeking private market solutions. As a con-
sequence, Baker explains, people of color and sole-borrower women who 
had for decades been systematically locked out of home ownership and 
its wealth-building and credit-record-generating benefits were left with 
increased access to mortgages but on “more expensive and comparatively 
unequal terms.” They were also, she continues, immersed in “a fractured, 
risky market without a legislative safety net,” in which “public-private 
partnerships” were treated as a substitute for public spending, redistribu-
tion, and anti-discrimination protections and in which claims of discrimi
nation were harder to prove.77

In other words, the system was transformed from one “based on ex-
clusion” to one “based on exploitation,” and women, African Americans, 
Latinos, and Indigenous people were transformed from credit outcasts 
into what appeared to lenders to be untapped pools of newly available,  
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underserved, and vulnerable borrowers.78 Where once excluded, they were 
now, as Baker writes, “included but unprotected” in a system that schol-
ars including Louise Seamster, Raphaël Charron-Chénier, and Taylor call 
“predatory inclusion.”79

Predatory Lending and the 1994 Home Ownership  
and Equity Protection Act

By 1993, concerns had begun to surface about the increasing amount of 
evidence of abusive lending practices enabled by this legislative and regu
latory vacuum. In response, Congress held a series of hearings about what 
came to be labeled predatory mortgage lending, culminating in the pas-
sage of the 1994 Home Ownership and Equity Protection Act (HOEPA). 
HOEPA’s stated goal was to prohibit “certain predatory lending practices 
in the costliest subprime loans” by subjecting a small subset of home eq-
uity  (or refinance) loans to special disclosure requirements and restric-
tions on loan terms.80 It also provided covered consumers with “enhanced 
remedies for violations of the law.”81 As their titles suggest—“Problems 
in Community Development Banking, Mortgage Lending Discrimination, 
Reverse Redlining, and Home Equity Lending;” “Adding Injury to Injury: 
Credit on the Fringe;” and “New Hope for Old Victims”—these hearings 
were intended to address discriminatory, deceptive, and exploitative prac-
tices that impeded access to credit among low-income people and people  
of color. “Adding Injury to Injury,” for example, was prompted by allega-
tions that Boston-based Fleet Finance had deceived low-income borrow-
ers and borrowers of color in Boston and Atlanta into taking loans with 
excessive interest rates that often led to foreclosure on those properties.82

In his opening remarks at those hearings, Representative Joseph Ken-
nedy (D-MA), Chair of the House Banking, Finance and Urban Affairs 
Subcommittee on Consumer Credit and Insurance, explained that he and 
his colleagues wished to examine “what happens to consumers who lack 
access to affordable credit and deposit services, particularly those who live 
in poor, working, and predominantly minority neighborhoods.”83 Kennedy 
also emphasized that borrowers who took out such loans were neither 
uncreditworthy nor randomly distributed. Instead, he explained, lenders  
“target[ed] middle-aged or elderly black men and women who have worked 
hard to own their own homes,” visiting local deed offices to track down 
“people with the highest home equity in the neighborhoods least served 
by mainstream lending.”84 “Citizens in these communities,” he argued, do 
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not “lack any financial services. Rather . . . they have plenty of services, all 
of which receive a DDD rating for consumer helpfulness: Damaging, dis-
criminatory, and destructive.”85 Kennedy also gestured toward the role of 
structural racism in such practices, stating that for “Americans who live in  
the barrio or the ghetto, the only credit they know is a trap. It does not en-
rich, it impoverishes.” He indicted “the very mainstream lenders that long 
ago closed branches and stopped offering affordable services in affected 
areas” for creating this situation.86

There was some similar recognition of discrimination and exploitation 
at the House and Senate hearings held later that year to consider HOEPA 
itself. For example, at the Senate hearing about the bill, Comptroller of the 
Currency Eugene Ludwig acknowledged the twin problems of the “men 
and women who, all too often, have been forgotten or ignored by our so-
called traditional banking system because they ha[ve] no credit history,” 
on the one hand, and “reverse redlining,” on the other hand.87 Donald 
Riegle (D-MI; the bill’s sponsor and chair of the Senate Committee on  
Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs) asked Terry Drent, Housing Co-
ordinator for the City of Ann Arbor Community Development Depart-
ment, “why people are not able to connect with the normal system of 
credit and how they get shoved into the arms of loan-shark operators.”88 
Drent replied that a key reason was the “ugly head . . . of racism.” “Over 
90 percent of the people I deal with,” he said, “are of African-American 
descent. For whatever reason, they seem to be denied traditional credit, 
more so than other groups.”89 To illustrate his point, he explained that 
in his home county of Washtenaw County, Michigan, the bank with the 
“best record  .  .  . of giving loans to African Americans” had sold only  
16 mortgages—out of 926—to African Americans the previous year (out of 
a pool of 96 Black applicants).90 Advocates like Drent also tried to make 
clear that the claim that these borrowers were too risky or otherwise un
qualified for conventional loans was belied by the fact that when his or-
ganization sponsored borrowers “suffering from reverse redlining and fac-
ing foreclosure,” they were often able to “take someone who’s got a loan 
with an interest rate of 25 percent and give them something at 7 1/2 or  
8 percent, whatever the market is, something that they can manage.”91

This political and policymaking attention to predatory mortgage lend-
ing in the early 1990s represented a meaningful attempt to address some 
of the problems created by the new lending regime. Journalist Elinore 
Longobardi argues that the use of the term predatory to describe these 
mortgages was itself an important intervention, the force of which was 
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lost in the shift to the use of subprime as the primary descriptor for such 
mortgages.92 Dominant political actors might well have been committed 
to addressing predatory mortgage lending, and they might have tried in 
earnest to grapple with the ways in which it both fueled and reflected 
structural racial discrimination. Nonetheless, the net effect of their atten-
tion to predatory mortgages in the early 1990s was to lay the foundations 
for the construction of subprime lending and foreclosures as non-crises 
later that decade.93 In particular, dominant political actors exceptionalized 
such mortgages and individualized borrowers’ problems with them. They 
also disconnected predatory mortgages from the more general practice of 
subprime lending, the legitimacy and necessity of which they repeatedly 
affirmed and which they continued to treat as the solution to inequalities  
in access to credit. As Elvin Wyly and C. S. Ponder write, “the more shock-
ing the stories” of predatory lending became, “the more likely they were 
to be challenged as not representative of any broader market problem” and 
to be “dismissed as unusual, exceptional cases—a few unfortunate con-
sumers victimized by a few bad-apple lenders or brokers.”94 Even among 
members of Congress and advocates for borrowers who were concerned 
that some loans were exploitative, few questioned the assumption that the 
problem was that members of underserved groups such as women and 
people of color did not qualify for conventional mortgages or that they 
posed heightened risk to lenders. At the Senate HOEPA hearings, for ex-
ample, Ludwig defined the problem thusly:

These are men and women who, all too often, have been forgotten or ignored 

by our so-called traditional banking system because they don’t fit a standard 

pattern. For example, many banks are reluctant to lend if a loan applicant has 

no credit history. So where does that leave the nurse at last weekend’s work-

shop who had no credit history because she has always paid in cash? How does 

she qualify for a loan?”

Riegle, the Michigan Democrat who had introduced the bill, remained 
convinced that “where credit is available, on fair terms, there is no market 
for predatory lenders.”95

Because lawmakers took lenders at their word that women and people 
of color were risky bets who were unworthy of conventional loans and 
that lenders therefore required more flexibility if they were to serve these 
groups, HOEPA also emphasized disclosures about—rather than prohibi-
tions of—particular practices. Even these modest interventions applied 
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only to “high-cost” refinance mortgages, which were defined very narrowly 
to include only those that exceeded either of two thresholds: (1) mortgages 
in which the annual percentage rate (APR) at closing exceeded the yield 
on comparable Treasury security plus 8 percent for first-lien loans and 
plus 10 percent for junior-lien loans; or (2) mortgages in which the total 
points and fees exceeded “the greater of eight percent of the total loan 
amount or $400 (indexed annually).”96

That the law would do little to protect consumers from extractive sub-
prime mortgages and might, in fact, make them even more vulnerable to 
them than they already were was foreshadowed by testimony delivered at 
the House and Senate hearings on the bill, at which members of Congress 
and representatives from the banking sector praised the legislation for its 
restraint while consumer advocates and advocates for low-income people 
expressed concerns that it would prove ineffective.97 Kennedy was explicit 
in detailing the bill’s modesty and its consequent support from many ma-
jor banks. “I want to just clarify that this bill, I believe, is reasonable, as 
Household [International Bank], Beneficial [Bank], Fleet [Bank], and oth-
ers in the industry have said.”98 Because, he noted, HOEPA’s disclosure 
requirements and its ban on practices including negative amortization and 
prepayment penalties kicked in under only very limited circumstances, he 
was confident that the law “really . . . get[s] to the bad apples and leaves 
the good ones alone.” Underscoring just how uncontentious he believed 
the bill was among lenders, he concluded, “I just want to say for the record 
that none of these provisions even caused any kind of controversy really 
in passing the Senate.”99

Lenders’ enthusiasm for the bill was affirmed by the House testimony 
of Robert Elliott, an executive at Illinois-based Household International. 
“Your work is not perfect,” he stated,” “[we] doubt that any such effort 
could be.” But, he continued, “you have focused upon straightforward dis-
closure and we applaud that. . . . In short, Mr. Chairman, we feel that your 
work is temperate and we support it. . . . We share your desire to see that 
your constituents and our customers are free of credit abuse, but also have 
free access to credit.”100 At the Senate hearing about the bill, Ludwig ex-
pressed similar confidence that HOEPA’s disclosure requirements and re-
strictions would reduce discrimination by “encourag[ing] reputable lend-
ers to enter the market” while not “prevent[ing] any lender from making 
mortgages that serve legitimate credit needs.”101

These laudatory comments stand in stark contrast to those of Margot 
Saunders, counsel with the National Consumer Law Center (NCLC). At 
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the Senate hearings about the legislation, Saunders argued that despite 
what she characterized as the committee’s “excellent intentions,” she was 
concerned that “only a fraction of the evils this legislation intends to ad-
dress would in fact be stopped by this bill.” As she explained, “the prohibi-
tions included in the act and the disclosures required by the act” were sim-
ply not very onerous, and “very few legitimate lenders make loans which 
have terms which are prohibited by the act, such as negative amortization, 
balloon payments or prepayment penalties.” Even if a loan fell under the 
bill’s triggers, she noted, that would not necessarily mean that it “will not 
be made,” just that the lender had to disclose that it was considered a 
“high-cost” mortgage under the law’s definition.102

To illustrate the bill’s weakness, Saunders explained that its definition of 
“high-cost” meant that in the 1993 market, when the average interest rate 
for a thirty-year fixed-rate mortgage was 7.31 percent, “a first mortgage 
loan at 16.75 percent would not be covered.”103 As Drent summarized the 
issue in his House testimony, relying on disclosures to address problems 
with mortgage lending “is like putting a beeper in a red flashing light on 
a shark. If you’re in a house that’s burning with needed home repair and 
medical expenses, you’ll jump into the water and take your chances with 
the shark.”104 Advocates also predicted that “the lenders that are engaged 
in the type of lending that this bill is trying to address” are “ingenious in 
coming up with ways of avoiding the law” and “extremely imaginative in 
coming up with innovative ways to steal from borrowers.”105

And sure enough, lenders soon found ways to evade these narrowly de
fined triggers, by, for example, using ARMs featuring teaser rates with low 
initial APRs that did not violate the terms under which high APRs were 
defined and prohibited.106 As a result, HOEPA ended up covering fewer 
than 1 percent of all mortgages and protecting very few borrowers.107 Im-
mergluck argues that rather than reducing problematic lending practices, 
HOEPA instead paved the way for the emergence of the subprime mort-
gage market by “implicitly sanctioning many high-cost and high-risk loans 
that were not prohibited by the law and that did not reach the HOEPA 
pricing thresholds.” “In effect,” he argues, “HOEPA provided lenders with 
an implicit endorsement for high-risk loans that were priced under—even 
just under—these thresholds.”108 And so, less than two decades after it be
came formally illegal to redline, and within a decade of making it formally 
illegal to deny credit to women, the federal government had all but aban-
doned the key protections against usurious and extractive forms of credit 
that had benefited borrowers who had been, up to that point, mainly 
straight white men.
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The Subprime and Foreclosure Non-Crises of the Late 1990s

And extract they did: The proportion of ARMs and refinance loans in-
creased substantially after HOEPA’s passage, peaking at 14.5 percent of 
market share in 1997, dipping to 10.3 percent in 1998, and then expand-
ing rapidly again during the first decade of the twenty-first century.109 The 
increases in the overall rate of subprime borrowing and in rates of fore-
closure on such loans (described above) are alarming on their own. Also 
alarming is that these rates concealed equally troubling racial patterns in 
both subprime lending and rates of foreclosure. A 1999 study of Chicago  
by the National Training and Information Center (NTIC) showed, for 
example, that by 1998, subprime loans accounted for less than a quar-
ter (22 percent) of mortgages in majority-white neighborhoods but for 
over a third (34 percent) of mortgages in neighborhoods in which people 
of color comprised half or more of the residents.110 In 2000, a report issued 
by HUD and the US Department of Treasury examined national data for 
refinance mortgages and found even wider disparities, with subprime loans 
accounting for 51 percent of refinance loans in majority Black neighbor-
hoods but only 9 percent of refinance mortgages in predominately white 
ones.111 A 2002 analysis by the Association of Community Organizations 
for Reform Now (ACORN) of changes in prime and subprime mortgage 
loans from 1995 and 2002 likewise found that while the number of sub-
prime home purchase loans had risen among all racial groups, these rates 
ranged from an increase of 415 percent in the case of white borrowers to 
686 percent for Black borrowers and 882 percent for Latino borrowers.112 
In addition, while the number of prime conventional purchase loans in-
creased 8 percent among white borrowers and 65 percent among Latino 
borrowers during this period, they declined by almost 6 percent among 
African American homebuyers.113

Several studies also showed that many of these disparities persisted af-
ter controlling for neighborhood income.114 The 2000 HUD and Treasury  
Department analysis, for example, found that borrowers living in upper-
income Black neighborhoods were six times more likely than borrowers 
living in upper-income white neighborhoods to refinance their houses with 
a subprime mortgage (39 percent in the former, 6 percent in the latter).115 
In addition, many studies showed that these disparities also increased as 
incomes rose. The analyses in the HUD and Treasury report showed that 
“borrowers in upper-income black neighborhoods were twice as likely 
as homeowners in low-income white neighborhoods to refinance with a  
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subprime loan,” with “18 percent of borrowers in low-income white neigh-
borhoods and 39 percent of borrowers living in upper-income black neigh-
borhoods relying on subprime mortgages” (italics in original).116 Jacob Rugh, 
Len Albright, and Douglas Massey found evidence of these practices at 
both the individual and neighborhood levels in Baltimore, with the widest 
“racial penalty” for African Americans with annual incomes higher than 
$50,000.117

By 1999, racial justice, anti-poverty, and consumer advocates were draw-
ing attention to and decrying a practice they called reverse redlining. Whereas 
the practice of redlining had excluded borrowers of color based on the neigh-
borhoods in which they lived and regardless of their financial capacity, the 
practice of reverse redlining is a form of predatory inclusion that targets en-
tire neighborhoods for expensive and restrictive mortgages, also without tak-
ing into account borrowers’ financial capacity or creditworthiness and still 
often trafficking in long-standing (and long-discredited) narratives of risk.118

Less often noted, and naturalized to the point of invisibility even by 
many scholars of and advocates for fair lending, were gendered patterns in  
subprime mortgage loans.119 Particularly troubling were the disproportion
ate shares of subprime mortgages sold to women, particularly to women 
who were sole borrowers, and especially particularly to sole-borrower 
women of color.120 A 2006 study using data about more than 4 million 
home loans published by the Consumer Federation on what would come 
to be understood as the eve of the foreclosure crisis, for example, found 
that women were 32 percent more likely than men to receive subprime 
mortgages and 41 percent more likely to receive “high cost” subprime 
loans (defined by the report as “loans that were made more than 5 per-
centage points above comparable Treasury notes”).121 These patterns were 
anything but accidental; instead, lenders intentionally targeted Black, La-
tina, elderly, and sole-borrower women and corralled them into uncon-
ventional mortgages through “subprime steering.”122

As a consequence, despite having higher credit scores than their sole-
borrower male counterparts, sole-borrower women homeowners were over-
represented among subprime mortgage holders by 30 percent.123 Effects 
were so exponentially worse for sole-borrower African American women 
that the Consumer Federation study found that they were 256 percent 
more likely to have a subprime mortgage “than white men with identical 
geographic and financial profiles.”124 A study published several years later 
by Wyly and Ponder found similarly significant, if somewhat less extreme, 
race-gender disparities.125
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That much of this inequitable access to mortgage financing was rooted 
in gender discrimination was further evident in the fact that women were 
also more likely to receive subprime mortgages than men of the same 
race, with Black women 5.7 percent more likely to receive subprime loans 
than Black men and Latinas 12.7 percent more likely to receive subprime 
loans than Latino men. And while white women were half as likely as La
tinas and three times less likely than Black women to receive subprime 
purchase loans, they were 25.8 percent more likely to receive them than 
white men.126 Moreover, as in the case of the foregoing racial disparities, 
disparities between men and women not only persisted after controlling 
for income but also widened as women’s incomes rose.127 The Consumer 
Federation study found, for example, that while women earning below the 
median income were 3.3 percent more likely to receive subprime purchase 
loans than men with similar incomes, this relative disparity increased  
to 28.1 percent among women earning twice the median income and to  
46.4 percent among those earning more than twice the median income. 
These disparities were even more pronounced for high-cost subprime pur-
chase loans and for home improvement and refinance subprime loans, with  
the largest observed disparity, 58.3 percent, for high-cost refinance loans.128 
In other words, no amount of creditworthiness leveled the raced and gen-
dered credit playing field. Determinations of women’s risk and worthiness 
were essentially immune to the facts of their financial profiles, leading to 
what Baker characterizes as “a glass ceiling of lending” that prevented 
women from “accessing safer mortgages.”129

Together, the foregoing patterns meant that at the height of the hous-
ing boom, more than one-third of borrowers who were well qualified for 
prime loans instead received subprime mortgages with fluctuating rates, 
and this proportion increased to almost 50 percent among women, Afri-
can Americans, and Latinos.130 A 2011 study conducted by researchers at 
the Center for Responsible Lending, for example, found that even after 
controlling for income and creditworthiness, Black and Latino borrow-
ers were three times more likely to have been sold a subprime loan than 
their white counterparts.131 A series of studies in the late 1990s and early 
2000s—some conducted or commissioned by agencies of the federal gov-
ernment itself—showed further that these disparities in rates of subprime 
lending translated quite directly into disparities in foreclosures. A 2000 
HUD study of Baltimore, for example, found that subprime mortgages 
comprised 21 percent of home loans in 1998 but 45 percent of foreclo-
sures, rising to 57 percent of those in majority-Black neighborhoods.132
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The 2007 Foreclosure Crisis in the Context  
of the Non-Crisis of the Mid-1990s

It is not surprising, then, that the sharp increase in foreclosures that began 
in 2007 took a disproportionate toll on African Americans and Latinos. 
From 2007 through 2009, 7.9 percent of African American homeowners 
and 7.7 percent of Latino homeowners experienced a completed foreclo-
sure, compared with 4.5 percent of white homeowners and 4.6 percent of 
Asian American homeowners (see table 4.1).133 A 2010 study conducted by  
the Center for Responsible Lending (CRL) estimated that 17 percent of 
Latino homeowners, 11 percent of African American homeowners, and  
7 percent of white homeowners lost or were at imminent risk of losing their 
homes during this period.134 The increase in foreclosure rates was particu-
larly pronounced among borrowers who owned homes in majority-minority 
neighborhoods (defined in the Joint Center for Housing Studies of Har-
vard University report as census tracts in which more than 50 percent of  
residents are of color).135 Foreclosure rates during that period were higher 
and increased more steeply in such neighborhoods compared to “mixed” 
(defined in the report as census tracts with 10–50 percent minority resi-
dents) and “white” (defined as less than 10 percent minority) tracts, a result 
that held even after controlling for average income. Rates of foreclosure 
in moderate-income majority-minority neighborhoods approached those in 
low-income white neighborhoods, and rates in high-income minority neigh-
borhoods exceeded rates in moderate-income white neighborhoods.136

These disparities are troubling examples of the ways in which the ma-
terial effects of times recognized broadly as “hard” so often inflict dis-
proportionate harm and suffering on members of marginalized groups. 
From this perspective, the disproportionately high rates of both subprime 
mortgages and foreclosure experienced by people of color, sole-borrower 
women, and especially by sole-borrower Black women in the midst of the 
broader meltdown is a classic story about the politics of racial, gender, and 
economic inequality in the United States, a story in which the marginal-
ized and intersectionally marginalized get pneumonia when the rest of 
the country has a particularly bad cold. This narrative is not wrong, but 
it obscures as much as it reveals about the constitutive relationship be-
tween crisis politics and racial and gender inequalities, particularly when  
it comes to mortgage lending and foreclosure.

More specifically, considering the indicators that were regarded as the  
harbingers of the early twenty-first-century crisis in the context of longer-



143when does a crisis begin?

term trends complicates the dominant narratives about its origins and ef-
fects and brings into sharper focus the deeper implications of the startling 
disparities laid bare by—and that drove—the 2007 meltdown. It does so 
by making clear that many of the problems in the subprime market that 
would receive so much attention during the crisis had been well documented 
as early as the mid-1990s.137 In particular, by the late 1990s, subprime lend-
ers dominated the mortgage markets in majority-minority neighborhoods  
and foreclosures had reached what Baker characterizes as crisis rates in 
many of these communities.138 Longer-term data also make clear that rates 
of foreclosure and delinquency had reached similar and even higher levels 
among subprime mortgage holders, sole-borrower women, and people of 
color by the late 1990s as those that would affect white male breadwinner 
households when the crisis was declared in 2007.

At 4.5 percent, the overall proportion of loans that were seriously de-
linquent or in foreclosure in 2007 represented a significant increase over 
previous years. However, rates of delinquency, default, and foreclosure 
among people of color, low-income people, and sole-borrower women had  
reached similar and even higher levels well before the crisis was said to 
have begun.139 For example, a 2002 study for the Office of Policy Develop-
ment and Research of the US Department of Housing and Urban Devel
opment estimated that in 1996, two years after HOEPA was passed, de-
fault rates among African American, Indigenous, and Latino homeowners  
were 4.8 percent, 4.4 percent, and 5.4 percent respectively, while rates were 
2.9 percent for whites and 3.7 percent for Asian Americans (see table 4.1 
above).140 Another study estimated that 5.8 percent of subprime loans were 
in foreclosure as early as 1998.141 Among the other features that would come 
to distinguish the widespread foreclosures of this era from their counter-
parts at the end of the following decade, however, was that the market had 
managed to forecast these high default rates and to contain their effects 
“within the fees and rates of subprime loans.”142 As a consequence, no 
widespread market meltdown occurred, and most lenders and investors 
managed to remain profitable despite high default rates, even as increas-
ing numbers of people risked losing or were already losing their homes.143

Although these post-HOEPA developments did not cause a broad melt-
down in the mortgage lending industry in the 1990s, neither did they go 
unnoticed. Advocates, activists, and state and local officials in states in-
cluding Illinois, North Carolina, Georgia, and New York argued that the 
high foreclosure rates exposed the weaknesses of HOEPA and its inability to 
protect borrowers.144 To address these gaps, in the mid-to-late 1990s and 
early 2000s, these and other states passed more stringent state and local 
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regulations, most of which were intended to protect borrowers from pred
atory lending.145 By 2005, thirty-one states had passed laws attempting to 
restrict or prohibit many of the practices associated with subprime lend-
ing, and in 2004, attorneys general in twenty-four states launched an in-
vestigation into Ameriquest Mortgage, which was, at the time, the nation’s 
biggest subprime lender.146 Many of the most protective aspects of their 
efforts were undone, however, when federal regulatory agencies yielded 
to the demands of financial services industry lobbyists for national lending 
standards.147 Federal regulators acceded to their demands and issued new 
regulations that weakened, blocked, or overrode state laws.148

Of greatest consequence were regulations issued between 1996 and 2004 
by the Office of Thrift Supervision (OTS) and the Office of the Comptrol-
ler of the Currency (OCC), which were the primary regulators of federal 
depository institutions.149 These new regulations preempted states from 
applying their laws to the institutions these federal agencies regulated—
institutions that, by that point, included the mortgage banks operating sub-
sidiaries of these institutions. In addition to allowing national banks to 
ignore state anti-predatory laws, they also ruled that state agencies lacked 
the right to enforce states’ lending anti-discrimination laws against these 
institutions. The regulations therefore severely limited the number of lend
ers covered by these state laws.150 As a consequence, “an increasing num-
ber of mortgage loans were made by independent mortgage banking in
stitutions subject to less federal oversight than depository institutions and  
their mortgage banking subsidiaries.”151 The effect, as Crump and his col-
leagues write, was to create “two different regulatory structures.”152 Wil-
liam Apgar and his coauthors call this dual system “channel specialization,” 
a fragmented system in which prime credit flows through one set of more 
stringent regulatory structures, “while subprime credit flows through a dif-
ferent set of less well regulated” ones.153 Through these efforts, as Baker 
sums it up, the federal government intervened to operationalize neoliberal 
ideals in one way for borrowers and in another way for lenders. “Lending 
institutions benefited from profit windfalls as federal legislation intervened 
in the market on their behalf,” she argues, “while consumers lost homes and 
equity under the guise of maintaining a laissez-faire market economy.”154

Conclusion

If we take at face value lenders’ claims that subprime mortgages were gifts 
to “risky” borrowers who were not creditworthy enough for conventional 
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loans, then separate credit channels, disparities in rates of subprime lend-
ing, and the accompanying high rates of foreclosure among some groups 
in the late 1990s might seem not only reasonable, but also to confirm the 
ostensible rationale for subprime mortgages. But as the studies and con-
gressional hearings that I have described make clear, policymakers knew 
by the late 1990s that there was no basis for their claims. Instead, there was 
ample evidence by that time that subprime mortgages were being sold in  
discriminatory and predatory ways to people who were often well qualified 
for conventional ones. There was also ample evidence that this discrimina-
tion was the result of long-discredited racist and misogynist ideas about 
creditworthiness and risk—ideas that were given new life in a context of 
deregulation and in which credit was treated as a substitute for more di-
rect forms of state spending and action.

Moreover, as I show in the next chapter, economic reporters and dom
inant political actors unquestioningly repeated and amplified lenders’  
assertions that the high interest rates and inflexible terms of subprime mort-
gages were necessary if they were to lend money to allegedly uncredit-
worthy but aspiring homeowners. They also failed to question the validity  
of “creditworthiness” and “risk” as metrics, lenders’ assertions that women 
and people of color were particularly likely to be risky and uncreditwor-
thy, that it was this riskiness and lack of “good credit” that posed the key 
barrier to homeownership among members of these groups, or that sub-
prime mortgages were the solution to this problem. In a context in which 
credit was increasingly treated as the route to equality, accepting these 
long-discredited assertions allowed reporters and policymakers to treat 
the consequent racial and (on the rare occasions at which they recognized 
them) gender disparities in subprime borrowing as evidence that making 
subprime mortgages available was the correct intervention to address in-
equities. It also allowed them to normalize the high rates of foreclosure on 
subprime mortgages as a natural and inevitable outcome of taking “risks” 
on these borrowers. Because subprime mortgages were treated not as a 
policy problem to be addressed but rather as themselves the appropri-
ate intervention to provide credit to borrowers deemed unworthy, the 
idea that the federal government might have a role to play beyond the 
prosecution of individual predatory lenders was rarely taken seriously.  
Together, these unquestioned assertions, zombie facts, and characteriza-
tions lay the foundations for the ways in which these issues would be un-
derstood and addressed once the situation was deemed a crisis and, more 
generally, for the perpetuation of the exploitation and immiseration of mem-
bers of marginalized groups.
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How to Semantically Mask a Crisis

Even a dedicated consumer of economic reporting in dominant news 
sources might have had little idea about the high rates of subprime 

mortgage lending and foreclosure among women, Latinos, Black and In-
digenous people, and in communities of color during the 1990s. And if they 
had known about them, immersing themselves in these sources would still 
have provided them with little sense about the extent of the problems, 
about the role of the federal government in creating them, or about how 
these patterns were related to broader issues and longer histories of rac-
ism and misogyny in and beyond housing and lending. Readers would 
have instead likely gotten the impression that subprime mortgage lending 
was a gift to “risky” and “unworthy” borrowers and that such loans were 
the solution to, rather than a source of, racial and gender discrimination in 
mortgage lending. The same would likely have been true of readers com-
mitted to following policy deliberations in sources like party platforms, 
presidential addresses, and the Congressional Record during that era. In 
2007, however, even a casual reader would almost certainly have had a 
clear sense that rates of foreclosure had risen exponentially, that subprime 
mortgages were partially to blame for this increase, and that dominant 
political actors believed that a resolution to these predicaments deserved, 
required, and could be achieved through federal intervention.

I show in this chapter that through these framings and patterns of at-
tention, mainstream economic journalists and dominant political actors 
constituted the high rates of subprime mortgage lending and foreclosures 
as non-crises from 1995 through 2006 and as crises during the period that 
began in 2007. Drawing on data from content analyses of sources includ-
ing economic reporting, party platforms, congressional hearings, and State 
of the Union addresses, I show further that three key components of the 
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treatment of subprime mortgages and foreclosures as non-crises during 
the earlier period lay the foundation for the ways in which long-standing 
race and gender inequalities would be reinscribed once the crisis was 
“declared.”

First, mainstream economic journalists and dominant political actors 
accepted the claims of lenders and policymakers that women and people 
of color were “risky,” naïve, and uncreditworthy borrowers and that sub-
prime mortgages were therefore necessary to increase homeownership 
among members of these groups. Failing to question the long-standing 
racist and misogynist beliefs underlying these assertions or the validity of 
“creditworthiness” and “risk” as metrics served to naturalize the extrac-
tive terms of subprime mortgages while simultaneously rendering invis-
ible their implications for women and people of color, and for women of 
color in particular.

Second, these same economic journalists and political actors accepted 
the validity of the turn to private credit as an effective, appropriate, and 
preferable alternative to public spending and redistribution. Accepting 
such arguments about credit democratization as the route to equality led 
them to treat subprime mortgage lending not as a policy problem to be 
addressed, but rather as itself the appropriate intervention to address in-
equities in lending and homeownership. It also meant that mainstream 
economic journalists and dominant political actors rarely took seriously 
the possibility of more direct state action to address subprime lending and 
foreclosures during the non-crisis period, even as activists and advocates 
demanded such intervention.

Finally, and most literally, I show that, for all intents and purposes, main-
stream economic reporters and dominant political actors never treated 
subprime mortgage lending and foreclosures as crises from 1995 through 
2006. Instead of describing these issues as crises worthy of and remedi-
able through state intervention, they treated them as natural, inevitable, 
immune to, and not warranting government intervention and resources.

Together, these processes, beliefs, and assumptions lay the foundation 
for the ways in which subprime mortgage lending and foreclosures would 
be understood and addressed once the situation was deemed a crisis. In 
particular, as evidence of the damaging effects of subprime mortgages and 
foreclosures spread beyond people of color and sole-borrower women, 
mainstream economic journalists and dominant political actors began 
increasingly to question lenders’ assertions about subprime borrowers 
and rising rates of foreclosure on such loans and to argue that federal 
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attention was necessary to address these issues. But even as they became 
more likely to describe the situation as a crisis that could and should be 
addressed using state intervention and resources, journalists and politi-
cal actors continued to treat it as a non-crisis for women and people of 
color, naturalizing the race and gender patterns in subprime lending and  
foreclosures and treating them as outside of the crisis and beyond the re
medial power of the federal government.

Comparing the subprime mortgage crisis to its non-crisis analogue 
therefore provides a window onto the ways in which ideas about the 
proper role of the state and the power, normativity, and privilege of those 
perceived to be affected by bad things work together (1) to construct 
some troubles as “normal” and others as aberrant and temporary crises 
that can and must resolved; (2) to frame problems related to structural 
inequalities as natural, inevitable, immune to, and therefore not warrant-
ing state intervention, at least not the kind deemed appropriate to address 
crises; and (3) to shape ideas about the ostensible solutions and ends to 
hard times and bad things that are treated as crises.1

Creditworthiness and Risk Are the Problems,  
Subprime Mortgages Are the Solution

To examine the ways in which mainstream economic reporters and domi-
nant political actors addressed subprime mortgages and foreclosures,  
I combined data available through the US Policy Agendas Project (USPAP) 
with evidence from systematic searches and content analyses of congres-
sional hearings, party platforms, State of the Union addresses, and two of  
the most important sources of mainstream economic reporting in the United 
States—the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal.2 I draw on addi
tional evidence from searches of ProQuest’s Ethnic NewsWatch, Gender-
Watch, and Alt-Press Watch databases, the results of which are discussed 
in endnotes and the appendices. The analyses that follow focus on data from 
two eras, periodized as: (1) the non-crisis period that begins the year af-
ter the passage of the 1994 Home Ownership and Equity Protection Act 
(HOEPA) in 1995 and ends in 2006; and (2) the crisis period of 2007–2008, 
although data in some of the tables and figures in this chapter extend as 
far back as 1980.3

The evidence from these analyses reveals that mainstream economic re-
porters failed to question assertions that extending credit to underserved 
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groups demanded and justified the high interest rates and constraining 
terms characteristic of such loans. This was the first process through which 
high rates of subprime mortgages and foreclosures among people of color 
and sole-borrower women were naturalized. In particular, analyzing cov-
erage of high rates of subprime mortgage lending and foreclosure in the 
New York Times and the Wall Street Journal during the non-crisis period 
demonstrates that economic reporters in these two papers instead took as 
given the claims of lenders and policymakers that private credit is prefer-
able to public spending and redistribution. They similarly took as given 
that such loans were necessary to extend credit to “risky” borrowers who, 
they contended, would not otherwise qualify for mortgages and would 
therefore not be able to buy a house.4 For example, one of the first New 
York Times articles to address subprime mortgages, “Lowering the Credit 
Fence; Big Players Are Jumping into the Risky Loan Business” (published 
in 1997), contrasted “those [borrowers] considered prime-lending pros-
pects” with subprime borrowers, who, the article’s writer averred, “gen-
erally include people with poor credit histories—or no credit history at 
all.” “A large number,” they continued, “appear to be low-income, inner-
city minority residents. Others with more substantial incomes,” the article 
continued, “may patronize subprime lenders and pay their higher interest 
rates because they have suffered a recent financial calamity.”5

The data in table 5.1 demonstrate that characterizations such as these 
abounded in stories published throughout this period (see table 5.1; see 
endnote and appendices for details about sources, search parameters, 
coding decisions, and other methodological considerations).6 Despite 
accumulating evidence to the contrary, reporters consistently repeated 
these “zombie facts” and depicted subprime mortgages as ones that made 
homeownership available to people whose credit they described using 
an ever-expanding array of damning modifiers including “weak credit,” 
“poor credit,” “dicey credit,” “tarnished credit,” “rocky credit,” “damaged 
credit,” “questionable credit,” “scuffed credit,” or, in the foregoing case, 
“no credit at all.” Of the 68 stories about subprime mortgages published  
in the New York Times from 1995 through 2006, for example, a full 62 per-
cent included at least one of these descriptors, as did just under half  
(45 percent) of the 189 stories in the Wall Street Journal.7

After describing subprime borrowers as people who lack credit histo-
ries, for example, “Lowering the Credit Fence” declared that “so rich are 
the profits to be mined from borrowers like Mrs. Smith that major com-
panies are lining up to lend to them—despite the risks these borrowers 
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pose.” The “risk” that Beatrice Smith, the woman referenced (and whose 
story would later be featured on an anti-predatory website called “Tell 
Citibank”), might lose her home is not considered. Also not considered 
is that the practice of “mining profits” might itself signal that these loans 
were problematic.8 Instead, the article framed the risk of such loans as one 
that borrowers posed to lenders:

This financial frontier is already littered with the wreckage of small lenders 

table 5.1.  Characterizations of subprime mortgage lending and rising rates of foreclosure,  
New York Times and Wall Street Journal, 1995–2006, 2007, and 2008

New York Times Wall Street Journal

1995–2006 2007 2008 1995–2006 2007 2008

Total number of stories 
about subprime mortgages 
published during period (N)a

68 731 663 189 1805 1156

Percent of stories about 
subprime mortgages 
suggesting that they are 
sold to borrowers with 
bad (or “weak,” “poor,” 
“dicey,” “tarnished,” “rocky,” 
“damaged,” “questionable,” 
“scuffed,” or “no”) credit

62% 12.3% 5% 45% 18% 8%

Total number of stories about 
rising rates of foreclosures 
published during period (N)b

10 186 345 22 247 367

Percent of stories about 
rising rates of foreclosures 
attributing them to borrowers 
with bad (or “weak,” “poor,” 
“dicey,” “tarnished,” “rocky,” 
“damaged,” “questionable,” 
“scuffed,” or “no”) credit or 
borrowers who took on more 
debt than they could afford

60% 35% 8.5% 40.1% 20% 13%

Note: Data are organized to depict the periodization of two eras: (1) the non-crisis period that begins the year after 
the passage of HOEPA in 1995 and ends in 2006; and (2) the crisis period of 2007–8.
a Search was for “subprime NEAR mortgage”, which returns documents that contain the two search terms, in any 
order, within four words apart. After removing irrelevant observations, I then used Nvivo to identify and compile a 
list of all descriptors accompanying “credit” in these articles and calculated the proportion of articles that contained 
any of these (mostly) bi-grams.
b Search was for “rising NEAR foreclosure” or “increasing NEAR foreclosure”, which returns documents that 
contain the two search terms, in any order, within four words apart. After removing irrelevant observations, I then 
used Nvivo to identify and compile a list of all descriptors accompanying “credit” in these articles and calculated 
the proportion of articles that contained any of these (mostly) bi-grams.
For additional information, see appendices A, B, and C, and notes 6 and 7 in chapter 5.
Source: ProQuest US Newsstream.
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that have been severely battered or crippled the last year by bad loans and  

dubious management practices. But the big players now plowing into the mar-

ket say they bring sounder lending policies and a less free-wheeling approach 

to what has long been one of the shabbier arenas in lending. They argue that 

their sophistication will enable them to succeed where the small-fry lenders 

have failed.9

These frames were not new, of course. While some of the details were 
particular to subprime mortgages, such characterizations were, as Paula 
Treichler has written with regard to HIV/AIDS, “already peopled,” linked 
to a set of “preexisting worldviews, institutional discourses, material re-
alities, and cultural phenomena” about race and gender.10 That is, these 
frames were available because they echoed, reinforced, and reinscribed 
the misogynist and racist tropes about women and people of color as 
“risky” and “unsophisticated buyers” that, as I showed in chapter 4, had 
long been deployed to deflect responsibility from the federal government 
and housing industry and to project it onto borrowers.11

Once economic reporters had defined the policy problem as one in 
which some borrowers were too risky for conventional loans and had 
framed subprime mortgages as a favor to these borrowers and as them-
selves the solution to this problem, they then depicted federal support for 
and encouragement of such mortgages as the government’s appropriate 
intervention into this issue. A 1999 New York Times article reporting on a  
policy change that allowed the Federal National Mortgage Association 
(Fannie Mae) to begin to purchase subprime mortgages, for example, stated, 
“In a move that could help increase home ownership rates among mi-
norities and low-income consumers,” Fannie Mae “is easing the credit re-
quirements on loans that it will purchase from banks and other lenders.” 
In framing the issue as a boon to these consumers, the story reinforced  
the notion that such loans—and not state spending or other redistribu-
tive or anti-discrimination measures—were the correct way for the state 
to help aspiring but presumptively “unqualified” homeowners.

While a plurality of New York Times and Wall Street Journal stories 
naturalized the claims of lenders who asserted that subprime mortgages 
were the appropriate way in which the federal government should help 
people with “bad credit” become homeowners, I could identify not a  
single story in either newspaper during this period that questioned the 
notion that credit scores were valid and objective measures of a bor-
rower’s capacity to repay a loan. I similarly was unable to find even one 
story that questioned the assertion that borrowers who took out subprime  
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mortgages did so because they did not qualify for conventional loans. 
None mentioned the growing corpus of studies and congressional hear-
ings that, as I demonstrated in chapter 4, by that point had established that 
a substantial proportion of subprime mortgages were sold to people who 
were, in fact, well qualified for conventional ones.12 And while subprime 
mortgages were treated as the solution to the problem of creditworthi-
ness, little attention was devoted to the legislation that had paved the way 
for these practices.13

Similarly, none of the reporting during this period acknowledged that 
women who took out subprime mortgages had better credit, on average, 
than their white male counterparts who took out prime loans.14 Some ar-
ticles did note that a sizable portion of subprime loans were second mort-
gages or home equity loans.15 Even those stories that recognized this fact, 
however, typically failed to link it to the legislative changes that had in-
centivized such debt, and failed as well to contextualize the need to take 
on such debt within the neoliberal welfare state retrenchment that treated 
credit expansion as a substitute for public spending and redistribution. So 
although many of the women and people of color who took out such loans 
had bought—and, in many cases, had nearly paid off—their homes long 
ago, few reporters allowed this fact to complicate the claim that subprime 
mortgages “democratized credit” and were essential to increasing rates of 
homeownership among members of these groups. For example, the 1997 
story about Beatrice Smith noted that she had paid off her mortgage three 
years before she had refinanced her home through a subprime mortgage. 
It said nothing, however, about the changes to the home finance terrain  
in the years since she had originally bought her house, nor did it acknowl-
edge that her subprime mortgage had not enabled but instead threatened 
her ability to own a home. The article also did not question whether bor-
rowing against one’s home was an appropriate substitution for higher 
wages or more robust redistribution.

Naturalizing lenders’ assertions about both the propriety of private 
subprime credit as a substitute for public spending and about the “riski-
ness” of subprime borrowers themselves allowed economic reporters to 
similarly naturalize and individualize the rising rates of default and fore-
closure among these borrowers.16 If subprime mortgages were a gift to 
risky and otherwise unqualified borrowers, then it simply followed that 
members of this group were at greater risk of not being able to stay in 
their homes. The data in table 5.1, for example, demonstrate that of the 
twenty-two stories about rising rates of foreclosure published in the Wall 
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Street Journal from 1995 through 2006, 40.1 percent attributed them to bad 
credit or to borrowers who “took on more debt than they could afford” 
(see table 5.1; see endnote for search parameters).17 Of the ten relevant 
New York Times stories addressing these rising rates, 60 percent contained 
such attributions. “Easier access to credit in the 90’s has made it possible 
for less creditworthy purchasers to buy a house,” one New York Times 
story asserted. “The ongoing problems of these borrowers,” it continued, 
“have contributed disproportionately to the nation’s growing foreclosure 
rate.”18 Another article published in that paper a few years later was even 
more explicit:

Foreclosures among the 26.4 million families with sound enough credit to get 

conventional loans are rare but growing. . . . They are much higher among low- 

and moderate-income families with so-called subprime loans—higher-interest-

rate loans made to borrowers with imperfect credit. . . . “We’re seeing the im-

plications of reduced standards that subprime lenders applied,” said William 

Apgar, the federal housing commissioner in the Clinton administration, now 

a senior scholar at the Joint Center for Housing Studies at Harvard. “The ex-

pectations were that we would see more fail, and now we’re seeing them fail.”19

In other words, Apgar was saying that because subprime mortgages were 
a solution that enabled homeownership among members of groups who, 
it was assumed, would not otherwise qualify for conventional mortgages, 
there was little reason to be alarmed about the rising rates of foreclosure 
connected to these practices.

Laying the blame for foreclosures associated with subprime mortgages 
on “reduced standards” for borrowers rather than on federal govern-
ment retrenchment or on the extractive terms of the loans themselves 
also left little room for contemplating the possibility that robust state in-
tervention might be warranted and effective in addressing them.20 This 
absence is evident, for example, in the fact that of the thirty-two articles 
about the increasing number of foreclosures appearing in each paper dur-
ing this non-crisis period (ten in the New York Times, twenty-two in the 
Wall Street Journal), only four pieces across both papers discussed ways 
in which the federal government might intervene to stem them. Three of 
these four articles addressed legal action taken by the federal govern-
ment to prosecute mortgage fraud and fraudulent appraisals. The only 
article that highlighted the power of the federal government to provide a 
more general and robust solution to this issue appeared in the Wall Street  
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Journal, and reported on a September 2002 decision by Fannie Mae to 
tighten standards on mortgage refinancing loans. Each newspaper also 
published one article about the lending industry’s efforts to get the federal 
government to squash state anti-predatory lending laws. Even toward the 
end of 2006, as both papers began to pay more attention to what econo-
mists were increasingly arguing was a housing “bubble,” neither one pub-
lished any articles suggesting that federal policy had played any role in 
creating this bubble. Likewise, neither paper published any articles sug-
gesting that the federal government might do anything to prevent the 
bubble from bursting or to protect homeowners should that happen. 
And none of the articles about increasing foreclosures published during 
this period questioned the use of private credit as a substitute for higher 
wages, more generous social welfare benefits, or other forms of redistribu-
tion or public spending.

Attention to and Elision of Racial and Gender Disparities

The naturalizing effects of the foregoing characterizations of subprime 
borrowers and of borrowers experiencing foreclosure were also enabled 
and reinforced by the ways in which mainstream economic reporters si-
multaneously addressed and elided the racial and gender implications of 
and patterns evident in subprime mortgage lending and its attendant in-
creases in foreclosures. On the one hand, mainstream economic reporters 
failed to investigate the claims of lenders and legislators who argued that 
the relaxed lending standards associated with subprime mortgages were 
necessary to extend mortgage credit to previously excluded groups, and 
they failed as well to scrutinize their implications for these groups. On the 
other hand, stories that did examine the implications of subprime mort-
gage lending for women and people of color provided little legal or his-
torical context about the origins of such practices. These articles also said 
little about the ways in which the deregulatory legislation of the 1980s had 
undermined state and federal fair-lending and anti-discrimination protec-
tions. Instead of providing such context, reporters more typically elided  
the role of the federal government and relied on racist and misogynist short-
hands, assumptions, and stereotypes to explain the prevalence of subprime 
mortgages and home foreclosures among women and people of color.

For example, as the data in table 5.2 make clear, only 15 percent of the 
sixty-eight New York Times articles about subprime mortgages published 
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during this period focused on the implications of such loans for people of 
color (an additional 4 percent addressed race in some secondary way; see 
table 5.2; see endnote and appendices for the criteria I used to determine 
and code whether a story addressed race or gender).21 The proportion was 
even lower for pieces in the Wall Street Journal, in which only 10 percent 
of articles about subprime mortgage lending examined its racial implica-
tions (2.4 percent took up this question in a secondary way). Attention to 
race in articles about rising rates of foreclosures was even rarer: None of 
the twenty-two stories addressing foreclosures in the Wall Street Journal 
during this period examined their implications for people of color. The 
proportion is higher for coverage in the New York Times (20 percent), but 
since that paper published only ten stories about rising rates of foreclo-
sure from 1995 through 2006, the higher proportion amounts to only two 
stories.22

And even this scant attention to the implications of subprime mortgage 
lending and foreclosure for borrowers of color is extensive compared to 
the attention devoted to the gendered implications of these issues and to 
their intersectionally constituted effects on women of color.23 Although, as 
the New York Times article that featured Beatrice Smith suggests, stories 
about subprime mortgage lending often featured or were framed around 
accounts about women homebuyers, gender was almost never thematized 
as a factor in the ways in which these issues played out: Not a single article 
about subprime mortgage lending published in the Wall Street Journal 
during this period focused on its implications for women nor did any note 
the gendered patterns in rates of subprime mortgage lending. The same 
was true of stories in the New York Times until March 2000, when that 
paper finally published one story in which women and the possibility of 
gender discrimination in mortgage lending featured as subjects (“Home 
Lender Settles Suit over Fees”). Over the course of the period from 1995 
to 2006, however, a mere 3.8 percent of stories about subprime mortgage 
lending in the Times focused on its gendered implications (an additional 
12.2 percent addressed women or gender in some secondary way). No 
story about rising rates of foreclosure in either paper during this period 
addressed women or gender in even a cursory or incidental way.

That first New York Times story addressing gender and subprime mort-
gages also illustrates some of the ways in which mainstream economic 
reporting of this period served to naturalize racialized inequalities in 
mortgage lending and foreclosure, to invisibilize gendered ones, and to 
obscure the simultaneous workings of racism and sexism in structuring the  



table 5.2.  New York Times and Wall Street Journal articles addressing race and gender  
(as a percent of all stories about subprime mortgages, rising rates of foreclosure, and mortgage, 
foreclosure, or subprime crisis), 1995–2006, 2007, and 2008

New York Times Wall Street Journal

1995–2006 2007 2008 1995–2006 2007 2008

Total number of stories about 
subprime mortgages during 
period (N)a

68 731 663 189 1805 1156

Percent of stories about subprime 
mortgages during period 
addressing people of color/race

15% 0.4% 0.3% 10% 0.3% 0%

Secondary way 4.0% 1.8% 12% 2.4% 0.3% 0%

Percent of stories about subprime 
mortgages during period 
addressing women/gender

3.8% 0.1% 1.8% 0% 0% 0%

Secondary way 12.2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Total number of stories about 
rising rates of foreclosures 
during period (N)b

10 186 345 22 247 367

Percent of stories about rising rates 
of foreclosures during period 
addressing people of color/race

20% 1.6% 0.6% 0% 1.2% 0.5%

Percent of stories about rising rates 
of foreclosures during period 
addressing women/gender

0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Total number of stories using terms 
mortgage crisis, foreclosure 
crisis, or subprime crisis during 
period (N)c

3 228 557 1 307 536

Percent of stories using terms 
mortgage crisis, foreclosure crisis, 
or subprime crisis during period 
addressing people of color/race

0% 1.8% 2.0% 0% 2.0% 0.9%

Percent of stories using terms 
mortgage crisis, foreclosure crisis, 
or subprime crisis during period 
addressing women/gender

0% 0.4% 0.3% 0% 0.7% 0%

Note: Data are organized to depict the periodization of two eras: (1) the non-crisis period that begins the year after the 
passage of HOEPA in 1995 and ends in 2006; and (2) the crisis period of 2007–8. I used Nvivo to search articles retrieved 
through the foregoing searches, coding them as “1” if they included (and “0” if they did not include) the following terms: 
African American, American Indian, Asian American, Black, Hispanic, “inner city,” Latino, minority/minorities, Native 
American, female, gender, lady/ladies, woman/women, discriminate, and discrimination. I read each story in which these terms 
were observed to determine whether it did, in fact, address people of color or race and women or gender. For additional 
information, see appendices A, B, and C, and note 21 in chapter 5.
a Search was for “subprime NEAR mortgage”, which returns documents that contain the two search terms, in any order, 
within four words apart.
b Search was for “rising NEAR foreclosure” or “increasing NEAR foreclosure”, which returns documents that contain the 
two search terms, in any order, within four words apart.
c Search was for “‘mortgage crisis’ OR ‘foreclosure crisis’ OR ‘subprime crisis’”. Source: ProQuest US Newsstream.



157how to semantically mask a crisis

mortgage-lending and home-buying terrain during the non-crisis period. 
The story reported on a settlement by the Delta Financial Corporation in 
a lawsuit filed by three federal agencies. The lawsuit alleged that Delta had 
engaged in a “longstanding pattern of illegal lending practices, including 
charging black women higher fees than other borrowers.” But although 
the article opened with this acknowledgment that the suit emphasized the 
exploitation of Black women, the author did not sustain a gender analysis. 
Beginning with the title, “Home Lender Settles Suit over Fees: U.S. Says 
Blacks Had to Pay More,” the article emphasized instead that Delta pro-
vided “high-interest mortgages to borrowers in poor neighborhoods who 
are unable to get help from other banks,” violating “among other laws, a 
set of civil rights laws enacted in the 1970s when big banks were refusing 
to lend in troubled minority neighborhoods.” A previous New York Times 
article about the suit, titled “Buyers get benefit of easier terms, but some 
charge deception,” similarly characterized Delta’s misdeeds as having “al-
legedly enticed minority homeowners into borrowing more money than 
they could repay.”24

Most centrally, by abandoning its initial acknowledgement that it was 
not only African Americans but also women—and particularly Black 
women—who were exploited by subprime loans, the article elided the 
continued relevance of the ways in which the federal government itself 
had not only permitted, but in some cases had mandated, the exclusion 
of women from access to credit. It likewise elided, normalized, and invisi-
bilized the ways in which these gendered exclusions intersected with ra-
cialized patterns of discrimination and exploitation to become a defining 
feature of subprime mortgage lending and foreclosures. Similar elisions 
of the role of gender are evident in other stories as well. Although the 
article about Beatrice Smith described her as a “68-year-old former clean-
ing woman,” for example, and although, as I showed above, its author did 
not hesitate to draw on misogynist gender stereotypes as implicit explana-
tions for her troubles, the Atlanta Legal Aid attorney who helped her with 
her suit described the situation as one of “financial apartheid” affecting 
“low-income, often minority borrowers.” The structuring role of gender in 
this system was invisible even to a lawyer who specialized in addressing 
lending abuses that were, as Amy Castro Baker has argued, “eroding the 
wealth of women” during this period.25

The foregoing stories are notable for their thematic references to 
redlining and for acknowledging the possibility of ongoing discrimination 
against borrowers in majority-minority neighborhoods.26 But both articles 
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also nonetheless participated in the naturalization of subprime mortgage 
lending to people of color. Like the previously quoted passages from the 
story about Beatrice Smith, the story about Delta Financial characterized 
that company as one that “typically provides high-interest mortgages to 
borrowers in poor neighborhoods who are unable to get help from other 
banks.” It also described the practice of “making loans based on collateral, 
not on the ability of the borrower to keep up with payments” as “a hallmark 
of unscrupulous high-interest lenders,” and quoted a statement issued by 
the Federal Trade Commission after the settlement arguing that “Delta’s 
practice of approving loans without regard to borrowers’ ability to repay 
exposed borrowers to unwarranted risk of default and foreclosure.”

To be clear, I am not suggesting that lenders should sell loans that bor-
rowers have no hope of repaying, much less that they should be permitted 
to use deception to do so. There may even be conditions under which a 
home mortgage interest rate of 15 or 20 percent might be justified. But in 
most cases, demonstrating that a borrower could repay a loan at those rates 
would not constitute evidence that its terms were warranted or fair. Rather, 
an assessment that a borrower had the ability to repay such an expensive 
loan would be better understood as an indication that they had access to 
resources that should qualify for better terms. Moreover, as I detailed in  
chapter 4, decades of research make clear that the terms of financing rather 
than the characteristics of a borrower predict the risk of nonpayment or de-
fault and that approximately half of women, African American, and Latino 
borrowers who received subprime mortgages with fluctuating rates were 
well qualified for prime loans.27 Framing the problem as one having to do 
with “borrowers’ ability to repay” rather than as a question about whether 
the terms of the loan are reasonable and offered in good faith, however, 
relies on (and perpetuates) the false assumption that it is the amount of the 
loan rather than the terms associated with it that were the source of bor-
rowers’ problems. It also accepts the discredited assumption that borrowers 
were given those terms because they did not qualify for better ones.

Articles thematizing race and gender disparities during this period 
further reinforced these individualizing and naturalizing effects by pro-
viding little historical, legal, or legislative context for these patterns.28 In-
stead of explaining the role of the federal government in their creation, 
these articles attributed ongoing discrimination in mortgage lending to 
individual bad actors, and they played into and perpetuated racist and 
misogynist controlling images of women and people of color as financially 
naïve and risky borrowers.29 For example, only one article about subprime 
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mortgage lending published in each of the two papers during this period 
mentioned the Community Reinvestment Act, and only nine mentioned 
the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (two in the Wall Street Journal and 
seven in the New York Times, based on the search for articles about sub-
prime mortgages that I described previously). Not one article published 
about subprime mortgages in either of these two papers during this period 
mentioned analogously relevant laws addressing sex discrimination such 
as the Equal Credit Opportunity Act, nor did any question whether sub-
prime mortgages might violate this law.30

References to specific laws or to particular court decisions might strike 
some readers as an unreasonably high standard of evidence for determining 
whether an article contains relevant historical and legal context. As scholars 
such as Shanto Iyengar have shown, however, people are more likely to 
hold government responsible for alleviating problems when news stories 
provide this kind of contextualizing “thematic” information.31 Catherine 
Squires explains similarly that a focus on individuals alongside the “absence 
of reporting on structural and historical influences on racial disparities” are 
parts of the process through which the media “demonize people of color in 
ways that buttress modern racist understandings of issues.”32 Unlike issues 
such as crime and welfare, the portrayals of subprime borrowers and of 
people experiencing foreclosure in these sources during this period did not 
necessarily demonize them, nor were they inevitably unsympathetic.33 But 
neither did these depictions blame policy changes or argue that state in-
tervention and reinvestment in public benefit provision might replace sub-
prime mortgage lending or provide a remedy for people facing foreclosure.

Even if references to particular laws represent a high bar, less stringent 
indicators of historical and legal context do not fare much better. Few of 
the stories about subprime mortgage lending or rising rates of foreclosure 
that addressed race, for example, contained even passing references to 
historical or contemporary evidence of discrimination in mortgage lend-
ing. None of the 189 articles about subprime mortgages published in the 
Wall Street Journal from 1995 through 2006 referenced redlining, for ex-
ample, and the New York Times published only one such story (out of 68) 
during this period. Likewise, only two stories about subprime mortgages 
in the Times (out of 10) and three in the Wall Street Journal (out of 22) 
during this period referenced racial discrimination in any way (one pub-
lished in 1998, three in 2005). The very first of these stories about subprime 
mortgages, a 1998 article in the Wall Street Journal, reported on a Justice 
Department and Federal Trade Commission investigation into “alleged 
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abuses in the booming businesses of home-equity and subprime-mortgage 
lending.”34 Although the reporter acknowledged that some lenders en-
gaged in deceptive practices, they nonetheless described subprime lend-
ers as ones who “serve clients with poor credit.” The remaining four sto-
ries were all published in 2005. Two of these articles addressed an inquiry 
brought by the New York State Attorney General into racial bias in sub-
prime mortgage lending, a third addressed a similar federal investigation, 
and the fourth discussed the results of a report that found evidence of such 
bias. The data in this sympathetic report indicted what one expert referred 
to as “rapacious loan providers who are able to get away with more with 
black borrowers than with white borrowers.”35 But the article nonetheless 
shifted the blame away from these lenders and the policy changes and onto 
the alleged naïveté of the borrowers themselves: “Because they tend to 
have less experience with home buying and the intricacies of mortgage-
loan pricing,” the expert continued, “many blacks may be less prepared 
than whites to shop around effectively for the best terms.”36 And by failing 
to contextualize these lending practices within the deregulatory legislation 
that permitted such previously prohibited terms, the article also deflected 
blame from the federal government, taking the possibility of a federal rem-
edy for them and their discriminatory effects off the table.

As the vanishingly small number of articles paying attention to gen-
der might suggest, reporters provided even less legal, policy, or historical 
context for the gendered patterns in subprime mortgage lending. The very 
few stories that acknowledged that women were disproportionately likely 
to hold a subprime mortgage and to experience foreclosure did not typi-
cally attribute these disparities to discrimination or to policy changes. In-
stead, they explained them using many of the same long-standing stereo-
types about women’s naïveté, inexperience, or lack of negotiating skills 
that, as Taylor details, had fueled the characterizations of Black women 
as “unsophisticated borrowers” and that, as I described in chapter 4, had 
structured HOEPA’s emphasis on information and disclosures about ex-
tractive lending practices rather than prioritizing prohibitions of them.

The story about Beatrice Smith, for example, stated that “she was not 
aware how the home equity loans the companies arranged caused any 
borrowing she made against the line to increase her debt,” quoting her 
as saying that “‘I thought I could get $32,000 in my hand and my note to 
the bank wouldn’t go up each month,” but instead, she continued, “my 
note went up to $500, and I didn’t understand why.” The article was sym-
pathetic to Smith’s situation and the reporter clearly believed that the 
lender had deceived her. However, in framing the problem as one hav-
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ing to do with banks exploiting the vulnerabilities of elderly women, the 
story exceptionalized Smith’s experience and individualized the problems 
she faced as ones having to do with her lack of knowledge rather than as 
the result of changes such as deregulation and the undermining of anti-
discrimination protections. The framing also implies that men are less 
likely to take out subprime mortgages because they are savvier and—in 
spite of having lower average credit ratings than women—worthier bor-
rowers than women, not because they do not face gender discrimination 
or because they do not have to contend with stereotypes about their in-
experience and naïveté.37 The article also noted, however, that Smith had 
bought her home in 1969, a period during which the FHA and the CRA 
were in force, but also a time when it was perfectly legal to deny credit to 
her based on gender. That she was able to buy a home in this context sug-
gests that she was actually quite savvy, not naïve.

Together, these patterns of elision and attention naturalized the trou-
bling relationships among race, gender, and subprime mortgage lending 
and foreclosure as they were taking root. This naturalization, in turn, 
deflected attention from federal action and inaction, reinforcing the ef-
fects of the assumptions about risk and creditworthiness and structuring 
understandings of and responses to the eventual “crisis.” Lengthier and 
more comprehensive treatments of these issues intended for popular au-
diences typically elided their racialized and gendered implications as well. 
For example, nowhere in the warnings issued by Robert Shiller about the 
housing bubble in the second edition of Irrational Exuberance, published 
in 2005, does he address the implications of race or gender.38 Michael 
Lewis’s 2010 book The Big Short—about the ways in which investment 
banks and other Wall Street firms profited from the mortgage crisis—also 
said nothing about race or gender (see the endnote, however, for a discus-
sion about the gender and racial tropes and stereotypes deployed in the 
2015 film adaptation of the book).39 Dean Starkman pays similarly little 
attention to these issues in The Watchdog That Didn’t Bark, his 2014 book 
about the failure of the business press to hold banks and mortgage lenders 
accountable in the years leading up to the financial crisis.40

Language of Crisis and Non-Crisis

Perhaps the most telling indication that subprime mortgages and rising 
rates of foreclosure among women and people of color were constituted 
as non-crises by mainstream economic reporters and dominant political 
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actors in the late 1990s and early 2000s is also the most literal: that is, the 
term crisis scarcely appears in conjunction with these issues before 2007.

Crisis and Non-Crisis in Economic Reporting

Figure 5.1 provides a bird’s-eye view of this treatment in dominant eco-
nomic reporting, depicting the use of the terms mortgage crisis, foreclo-
sure crisis, and subprime crisis in the New York Times and the Wall Street 
Journal from 1980 to 2017 (1982 for the Wall Street Journal; see endnote 
for search parameters).41 As the figure makes clear, during the non-crisis 
period of 1995 to 2006, the Wall Street Journal published only one article 
containing any of these terms (in 1996). The New York Times, for its part, 
published a mere four articles containing any of them during this period 
(one in 1985, two in 1996, and one in 2006).42 The first of these New York 
Times pieces, published in 1985, reported on troubles at the financial ser-
vices firm EPIC Holdings Inc. The second, published in 1996, speculated 
about a possible mortgage crisis in Japan after the arrest of a “property 
magnate” there (this arrest was also the subject of the one 1996 Wall Street 
Journal piece during this period). The third, also published in 1996, ref-
erenced an earlier “farm foreclosure crisis” in 1982. The fourth was pub-
lished in December 2006 and reported on the findings of a report that 
had recently been issued by the Center for Responsible Lending, which 
warned that approximately “one in five subprime mortgages made in the 
last two years are likely to go into foreclosure” and “that risky lending 
practices could lead to the worst foreclosure crisis in the modern mort-
gage market.”43 This last article was also the only one to appear in either 
of the two newspapers during this period that referenced the potential 
implications of such a crisis for people of color, noting that “minority 
homeowners take out a disproportionate share of subprime loans,” with 
“over half of African-Americans and 40 percent of Hispanics receiv[ing] 
subprime loans.” The report projected that “10 percent of the African-
American borrowers and 8 percent of Hispanic borrowers will be affected 
by foreclosure. In contrast,” the article explained, “only 4 percent of re-
cent white borrowers are expected to be affected.”44

In stark contrast to the non-crisis period during which the lack of at-
tention implied that these high rates were normal and unremarkable, 
239 articles containing these terms appeared in the New York Times and 
319 were published in the Wall Street Journal in 2007 alone. That number 
would more than double again in the New York Times in 2008, when it 
published 565 articles referencing a mortgage or foreclosure crisis. That 
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same year, the Wall Street Journal used these terms in 546 separate stories. 
I noted previously that it takes more than simply labeling something a 
crisis for it to be constituted as one, and this part of the book places less 
emphasis than the previous one on the presence or absence of the term it-
self. However, it is nonetheless striking that the term crisis was never used 
to describe subprime mortgages and foreclosures when their calamitous 
rates seemed to be restricted to marginalized groups, particularly along-
side the widespread use of that word to characterize these practices and 
rates once evidence of their damaging effects began to extend beyond 
people of color and sole-borrower women, as they began to threaten both 
homeownership among white male-breadwinner-headed households and 
lenders themselves.

Crisis and Non-Crisis in the Transcript of Dominant Politics

Consistent with the patterns in economic reporting, the terms subprime cri-
sis, mortgage crisis, and foreclosure crisis appear very rarely in the transcript 
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in 1982. For additional information, see appendices A and C, and note 41 in chapter 5. Source: 
ProQuest US Newsstream.
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of dominant politics from 1995 to 2006. None of these terms is used in 
party platforms, executive orders, or State of the Union addresses during 
this period.45 The term subprime crisis itself was never used by a member 
of Congress or witness at a hearing before 2007, while the latter two terms 
appeared in the transcripts of and prepared testimony for a combined 
total of only twelve hearings during the pre-crisis period of 1995–2006 
(see figure 5.2).46 In 2007 alone, however, these terms would appear in 
177 hearings, tripling to 553 in 2008 and holding relatively steady in 2009, 
when they were used in 416 hearings.

Most significant is that on the rare occasions on which the terms mort-
gage crisis or foreclosure crisis appeared in the transcript of dominant 
politics from 1995 through 2006, they were almost always being invoked 
by advocates for marginalized groups. Of the twelve instances of the terms 
mortgage crisis or foreclosure crisis in the oral or written testimony at 
hearings during this period, all but two were spoken or written by con-
sumer advocates or advocates for low-income people, who tried to frame 
the high foreclosure rates of the era as a crisis—that is, as a problem fac-
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ing a critical juncture that was caused by, merited, and could be resolved 
through state intervention and resources.

Margot Saunders, counsel with the National Consumer Law Center 
(NCLC), testified several times during this period about what she and 
her organization repeatedly called a “mortgage crisis for low-income  
homeowners.” Saunders not only labeled the situation a crisis, but echo-
ing the 2006 Center for Responsible Lending (CRL) report covered by the 
New York Times, she also conceptualized it as one, describing it as a situa-
tion that was both created by and that could be remediated through state 
action. More specifically, she attributed this crisis directly to the legislative 
changes of the 1980s, including the “deregulation [that] has allowed a wide 
range of marginal players into the lending and loan brokering business”; 
to the fact that “many of the historic protections against unfair lending 
practices, such as state ceilings on interest rates and licensing require-
ments, were removed or eviscerated during the 1980’s”; and to the ways 
in which the 1986 Tax Reform Act encouraged home equity borrowing, 
even among low-income homeowners who earned too little to take the mort-
gage interest deduction.47 Community Legal Services attorney Irv Ackels-
berg likewise described a “Mortgage Crisis for American Households” in 
his 2001 testimony (which he delivered on behalf of that organization as 
well as the National Consumer Law Center, the Consumer Federation of  
America, the Consumers Union, the National Association of Consumer Ad-
vocates, and the US Public Interest Research Group). Like Saunders, Ack-
elsberg attributed this crisis to “the deregulation of home lending laws” 
and to the fact that “Congress has done little to ensure that the needs of 
homeowners are balanced against the interests of the lending industry.” He 
directed particular ire against the fact that “Congress has even restricted 
the states’ abilities to set limits on the rates and terms lenders can impose 
on home loans.”48

While advocates for marginalized groups tried to frame the situation 
in the late 1990s as a crisis, dominant political actors who used the terms 
mortgage crisis or foreclosure crisis during this period typically did so in 
service to assertions that no such crisis was imminent or in progress. In 
his prepared testimony at a 23 August, 2006 meeting of the House Fi-
nancial Services Subcommittee on Housing and Community Opportunity 
addressing “Community Solutions for the Prevention of and Management 
of Foreclosures,” for example, Michael Fratantoni, then Senior Director 
for Single-Family Research and Economics at the Mortgage Bankers As-
sociation (MBA), maintained that although “some argue that default and 
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foreclosure rates are at crisis levels and that a greater percentage of bor-
rowers are losing their homes,” the MBA data, he insisted, “do not support 
this” characterization. “In fact,” he asserted, “they tell quite a different 
story.” Mortgage delinquencies, he declared, “are still caused by the same 
things that have historically caused mortgage delinquencies: ‘life events,’ 
such as job loss, illness, divorce, or some other unexpected challenge.” 
Foreclosures following delinquencies, he continued, “may be caused by 
the inability to sell a house due to local market conditions after one of the 
above items has occurred.”49 In other words, Fratantoni was arguing that 
these increasing rates of foreclosure were a non-crisis: They were natural 
and inevitable, affected a narrow band of borrowers, and were caused by 
unalarming conditions that were unremediable through—and therefore 
were unwarranting of—federal action.

While we might have predicted that spokespeople for the mortgage 
banking industry would insist that there was no crisis, they were not alone. 
Federal policymakers, too, downplayed the problems with subprime mort-
gage lending and foreclosure rates and the need for federal intervention 
during this era, insisting that they were limited to particular groups and 
could be explained away as natural, normal, and therefore unwarranting 
of government concern or intervention.50 Federal Reserve officials, in-
cluding its chair Alan Greenspan, “repeatedly dismissed warnings about 
a speculative bubble in housing prices. Mr. Greenspan predicted several 
times—incorrectly, it turned out—that housing declines would be local but 
almost certainly not nationwide.”51 In December 2004, a New York Fed-
eral Reserve report declared “that market fundamentals are sufficiently 
strong to explain the recent path of home prices and support our view that 
a bubble does not exist.”52 The point here is less that policymakers “got it 
wrong” than that they erred in part because of controlling racialized and 
gendered images and narratives that allowed them to exceptionalize the 
experiences of women and people and color.53 This exceptionalization, in 
turn, allowed policymakers to naturalize rising rates of foreclosure among 
members of these groups and to argue that these rates should not alarm 
lawmakers or the public because they affected small populations we might 
expect would face foreclosure. That is, rather than prompting policymak-
ers to intervene, they particularized these increasing rates of foreclosure, 
treating them as the perhaps unfortunate but nonetheless natural and in-
evitable results of unremarkable conditions affecting small populations 
we might predict would have trouble keeping up with their mortgages and 
would therefore, also predictably, face foreclosure at higher rates.
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Alternative Indicators?

Might mainstream economic reporters and dominant political actors have  
conveyed the idea that subprime mortgage lending and foreclosure were 
problems facing critical junctures worthy of and remediable through state 
intervention and resources during the earlier period in less explicit ways 
than those evident in the use of the term crisis itself? There is little evi-
dence that this was the case. Instead, comparing the levels of attention 
paid to these topics during the two periods reinforces the conclusion that 
subprime mortgage lending and foreclosure were constructed as non- 
crises—that is, as natural, inevitable, immune to, and not warranting gov-
ernment intervention and resources—when their problematic effects were 
felt mainly among people of color and sole-borrower women.

Alternative Indicators in Economic Reporting

In particular, the data depicted in table 5.3 and figures 5.3 and 5.4 make 
clear that the patterns in the numbers of articles addressing subprime 
mortgages in the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal follow those 
in articles using the terms mortgage crisis or foreclosure crisis, with very 
modest levels of attention in the late 1990s through 2006 followed by 
steep upticks in 2007 (see table 5.3 and figures 5.3 and 5.4; see endnote 
for search parameters).54 The pattern is slightly different for stories using  
the term predatory mortgage, an issue to which both newspapers paid 
slightly higher levels of attention in 2000 through 2003, the period during 
which, as I explained in chapter 4, several states and localities were pass-
ing more stringent regulations to protect borrowers from these high-cost 
loans. The data depicted in figure 5.5 also demonstrate that neither of the 
two papers used the term nonconforming mortgage very often in either 
the non-crisis or the crisis period, and show that they each began to do so 
much later, with a significant increase in 2013 in the Wall Street Journal  
(when it published thirty-three stories using this term) and in 2015 in the 
New York Times (when it published thirty-nine stories using it; see  fig
ure 5.5). In other words, these references to subprime mortgage, preda-
tory mortgage, and nonconforming mortgage do not suggest “crisis level”  
concern about these issues on the part of economic reporters. (Searching 
for additional alternative terms such as reverse redlining does not change 
this story, having been used only twice in the New York Times and only 
once in the Wall Street Journal before 2007).
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figure 5.3.  References to subprime mortgage in the New York Times, 1980–2017, and Wall 
Street Journal, 1982–2017. Note: Search was for “subprime NEAR mortgage”, which returns 
documents that contain the two search terms, in any order, within four words apart. For addi
tional information, see appendices A and C, and note 54 in chapter 5. Source: ProQuest US  
Newsstream.

table 5.3.  Number of New York Times and Wall Street Journal articles addressing 
subprime, nonconforming, and predatory mortgages, 1995–2006, 2007, and 2008

New York Times Wall Street Journal

1995–2006 2007 2008 1995–2006 2007 2008

Subprime mortgagesa 68 731 663 189 1805 1156
Predatory mortgagesb 119 65 73 112 49 42
Nonconforming mortgagesc 76 8 8 49 4 8

Note: Data are organized to depict the periodization of two eras: (1) the non-crisis period that begins 
the year after the passage of HOEPA in 1995 and ends in 2006; and (2) the crisis period of 2007–8. For 
additional information, see appendices A, B, and C, and note 54 in chapter 5.
a Search was for “subprime NEAR mortgage”, which returns documents that contain the two search terms, 
in any order, within four words apart.
b Search was for “predatory NEAR mortgage”, which returns documents that contain the two search 
terms, in any order, within four words apart.
c Search was for “nonconforming NEAR mortgage”, which returns documents that contain the two search 
terms, in any order, within four words apart.
Source: ProQuest US Newsstream.

Similarly, from 1995 through 2006, the New York Times published a 
total of only 68 articles addressing subprime mortgages.55 The Wall Street 
Journal, for its part, published only 189 articles referring to subprime 
mortgages over the course of this period. This infrequency is attributable, 
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in part, to the fact that the term subprime was less commonly applied to 
mortgage lending before 1993 than it was during the 2000s.56 However, 
the low numbers during that first period are nonetheless notable given 
that it was during this era that consumer advocates and state officials were 
battling the financial services industry over their efforts to pass federal leg-
islation that would weaken or override state and local efforts to regulate 
subprime mortgage lending. It was also during this period that the Office 
of Thrift Supervision (OTS) and the Office of the Comptroller of the Cur-
rency (COC) issued their preemptory regulations that gutted these state 
and local laws. Moreover, even by 2006, the year that would come to be 
understood as the eve of the meltdown and by which point the term sub-
prime was in wide circulation, only 20 New York Times articles and 69 Wall  
Street Journal articles addressed subprime mortgages. In 2007 alone, how-
ever, the Times published 731 separate articles using this term, true of 1,805 
Wall Street Journal articles during that year as well. Similarly, although 
instances of the term predatory mortgage appearing in articles in these 
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sources in 2006 would not by themselves have suggested that a crisis 
loomed, much less that one might already be in progress, these modest 
numbers were followed by exponential increases in attention to this issue 
in 2007 and 2008 (see figures 5.3–5.5).57 The pattern is similar for articles 
addressing increasing rates of foreclosure: The New York Times published 
an average of only 20.1 stories on this topic each year in the eleven years 
between the passage of HOEPA and the eve of the crisis in 2006, a number 
that constitutes only a tiny fraction of the 186 such stories it would publish 
in 2007 and the 345 it would publish in 2008 alone (see figure 5.6; see end-
note for search parameters).58

Alternative Indicators in the Transcript of Dominant Politics

Systematic searches and analyses of major party platforms, State of the 
Union addresses, hearing titles, and bill titles and summaries reveal that 
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dominant political actors likewise paid little attention to subprime mort-
gages or foreclosures during this period (see endnote for the search pa-
rameters for the evidence based on which I make this claim and the ar-
guments that follow).59 Even as their platforms became ever longer, for 
example, at no point during this period did either major party include a 
plank that directly addressed the deleterious effects of subprime mort-
gages, much less one that called for action to tackle them.60 It would take 
until the late 2000s for the platform of either the Democratic or Republi-
can Party to address subprime mortgages and until the following decade 
for the platforms of either one to address the attendant rising rates of 
foreclosures (2008 in the case of subprime mortgages and 2012 for rising 
rates foreclosures). There are references to foreclosure itself in four plat-
forms before 2007: It appears in the platforms of both of the two major 
parties in 1988 and in the Republican platform in both 1992 and 2000. 
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In none of these cases, however, do these references address the rising 
rates that are the focus of this analysis. For example, the 1992 Republi-
can plank “urge[d] federal departments and agencies to work with the 
private sector to bring foreclosed housing stock back into service as soon 
as possible.” As this passage makes clear, the concern being addressed in 
this plank had nothing to do with government assistance for people losing 
their homes to foreclosure but was rather about federal help for devel-
opers to rehabilitate foreclosed properties and sell them on the private  
market.

These comparatively low levels of attention to subprime mortgages 
and foreclosures were not a function of a more general lack of attention 
to mortgage lending and home buying on the part of dominant politi-
cal actors. Rather, both of those latter topics garnered considerable and 
consistent attention in party platforms and congressional hearings during 
this period (although no president issued an executive order addressing 
mortgage lending or home buying during either the non-crisis or the crisis 
period, and there were few references to these issues in State of the Union 
addresses either). From 1996 through 2004, for example, the platforms of 
both major parties addressed either or both mortgage lending and home-
ownership every year (there were no presidential nominating conventions  
in 1995 or 2006 and therefore no platforms in those years either; see ta-
ble 5.4; see endnote and appendices for a description of the methods used 
to compile and code the data in tables 5.4 and 5.5).61 The Republicans, for 
their part, addressed issues related to home buying and homeownership 
an average of six times in each of their platforms during this era.

When these issues were taken up in these fora during this period, how-
ever, dominant political actors sounded few alarms. Instead, reflecting 
their faith in mortgage Keynesianism and the democratization of credit 
as a route to equality, they emphasized issues such as rising rates of home-
ownership and the importance of preserving and extending mortgage in-
terest deductibility.62 In 1996, for example, as subprime mortgages were 
proliferating and foreclosure rates rising among sole-borrower women 
and people of color, the Democratic Party platform praised Bill Clin-
ton’s presidency for the lowest “combined rate of inflation, unemploy-
ment, and mortgage interest rates” in three decades,” crediting these low 
rates with helping “4.4 million more Americans own their own home.” 
The Democrats went even further in their 2004 platform, arguing that re-
duced government spending had been good for the economy, crediting 
“fiscal discipline” with helping “create 23 million new jobs in the 1990s” 
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and “free[ing] up money for productive investment.” And underscoring 
the centrality of their commitment to replacing public spending with in-
dividual access to private credit, they also celebrated the fact that “over 
time, fiscal discipline saves families thousands of dollars on their mort-
gages and credit cards.” That same year, the Republican platform included 
a statement of support for President George W. Bush’s “goal of increasing 
the number of minority homeowners by at least 5.5 million families by the 
end of the decade.” Neither party, however, acknowledged—much less ad-
vocated federal action to address—the rising rates of foreclosure among 
women and people of color.

Similarly, as the data in table 5.5 make clear, Congress held a substan-
tial number of hearings addressing issues related to mortgage lending and 
homeownership during the non-crisis period (see table 5.5). For example, 
from 1995 to 2006, it held an average of 4.25 hearings a year addressing 
mortgage lending, which constitute an average of 0.3 percent of all hear-
ings held each year during the non-crisis period. While it held no hearings 
about mortgage lending in 2002, most other years during this twelve-year 
period witnessed many more—four, five, nine, and as many, in 2004, as 
ten—hearings on this topic. Only six of the fifty-one hearings about mort-
gage lending held during this period addressed subprime mortgages, how-
ever, and only four focused in particular on housing foreclosures. In most 
years, no hearings addressed either of these topics, and in no year during 
this period were these issues taken up in more than two such proceedings. 
And in keeping with the pattern in economic reporting, although in 2006 
Congress held six hearings on mortgage lending (comprising 0.4 percent 
of all hearings that year), only one of these hearings addressed subprime 
mortgage lending and only one addressed rising rates of foreclosures. At-
tention to this topic increased exponentially after that point, however: In 
2007, Congress held twenty-seven hearings addressing mortgage lending, 
which accounted for 1.3 percent of all hearings held that year. Of these 
hearings, twenty-two addressed subprime mortgage lending and seven-
teen addressed foreclosures. These numbers increased again in 2008, when 
Congress held twenty-eight hearings on mortgage lending, accounting 
for almost 2 percent (1.9) of all hearings held that year. Twenty of those 
hearings addressed foreclosure and twelve addressed subprime mortgage 
lending.

Together, the lack of crisis language, the emphasis on creditworthiness 
as the problem in need of a resolution, the idea that subprime mortgages 
themselves were the solution to this problem alongside the paltry, decon-



table 5.5.  Congressional hearings addressing mortgage lending, home buying, subprime 
mortgages, foreclosures, and predatory mortgage lending, 1980–2014

Mortgage 
lendinga

Home 
buyingb

Subprime 
mortgagesc Foreclosuresd

Predatory 
mortgagese

N % of all 
hearings

N % of all 
hearings

N % of all 
hearings

N % of all 
hearings

N % of all 
hearings

1980 5 0.30% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0%
1981 5 0.25 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
1982 5 0.29 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
1983 4 0.20 0 0 0 0 4 0.2 0 0
1984 4 0.24 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
1985 2 0.11 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
1986 1 0.07 0 0 0 0 1 0.07 0 0
1987 2 0.10 1 0.05 0 0 1 0.05 0 0
1988 1 0.06 1 0.06 0 0 0 0 0 0
1989 3 0.15 1 0.05 0 0 0 0 0 0
1990 9 0.47 1 0.05 0 0 0 0 0 0
1991 4 0.19 1 0.05 0 0 1 0.05 2 0.10
1992 4 0.25 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0.12
1993 5 0.27 2 0.11 0 0 0 0 4 0.22
1994 6 0.34 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0.11
1995 2 0.14 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
1996 1 0.09 0 0 0 0 1 0.09 2 0.19
1997 4 0.28 2 0.14 0 0 0 0 3 0.21
1998 3 0.24 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0.32
1999 3 0.18 0 0 0 0 1 0.06 2 0.12
2000 4 0.29 1 0.07 1 0.07 1 0.07 1 0.07
2001 9 0.64 1 0.07 1 0.07 0 0 1 0.07
2002 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.07
2003 5 0.33 1 0.07 1 0.07 0 0 1 0.07
2004 10 0.78 1 0.08 2 0.16 0 0 4 0.32
2005 4 0.25 1 0.06 0 0 0 0 1 0.06
2006 6 0.39 0 0 1 0.06 1 0.06 1 0.06
2007 27 1.32 2 0.1 22 1.07 17 0.83 8 0.39
2008 28 1.89 4 0.27 12 0.81 20 1.35 2 0.14
2009 24 1.45 3 0.18 2 0.12 18 1.09 13 0.79
2010 25 1.88 2 0.15 1 0.08 15 1.13 7 0.53
2011 20 1.55 1 0.08 0 0 5 0.39 2 0.15
2012 10 0.84 3 0.25 0 0 6 0.51 2 0.17
2013 25 1.76 4 0.03 0 0 1 0.07 6 0.42
2014 1 0.08 1 0.09 0 0 1 0.08 2 0.16

Note: Data are derived from keyword searches of housing- and lending related categories of USPAP congressional 
hearings data during the period of interest. Data in the “N” column represent the raw count of the number of 
observed hearings pertaining to each topic by year; data in the column “% of all topics” represent the percentage 
of observed hearings addressing each topic in a given year as a percentage of all hearings that year. For more 
information, including the list of USPAP categories and robustness check, see appendices A, B, and C, and  
notes 59 and 61 in chapter 5.
a Search was for “mortgage”.
b Search was for “homeown” or “home buy”.
c Search was for “subprime”, “sub-prime”, or “sub prime”.
d Search was for “‘foreclos*’ NEAR rising or increasing”.
e Search was for “predator*”, “reverse redlining”, “abusive NEAR mortgage”, “unscrupulous lenders”, or “usurious 
NEAR mortgage”.
Source: US Policy Agendas Project.
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textualized, misleading, and often “colorblind” and “genderblind” stories 
and deliberations constituted subprime lending and foreclosures during 
this period as a non-crisis. These same features also, however, lay the 
groundwork for the ways in which “the crisis” would be understood and 
addressed once foreclosures began to spread.

The Crisis Begins

As rates of foreclosure began to rise in 2007—and as their effects became 
more conspicuous across the country, to the broader population, and es-
pecially to financial intuitions—so, too, did attention to and alarm about 
them. The first indication that the situation was being constructed as a 
crisis by mainstream economic reporters and dominant political actors 
is the explosive upsurge in instances of the terms mortgage crisis, fore-
closure crisis, and subprime crisis to describe the situation. The headline 
of the lead article in the 5 March 2007 Business section of the New York 
Times declared, for example, “A Mortgage Crisis Begins to Spiral, and the 
Casualties Mount.” “Just as the technology boom of the late 1990s turned 
twenty-something programmers into dot-com billionaires,” it explained, 
“the explosive growth in subprime lending turned mortgage bankers and 
brokers into multimillionaires seemingly overnight.” Now, however, “an 
escalating crisis in the market, which seemed to reach a new crescendo 
late last week, is threatening a wide band of people.”63 As Senator Chris 
Dodd (D-CT) put it in his opening remarks at a 22 March 2007 Senate 
Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs hearing titled “Mortgage Market 
Turmoil: Causes and Consequences,” “You cannot pick up a newspaper 
lately without seeing another story about the implosion of the subprime 
mortgage market.”64

The shift from non-crisis to crisis is apparent not only in the fact that 
mainstream economic reporters and dominant political actors began to 
use the term crisis to describe the situation, however. It is evident as well 
in the uptick in the volume of news stories, congressional hearings, State 
of the Union addresses, and platform planks addressing these issues, as 
well as in the increasing number of New York Times and Wall Street Jour-
nal stories featuring the phrase “rising rates of foreclosure” beginning in 
2007 (see tables 5.2 and 5.3 and figures 5.1–5.6).65 In 2008, the first year 
in which the major parties wrote platforms after the crisis had been “de-
clared,” the Democratic Party platform finally contained several refer-
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ences to subprime mortgage lending and foreclosures. The preamble, for 
example, noted that “the American Dream is at risk” because “incomes 
are down and foreclosures are up,” while a later section stated that “the 
sub-prime lending debacle has sent the housing market into a tailspin, and 
many Americans have lost their homes.” Although the Republicans did 
not use the word subprime, they, too, addressed these issues in their 2008 
platform, which included a plank they titled “Rebuilding Homeowner-
ship,” in which they referenced a “housing crisis” and wrote that “home-
ownership remains key to creating an opportunity society.”

Another element in the shift from non-crisis to crisis is evident in the 
de-individualization of blame and the move to structural explanations 
for rising rates of foreclosures. Although economic reporters continued 
to refer to easy, bad, poor, weak, or damaged credit, for example, the use 
of such descriptors declined, with only 12.3 percent of New York Times 
stories about subprime mortgage lending in 2007 and 5 percent in 2008 
using these terms (compared with 62 percent during the non-crisis period; 
similar declines are evident in the use of these terms in stories about ris-
ing rates of foreclosures and for Wall Street Journal coverage as well; see 
table 5.2). Reporters continued to refer to buyers taking on more debt or 
buying more expensive houses than they “could afford,” but they also be-
gan to acknowledge that borrower behavior might be neither the primary 
source of the problems with subprime mortgages nor the primary reason 
for rising rates of foreclosure on houses financed with such loans.

Rather than blaming borrowers’ greed, their naïveté, or the amount of 
their loans, mainstream economic reporters began to attribute some of the 
culpability to developments like the spike in interest rates that occurred 
when ARMs reset, which left borrowers paying far more than those they 
had been paying under the initial “teaser” rates of their loans. New York 
Times reporter Gretchen Morgenson wrote in a 10 June 2007 article, for 
example, “Chances are slim that even the most creditworthy borrowers 
can survive payment shocks like these. And so, as the reset storm hits, 
delinquencies will rise and foreclosures will follow.”66 Baked into the use 
of the term creditworthy borrowers, of course, is the assumption that those 
who had lost their homes previously were uncreditworthy. The implica-
tion, in other words, was that while those newly experiencing foreclosure 
did not deserve this fate, those who had lost their homes previously did.

As this last point about creditworthiness suggests, mainstream eco-
nomic reporters did not mince words in their assertions that part of what 
made the situation a crisis was that it affected relatively privileged and 
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“worthy” groups. A particularly revealing article in the Wall Street Journal, 
titled “Subprime Debacle Traps Even Very Credit-Worthy,” stated bluntly, 
“One common assumption about the subprime mortgage crisis is that it 
revolves around borrowers with sketchy credit who couldn’t have bought 
a home without paying punitively high interest rates. “But,” the article 
continues, “it turns out that plenty of people with seemingly good credit 
are also caught in the subprime trap.” In particular, the reporter explained, 
55 percent of subprime loans made in 2005 and 61 percent in 2006 “went 
to people with credit scores high enough to often qualify for conventional 
loans with far better terms.” The reporter noted further that this number 
had increased from “just” 41 percent in 2000, implying that 41 percent 
was not itself a proportion that should alarm readers. “Even a significant 
number of borrowers with top-notch credit,” they found, “signed up for 
expensive subprime loans.” Most tellingly, the article stated that fair-
lending advocates had “long alleged that minority and poor borrowers 
are often steered into subprime loans that carry excessively high interest 
rates and steep prepayment penalties.” The growing use of subprime loans 
“by people with higher credit scores,” the article continues, “suggests that 
such problems exist among a much wider swath of borrowers than previ-
ously thought and may have little to do with the ethnicity of borrowers.”67 
An article published in that paper in August 2007 quoted a frustrated—
and revealingly candid—would-be borrower who complained that “the 
market isn’t discriminating between me and every deadbeat, zero-down 
borrower.”68

Mainstream economic reporters not only treated the rising rates of 
subprime mortgage lending and foreclosure among members of dominant 
groups as a crisis in ways that they had not done previously. They also, 
at times, defined the crisis less by its effects on the increasing number of 
people losing their homes than by the threats posed to lenders and to 
the “economy” more generally. For example, the previously referenced  
5 March 2007 New York Times story that first referred to a mortgage crisis 
began by acknowledging that the “escalating crisis in the market  .  .  . is 
threatening a wide band of people.” “Foremost,” it noted, are “poor and 
minority homeowners.” It went on, however, to reinforce the idea that 
the most concerning crisis was not the one facing marginalized homeown-
ers but the one in “the market,” stating that “the pain is also being felt 
widely throughout the business world,” particularly among “large compa-
nies that bought subprime lenders during the boom, like H&R Block and 
HSBC. . . . Many investors are also likely to suffer.”
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Similarly typical was a New York Times story from June 2007 “Pimco 
Foresees Widening Subprime Harm.”69 This particular story never ac-
knowledged that the crisis involved huge and increasing numbers of peo-
ple losing their homes and the money they had invested in them, nor did 
it acknowledge that in many cases these people found themselves with in-
surmountable debt. Instead, the story opened and ended with a discussion 
about the implications of rising numbers of foreclosures for “the econ-
omy:” “Bill Gross,” the piece began, “manager of the world’s largest bond 
fund, said yesterday that the subprime mortgage crisis gripping financial 
markets was not an isolated event and would eventually take a toll on the 
economy.” In other words, it was not long-term structural inequities that 
constituted the situation as a crisis. Rather, the crisis was that dominant 
groups were increasingly relegated to and affected by economic condi-
tions previously and unceremoniously experienced by and reserved for 
women and people of color.

Blaming Lenders and State Actors

As economic reporters discovered this pool of “worthy” subprime bor-
rowers facing foreclosure, and as they began to reckon with the effects 
of the “crisis” for the economy more generally, they were also increas-
ingly likely to blame lenders for having “lax lending standards” than they 
were to blame borrowers for taking on loans they could not afford. In 
some cases, they went as far as to suggest—often implicitly, but at times 
quite overtly—that regulators and legislators were to blame for failing 
to intervene during the previous era. A 23 March 2007 story in the New 
York Times, for example, reported that the Senate Banking Committee 
had held hearings at which legislators criticized banking regulators” for 
“failing to respond more quickly to curb the growth in risky home loans to  
people with weak credit.”  This shift on the part of economic reporters—
from previously blaming borrowers and non-state actors such as lenders 
to now blaming government actors such as regulators—reflects a con-
comitant shift among dominant political actors. During the 1993 HOEPA 
hearings, for example, Joseph Kennedy had blamed lenders who “closed 
branches and stopped offering affordable services in affected areas.” Now 
Senator Dodd berated regulators, arguing at the Senate Banking Commit-
tee hearing featured in the foregoing report that the “checks and balances 
that we are told exist in the marketplace and the oversight that the regu-
lators are supposed to exercise have been absent until recently.  .  .  . Our 
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Nation’s financial regulators are supposed to be the cops on the beat,” 
his rebuke continued, “protecting working Americans from unscrupulous 
financial actors. Yet they appear for the most part to have been spectators 
for too long.”70

This increased willingness to consider structural explanations and to 
blame federal action (and inaction) for the proliferation of subprime 
mortgage lending and foreclosures was accompanied by a related and 
signal component of crisis construction: increased calls for federal action 
to address these issues. This change is evident in the fact that the stories, 
hearings, and other political documents addressing these topics increas-
ingly assumed and asserted that federal intervention and resources were 
warranted and that they could and would make a difference in resolving 
the issue. For example, from 1995 through 2006, very few stories in either 
the New York Times or the Wall Street Journal had discussed how the fed-
eral government might intervene to prevent or to help people affected by 
foreclosures. Beginning in 2007, however, a significant majority of stories 
about subprime mortgages in the New York Times (64 percent) included 
such discussions. A 14 March 2007 New York Times article reported, for 
example, that Senator Dodd “said the government might have to step in  
to provide aid to struggling homeowners.” An article published in that 
paper the following week reported that “as problems with subprime 
mortgages have escalated, officials on Wall Street as well as in Washington 
have urged lenders and the government to step in and cushion the blow 
to troubled borrowers and find ways to enable them to remain in their 
homes.” Dodd, the article explains, “suggested that the federal govern-
ment may need to bail out homeowners in trouble, and some housing ad-
vocacy groups are calling for a moratorium on foreclosures.”71

As these last few statements suggest, some of the increased willingness 
on the part of economic reporters to consider federal action is a func-
tion of the fact that dominant political actors were, in fact, doing more 
by that point, and so there was more state action on which to report than 
there had been previously. But it was not only the quantity of such discus-
sion that increased; the increased volume was matched by increased calls 
for action, evident especially in the editorials and op-eds published in the 
two papers. The New York Times, for example, which had published only 
two editorials or op-eds addressing rising rates of foreclosure from 1995 
through 2006, published sixteen such pieces in 2007 and 2008 alone (see 
table 5.6; see endnote and appendices for details about data compilation 
and coding).72 Eleven (66 percent) of those pieces noted the possibility of 
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federal intervention to address this issue. Of these, eight (80 percent) sup-
ported such action while only one opposed it. A 31 January 2008 editorial 
in that paper, for example, argued that

the damage, now becoming apparent, demands that policy makers take stock of 

how the economy arrived at this place. The bubbles in housing and mortgages 

would not have been possible were it not for the progressive deterioration in 

regulation over the past several decades, culminating for all practical purposes 

in a regulatory collapse during the Bush years. The antiregulatory ethos, in turn, 

derived its potency from a pervasive ideology that markets are self-regulating 

and self-correcting and therefore best handled with incentives and voluntary 

best practices, rather than rules and boundaries.73

The Wall Street Journal, for its part, published eight op-eds and editorials 
on this issue during this period, 88 percent of which noted the possibility 
of federal intervention. Of these pieces, five (71 percent) supported at least 
some such action and three (44 percent) opposed it (these numbers exceed 
the total number of observations and 100 percent because three of the 

table 5.6.  New York Times and Wall Street Journal editorials and op-eds addressing rising rates 
of foreclosure, 1995–2006, 2007–2008

New York Times Wall Street Journal

1995–2006 2007–8 1995–2006 2007–8

Total number of editorials and op-ed pieces 
addressing rising or increasing rates of 
foreclosure during each period

2 16 1 8

Number (%) of editorials and op-ed pieces 
addressing rising or increasing rates of 
foreclosure noting the possibility of federal 
intervention

1 (50%) 11 (66 %) 0 7 (88)

Number (%) of those noting possibility of 
federal intervention that support federal 
intervention

1 (50%) 8 (80%) NA 5 (71.4)‡

N (%) of those noting possibility 
federal intervention that oppose federal 
intervention

0 (1) (9%) NA 3 (43.8)‡

Note: Search was for “rising NEAR foreclosure” or “increasing NEAR foreclosure”, which returns documents that 
contain the two search terms, in any order, within four words apart. Each observation was coded for whether it 
mentioned federal, state, or local intervention or the possibility for it and, for each positive observation, for whether 
these mentions are supportive, unsupportive, or neutral with regard to said intervention. For additional information, 
see appendices A, B, and C, and note 74 in chapter 5.
‡ Column totals exceed the total N and 100 percent because three of the five supportive op-eds also opposed some 
forms of federal intervention.
Source: ProQuest US Newsstream.
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five supportive op-eds also opposed some forms of federal intervention). 
Some of these supportive editorials emphasized aid for banks and lenders, 
but many—even many in the free-market-oriented Wall Street Journal—
advocated federal intervention to help homeowners, at least those deemed 
“deserving.” On 15 November 2007, for example, that paper published  
an op-ed by David Wessel titled “Why Some Mortgage Bailouts Make 
Sense.” Wessel argued that “some folks should lose property if they can’t 
make payments: those who lied on applications or speculated by buying 
properties for investment (although tenants may deserve help).” Tempo-
rarily cutting mortgage payments “for those who never will be able to af-
ford houses they bought,” he continued, “is unwise and doomed to fail-
ure.” But he also argued that “it’s the folks in the middle who need and 
deserve help from the industry and, if need be, the government: those who 
are making payments, would have refinanced easily if not for the hous-
ing bust and dysfunction of mortgage markets and can’t afford the reset  
payments.”74

Evidence of support for federal intervention increased in the transcript 
of dominant politics as well. The 2008 Democratic platform, for example, 
went as far as to invoke the New Deal—widely understood as the signal 
and most robust federal intervention in American history—to justify fed-
eral action to address subprime mortgages and foreclosures. In particular, 
the platform stated:

We will start by renewing the American Dream for a new era—with the same 

new hope and new ideas that propelled Franklin Delano Roosevelt towards the 

New Deal and John F. Kennedy to the New Frontier. We will provide immedi-

ate relief to working people who have lost their jobs, families who are in danger 

of losing their homes, and those who—no matter how hard they work—are 

seeing prices go up more than their income  .  .  . Because we have an obliga-

tion to prevent this crisis from recurring in the future, we will crack down on 

fraudulent brokers and lenders and invest in financial literacy. We will pass a 

Homebuyers Bill of Rights, which will include establishing new lending stan-

dards to ensure that loans are affordable and fair, provide adequate remedies 

to make sure the standards are met, and ensure that homeowners have accurate 

and complete information about their mortgage options.75

The Democrats followed this statement with a promise to “ensure that 
the foreclosure prevention program enacted by Congress is implemented 
quickly and effectively so that at-risk homeowners can get help and hope-
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fully stay in their homes. We will work to reform bankruptcy laws to re-
store balance between lender and homeowner rights.”

The Republican platform that year similarly asserted that party’s sup-
port for “timely and carefully targeted aid to those hurt by the housing 
crisis so that affected individuals can have a chance to trade a burdensome 
mortgage for a manageable loan that reflects their home’s market value.” 
President Bush made the case for state intervention in 2008 as well, not-
ing in his State of the Union address that year—the last of his second 
term, but also the first one he gave after the extent of the mortgage crisis 
had become clear—that “we must trust Americans with the responsibil-
ity of homeownership and empower them to weather turbulent times in 
the housing market.” To do so, he reminded listeners, his “administration 
brought together the HOPE NOW alliance, which is helping many strug-
gling homeowners avoid foreclosure.”76 He called for even more exten-
sive federal intervention, arguing that “Congress can help even more” by 
passing “legislation to reform Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, modernize 
the Federal Housing Administration, and allow state housing agencies to 
issue tax-free bonds to help homeowners refinance their mortgages. These 
are difficult times for many American families,” he concluded, “and by 
taking these steps, we can help more of them keep their homes.”

Newly elected President Barack Obama began the first substantive sec-
tion of his 2009 inaugural address with the pronouncement that “that we 
are in the midst of crisis is now well understood.” Among the constitutive 
elements of that crisis, he explained, were that “homes have been lost, jobs 
shed, businesses shuttered.” “These,” he averred in the last section of that 
paragraph, “are the indicators of crisis, subject to data and statistics. Less 
measurable, but no less profound,” he argued, “is a sapping of confidence 
across our land; a nagging fear that America’s decline is inevitable, that 
the next generation must lower its sights. . . . But our time of standing pat,” 
he continued, “has surely passed. Starting today, we must pick ourselves 
up, dust ourselves off, and begin again the work of remaking America. . . . 
The state of our economy calls for action, bold and swift.”77

Foreclosures were only one element of the “crisis” that President 
Obama described and only one of the many issues about which he spoke 
in that portion of his address. But his message was clear: Problems such 
as foreclosures are not inevitable conditions that must be endured, and 
those facing them need not resign themselves to their fates. Rather, such 
issues face a crossroads, the course of which could be righted with robust 
state action. Although I demonstrate in the next section that the policies 
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that were ultimately passed and implemented diverged less than they 
could have from the modest ones that were codified in HOEPA, President 
Obama’s approach is nonetheless representative of a major reversal in the 
treatment of subprime mortgage lending and foreclosures.

Non-Crisis in the Midst of Crisis

The foregoing differences between the ways in which subprime mortgage 
lending and foreclosures were framed in each period highlight a few of 
the key processes through which the high foreclosure rates documented 
among some groups as early as 1996 were constructed as non-crises while 
analogous issues were constructed as crises when their effects were felt 
more broadly and among members of more privileged groups. But even 
as economic reporters and dominant political actors treated the situation 
as a crisis—that is, as a problem facing a critical juncture that merited and 
could be resolved through state intervention and resources—their pat-
terns of attention to and elisions of the racialized and gendered disparities 
associated with subprime mortgages and foreclosures continued to figure 
the situation as a non-crisis for women, people of color, and women of color 
in particular. This “non-crisis in the midst of crisis” is evident in the fact 
that these glaring disparities were, at best, peripheral to the concerns driv-
ing the attention and even more peripheral to dominant ideas about what 
it would mean to end it. Instead, economic reporters and dominant politi-
cal actors continued to naturalize the race and gender disparities revealed 
by the “crisis.” That is, they did not treat racialized and gendered patterns 
as part of the crisis and as problems that might be resolved. Instead, they 
continued to naturalize them as inevitable, intractable, and as the baseline 
“normal” conditions that would signal that—and, implicitly, to which we 
would return after—the crisis had ended.

Continued Low Levels of Attention

Given the particular toll of the “crisis” on women and people of color, 
we might expect that mainstream economic reporters would pay more 
attention to issues of race and gender once their centrality to the crisis 
came into view. However, even as advocates and activists made clear that 
foreclosures—particularly foreclosures on properties financed through 
subprime mortgages—were taking a particularly heavy toll on members 
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of these groups, very little of the attention paid to subprime mortgage 
lending and foreclosures under the crisis rubric that gained traction be-
ginning in 2007 addressed their raced, gendered, or raced-gendered facets. 
Mainstream economic reporters paid even less attention to the ways in 
which historical and ongoing discrimination and exploitation were related 
to subprime mortgage lending and foreclosures. To the contrary, race and 
gender figured almost not at all in coverage of the crisis itself (see ta
ble 5.2). Only 1.8 percent of the 228 stories that used the terms mortgage  
crisis, subprime crisis, or foreclosure crisis in the New York Times in 2007, 
for example, focused on the racialized patterns in foreclosures and only 
0.4 percent addressed gender. The analogous numbers for the 557 pieces 
published in that paper in 2008 were 11 stories (2 percent) about race and 
2 stories (0.3 percent) about gender. The levels of attention in the Wall 
Street Journal were similarly microscopic: Of more than 300 stories dis-
cussing the mortgage, foreclosure, or subprime crisis in that paper in 2007, 
six addressed race (2 percent) and two (0.7 percent) addressed gender. 
In 2008, these proportions dropped even further: Of the 530 stories that 
addressed these topics that year, only 0.9 percent discussed race and none 
addressed women or gender in an even incidental way.

Broadening the lens to include articles addressing subprime mortgage 
lending and increasing rates of foreclosure only reinforces this story, as 
the data presented in table 5.2 make clear that the proportions of articles 
about these issues that paid attention to race and gender declined from 
their already low rates as well. For example, the proportion of New York 
Times articles about subprime mortgages that addressed race declined 
from 15 percent in the non-crisis era to 0.4 percent in 2007 and 0.3 percent 
in 2008. Similarly, from a high of 10 percent in the non-crisis era, the pro-
portion of Wall Street Journal articles about subprime mortgage lending 
addressing race declined to 0.3 percent in 2007 before disappearing alto-
gether in 2008. And although stories addressing the gender implications 
of subprime mortgage lending and increasing rates of foreclosures were 
mostly nonexistent from 1995 through 2006, the very small proportion 
of those articles that noted the high rates of subprime mortgages among 
women declined from 3.8 percent during this earlier era to 0.1 percent in 
2007 and 1.8 percent in 2008 (a slight increase from 2007, but still a lower 
proportion than the previous era). These declining levels of attention to 
race and gender suggest that the “crisis” did not draw attention to these 
issues. Instead, new alarm at what was being recognized as a crisis dis-
placed what little interest mainstream economic reporters had evinced in 
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race and gender during the non-crisis period. That is, not only were simi-
lar rates of subprime mortgage lending and foreclosure treated as crises 
when they affected white male-breadwinner-headed households and as 
non-crises when they affected people of color and sole-borrower women, 
but attention to the implications of these long-standing issues for margin-
alized groups declined once the crisis was declared.

As had been the case in the previous era, the implications of the pau-
city of attention to these issues were exacerbated by the kinds of frames 
and tropes that were applied when they were addressed. For example, 
although mainstream economic reporters and dominant political actors 
were increasingly likely to attribute foreclosures to structural factors af-
ter 2007, they rarely extended these new understandings to include fore-
closures experienced by women and people of color. In these cases, they 
continued to assume that borrowers from these groups were unqualified 
for conventional loans and that they would be unable to own homes but 
for subprime mortgages. These twinned presumptions were so deeply in-
grained that even in the face of disillusionment with subprime mortgage 
lending and under a mounting pile of evidence that, for example, women 
were, on average, more creditworthy than their male counterparts, few 
stories challenged them. The very first New York Times story to refer di-
rectly to a “mortgage crisis” (published on 5 March 2007), for example, 
stated that “poor and minority homeowners .  .  . used easy credit to buy 
houses that are turning out to be too expensive for them now that mort-
gage rates are going up.”78

Even when journalists acknowledged the existence of race and gender 
discrimination in mortgage lending, they typically failed to question as-
sertions that subprime mortgages alleviated rather than exacerbated such 
biases. One of the only New York Times stories to engage issues of race in 
mortgage lending during the crisis period exemplifies this tendency. The 
18 December 2007 article “Fed Shrugged as Subprime Crisis Spread,” 
quoted Edward Gramlich, a Democratic appointee to the Federal Reserve 
who served as the head of its Committee on Consumer and Community 
Affairs from 1997 to 2005 and who had spent much of his career studying 
problems of poverty. Gramlich “saw both great benefits and great perils 
in the new industry.”79 He agreed, the article explained, “that subprime 
lending had opened new doors to people with low incomes or poor credit 
histories. Home ownership,” it continued, “which had hovered around 64 
percent for years, climbed to almost 70 percent by 2005. The biggest gains 
were among blacks and Hispanics, groups that had suffered discrimina-



187how to semantically mask a crisis

tion for decades.” Even in this fairly long article in which the overall tone 
was quite skeptical toward subprime mortgage lending and critical of the 
federal government’s lack of intervention, there was no follow-up to this 
statement. The article did concede that African Americans and Latinos 
suffered discrimination. But rather than acknowledge the evidence that 
subprime loans were often sold to members of marginalized groups who 
were well qualified for conventional ones, and rather than recognize that 
this pattern constituted evidence of ongoing discrimination, the article 
treated discrimination as a relic of a bygone era and as a problem that had 
been remedied or at least mitigated through subprime mortgage lending. 
That is, even in the face of evidence that subprime mortgage lending was 
both a function of and a perpetuator of inequality and discrimination and 
that it was consequently also a source of the “crisis,” the article continued 
to credit such loans with increasing homeownership among members of 
these groups.

Once again, as inadequate and misleading as the attention to subprime 
mortgage lending and rising rates of foreclosure was when it came to ana-
lyzing their racial implications, this coverage was still vastly more exten-
sive than that afforded to the gendered aspects of the “crisis.” Returning 
to the data in table 5.2 makes clear that very few articles referencing a sub-
prime, foreclosure, or mortgage “crisis” in either paper focused primarily 
on women or gender. Two of the only three pieces that addressed women 
or gender in even an implicit or cursory way in 2007 and 2008 were opin-
ion pieces rather than reported stories. The first was a 20 November 2007 
New York Times op-ed by columnist Bob Herbert, which recounted the 
story of two older women on fixed incomes who had lost their homes. The 
story he told seems clearly to be one in which the women were targeted 
for extractive loans in part because of gender, but gender is never thema-
tized as such. Similarly, although US Census and Social Security records 
make clear that both women are African American, race is not thematized 
as a factor either.80 As was the case during the non-crisis, the portrayal is  
not unsympathetic, but the women are described in terms that evoke gen-
dered stereotypes of naïveté and vulnerability:

Like vultures, the mortgage lenders began circling the single-family house with 

the tiny front lawn on Merrill Avenue. They knew that the woman who owned 

the house was old and sick and that her two aging daughters were struggling 

with illness and poverty as well. That was all to the good as far as the lenders 

were concerned. The predator’s mission is to home in on the vulnerable. . . . One 
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aspect of the so-called mortgage crisis that hasn’t been adequately explored is 

the extent to which predatory lenders have committed fraud against vulner-

able homeowners. They have pushed overpriced loans and outlandish fees on 

hapless victims who didn’t understand—and could not possibly have met—the 

terms of the contracts they signed. In some cases, corporate con artists have 

deliberately targeted and seized the equity of financially strapped and unso-

phisticated owners.81

Another of the very few New York Times articles about the “crisis” to 
discuss anything having to do with gender was a 9 December 2008 editorial 
titled “Mortgages and Minorities.” As its title suggests, the piece focused 
on racial discrimination in mortgage lending, but it made one reference 
to “troubling gender differences” in rates of subprime mortgage lending. 
It reported in detail about the racial disparities, noting, for example, that 
“a particularly striking analysis in 2006 by the National Community Re-
investment Coalition found that nearly 55 percent of loans to African-
Americans, 40 percent of loans to Hispanics and 35 percent of loans to 
American Indians fell into the high-cost category, as opposed to about  
23 percent for whites.” Regarding gender, however, it stated only that “there 
also were troubling gender differences. Women got less-favorable terms 
than men.”82

Rather than providing an opportunity for more nuanced and expansive 
attention to gender or a more thorough understanding of its centrality 
to the “crisis,” the very few stories addressing women and gender that 
were published at the height of the crisis instead continued to traffic in 
long-discredited ideas and stereotypes that naturalized women’s overrep-
resentation among subprime borrowers and people experiencing foreclo-
sure. So sticky were the controlling narratives underlying the construc-
tion of high rates of subprime mortgage lending and foreclosure among 
women as a non-crisis that even some advocates for women participated 
in discourses that naturalized the gender inequalities made manifest by 
subprime mortgages. In 2007, for example, the New York Times finally 
reported on the 2006 Consumer Federation report that had shown that 
women paid higher interest rates in spite of having better credit than men. 
The story included a quote from an interview with one of the report’s 
authors, who stated that “the most likely reason for the disparity was that 
women were less familiar with the mortgage market than men and were 
therefore less likely to shop around for the best mortgage deal. ‘There is 
some research indicating that women are, on the whole, less likely than 
men to bargain for major consumer purchases and credit transactions,’ he 
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said.”83 (Such stereotypes smack of paternalism and “old fashioned sexism.”  
See endnote for evidence that other gendered tropes deployed during and 
about the crisis, though less prevalent, were more overt and no less malign.84)

In other words, even as subprime mortgage lending and foreclosures 
received more coverage, and even as dominant political actors framed 
them as solvable problems facing critical junctures at which federal in-
tervention would make a “decisive change” for the better, they contin-
ued to naturalize the race and gender patterns the meltdown revealed as 
non-crises. As a consequence, rather than understanding racial and gender 
inequalities as a crucial indicator and constitutive part of the crisis, these 
same actors continued to treat these inequalities as outside of both the 
crisis and the power of the federal government to remedy.

How to End a Crisis (but not a Non-Crisis)

Constructed though they are, once a crisis is “hailed into being,” it can 
serve as a focusing event that opens policy windows that have real and 
far-reaching political and policy consequences.85 Some scholars and po-
litical analysts argue that activists and advocates can exploit these policy 
windows to push policy solutions that benefit marginalized groups.86 Oth-
ers counter that although problems affecting broad swaths of the popula-
tion may shine a light on long-standing problems faced by marginalized 
groups, the goal of the solutions deemed reasonable to address them is 
typically to return to “normal” pre-crisis conditions.87 Since these pre-
crisis conditions usually include deeply entrenched inequalities, a return 
to “normal” almost inevitably means continued, if slightly modified, con-
ditions of inequality and marginalization.88 As such, while crises may draw  
attention to these conditions crisis-born policy windows may be ill-suited 
to addressing crises’ implications for or their manifestations among mem-
bers of marginalized groups. Such policy windows may also obscure the 
relationship between the conditions that are constructed as the crisis and 
the ongoing bad things that create conditions of marginality. Crisis-born 
policies can therefore reinforce inequalities and reconstitute racial, gen-
der, and economic identities, orders, and inequalities along other lines.

These processes are evident in the policy responses to the foreclosure 
crisis as well. In particular, the framing of the crisis as one primarily for 
lenders alongside the continued treatment of the problems facing women 
and people of color that both preceded and were exacerbated by it as non-
crises were reflected and codified in the federal response to the meltdown. 
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First and most generally, although initial calls for intervention had focused 
on appropriating federal funds to help homeowners refinance their mort-
gages, in the end, federal programs emphasized funds for banks and lend-
ers. Moreover, interventions aimed at helping borrowers involved little in 
the way of financial aid and instead once again emphasized individualized 
solutions like borrower education, more stringent standards for documen-
tation, and the criminal prosecution of individual “bad apple” predatory 
lenders.89 For example, among the early federal attempts to stem the flow 
of foreclosures on homes financed through subprime loans was emergency 
“cramdown” legislation proposed by Senator Richard Durbin (D-IL), 
which would have allowed judges to modify mortgages even if creditors 
objected to the proposed debt reorganization. This legislation was quickly 
blocked by lobbyists for the financial and lending industry, however.90 As 
an alternative (and echoing the enduring racist and misogynist ideas that 
motivated and permeated the analogous earlier programs documented 
by Thurston and Taylor), in October 2007, the Bush administration an-
nounced the Hope Now Alliance, which offered foreclosure prevention 
counseling to homeowners via a 1-800 number. The Bush administration 
also promoted an industry-designed effort to “promote ‘streamlined’ vol-
untary loan modifications for a subset of subprime mortgages,” but ad-
vocates estimated that only 3 to 12 percent of subprime borrowers were 
eligible for these modifications.91

The Borrower’s Protection Act of 2007, introduced by Senators Charles 
Schumer (D-NY), Robert Casey (D-PA), and Sherrod Brown (D-OH), 
gained more traction than Durbin’s proposal, but it was significantly weak-
ened as it made its way through Congress. As introduced, the bill had two 
main components: (1) federal funding for default and foreclosure pre
vention counseling and outreach to homeowners for early intervention, to 
improve the communications between homeowners and servicers/lenders, 
and to negotiate modified loan agreements or refinances; and (2) “sealing 
the cracks in the regulatory system.”92 When Federal Reserve Chair Ben 
Bernanke and Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Alphonso 
Jackson endorsed the bill, however, they emphasized its borrower edu-
cation components. As Jackson said in his prepared remarks supporting  
the bill,

We also learned that while most people facing foreclosure are afraid of their 

banks, they are much more open to talking to a local non-profit counseling 

agency about their problems. That’s why housing counseling and financial edu-

cation are so important. This Administration has increased the budget for coun-
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seling over 200 percent, with the President requesting another increase, to  

$50 million, in the coming fiscal year.93

While the budget for counselling was in the millions, in 2008, Congress be-
gan to authorize trillions of dollars to help financial and insurance compa-
nies.94 There were indications that the proportion of funds for direct aid to 
homeowners might increase after President Obama took office. Together 
with Congress, in 2009 the Obama administration authorized $75 billion in 
incentives to lenders to encourage them to lower home loan payments for 
troubled borrowers, with the stated goal of preventing up to four million 
foreclosures.95 Very little of this money was ever disbursed, however. The 
FHA’s Short Refinance program, for example, was designed to help up to 
1.5 million borrowers, but five months into its existence, it had helped only 
thirty-eight homeowners to refinance their mortgages.96 Economist Nomi 
Prins estimated that by October 2010, however, Wall Street institutions 
had received $3.5 trillion and that government-sponsored enterprises had 
received $2.8 trillion, but that this had done little to help people stay in 
their homes.97

Similarly, the 2009 Home Affordable Modification Program (HAMP), 
part of the US Treasury Department’s Troubled Asset Relief Program 
(TARP) also fell far short of its goals. Although HAMP was designed to 
help three to four million borrowers, by April 2011, it had helped only 
630,000 borrowers get permanent loan modifications, a number that had 
increased to only one million by 2013.98 Moreover, while HAMP was 
portrayed by policymakers and the media as aid for distressed borrow-
ers, Daniel Immergluck explains that it is more accurately understood as 
“lender loss mitigation.”99 That is, HAMP did not mandate assistance for 
homeowners but essentially reimbursed mortgage servicers for the money 
they would arguably lose by allowing borrowers to refinance.100 Most of 
the homeowners who were able to modify their loans under HAMP ob-
tained reductions of less than 10 percent in their monthly mortgage pay-
ments. And although more than one-third of those helped by HAMP ulti-
mately redefaulted, lenders and mortgage servicers collected $815 million 
in incentives for modifying these loans, often in cases in which borrowers 
were not able to stay in their homes.101

Too Little, Too Late

Most centrally, even these inadequate responses—as well as more robust 
ones such as the creation of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau 
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(CFPB) in 2011—arrived too late to help the women and people of color 
who had been losing their homes for at least a decade before the crisis 
was declared and federal intervention was deemed warranted.102 This is 
not to say that dominant political actors paid no attention to the dispro-
portionate toll of the crisis on these and other marginalized groups. The 
2008 Democratic platform, for example, stated that “minorities have been 
hit particularly hard” by “the housing crisis,” noting that “in 2006, more 
than 40 percent of the home loans made to Hispanic borrowers were sub-
prime, while more than half of those made to African Americans were 
subprime.” But while the platform promised that the party would “ensure 
that the foreclosure prevention program enacted by Congress is imple-
mented quickly and effectively so that at-risk homeowners can get help 
and hopefully stay in their homes,” once in office, members of President 
Obama’s administration also feared the potential backlash should the 
public perception be that policies were benefiting “underserving” bor-
rowers, particularly undeserving borrowers of color. Rather than paying 
particular attention to those people their platform had acknowledged 
were “hit particularly hard,” they instead eschewed the kinds of targeted 
policies that might have allowed those most affected by the meltdown to 
remain in their homes.103

Federal interventions became somewhat more effective at allow-
ing people to stay in their homes after 2010, but, as Immergluck argues, 
these actions were taken too late to help members of the “vulnerable 
communities” who had been affected in the earlier stages of the crisis  
(and did nothing to help those who had been affected during the non- 
crisis era). As a consequence, “the more effective responses benefited 
households and communities impacted more heavily in the latter stages 
of the overall crisis” and the women and people of color who had been 
affected before 2007 “received effectively less assistance from the govern-
ment than did middle-income homeowners.” Insults were added to inju-
ries and disparities were compounded by the fact that many properties lost 
during the earlier period “were sold off by lenders to private investors,” 
often at healthy profits.104

Plus Ça Change, Plus C’est la Même Chose

Because aid arrived too late to help the people of color and sole-borrower 
women who experienced foreclosure before 2007, both the wealth and 
rates of homeownership among members of these groups were slower to 
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recover than those of their white and male counterparts.105 A study by re-
searchers at the Pew Research Center found, for example, that by 2016, the  
rate of homeownership among African Americans had fallen to 41.3 per-
cent, down from a peak of 49.1 percent in 2004 and also lower than it had 
been in 1994, when the rate was 42.3 percent. Although white households 
had experienced a decline from a peak of 76 percent in 2004, at 71.9 per-
cent, that rate was nonetheless higher in 2016 than it had been in 1994, 
when 70 percent of white households owned their own homes.106 Rates of 
homeownership among single parents (almost all of whom are women) 
declined from 51.3 percent in 2004 to 46.8 percent in 2016.

There is also evidence that many of the racial and gender disparities 
in rates of foreclosure evident in the 1990s persisted well past the end of 
the “crisis,” due at least in part to ongoing and, by some measures, wors-
ening discrimination in mortgage lending.107 Using 2014 Home Mortgage 
Disclosure Act (HMDA) data, for example, Jacob Faber shows that, even 
after controlling for a range of individual- and community-level charac-
teristics, Asian Americans, Latinos, and African Americans continue to be 
approved for mortgages at lower rates than their white counterparts. He 
shows further that Black and Latino borrowers continue to be significantly 
more likely to receive high-cost loans than white borrowers, and also that 
this disparity has actually accelerated in the years since the foreclosure 
crisis.108 Using data from the Survey of Consumer Finance, Melanie Long 
finds similarly that sole-borrower low-income women have continued to 
carry higher mortgage debt than their male counterparts well after the 
crisis was said to have ended.109

There is also some evidence that lenders have returned to practices 
reminiscent of those used to deny credit to women before the passage 
of the Fair Housing and Equal Credit Opportunity Acts, and that these 
practices are once again being justified through controlling narratives 
about women’s allegedly weak labor force attachment. These practices 
include denying mortgages to women who are pregnant or on parental 
leave (even paid parental leave) or requiring that they return from paren-
tal leave early. Some lenders are once again requiring that women submit 
the kinds of “baby letters” that had been typical before the passage of the 
ECOA, stipulating that they either pledge not to have children or promise 
that they will continue to engage in paid employment if they do.110 Other 
practices include lender requirements that pregnant women sign “mater-
nity contracts,” which commit to a date by which they will return to work 
and which must be approved by both a doctor and the employer.111
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In addition—and as if to confirm NCLC counsel Margot Saunders’s 
assertion (quoted in chapter 4) that lenders are “ingenious in coming up 
with ways of avoiding the law” and “extremely imaginative in coming up 
with innovative ways to steal from borrowers”—there has also been a 
resurgence in extractive practices such as contract-for-deed home sales 
(also known as land installment contracts).112 Under such sales, borrow-
ers make down payments and monthly payments and are responsible for 
property taxes, insurance, and the maintenance and repair of properties 
(which are often uninhabitable at time of purchase) but they do not build 
equity or gain title to the home at purchase. Such sales are also not typi-
cally protected by the laws covering homeowners who buy homes with 
traditional mortgages.113

In other words, whatever policy windows were opened by the subprime 
and foreclosure “crisis” ultimately provided few opportunities to address 
the ongoing and structural inequalities that had fueled and been fueled by 
it. Instead, high rates of subprime lending and foreclosures among mem-
bers of marginalized groups were naturalized as outside of the crisis and 
beyond the power of the state to remedy. Ending the crisis and returning 
to “normal” conditions therefore meant a return to continued—and in 
some ways exacerbated—non-crisis conditions of deeply entrenched in-
equalities and high levels of subprime mortgages and rates of foreclosure 
among members of these groups.114

Conclusion

I do not mean to equate the situation in the 1990s with conditions in 2007 
and 2008. Among the important differences between the two periods was 
that, as Immergluck explains, “the overall scale of the subprime market 
was smaller on a national scale” and “much less extensive in high-cost 
metropolitan areas such as those in California and Florida” during the 
earlier period, and that the foreclosures of that period were consequently 
“both less severe and affected fewer neighborhoods and cities than did 
those in the late 2000s.”115 Also important, of course, is that the “first sub-
prime boom did not cause major losses to the investment community,” 
while the crisis period coincided with and helped to produce the Great 
Recession.116 And in showing that rates of foreclosure during a period that 
came to be widely understood as a “foreclosure crisis” were, by some mea-
sures and among some groups, no worse than rates during what remains 
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framed as a time of booming rates of homeownership, my point is not to 
argue that the “crisis” period was not, in fact, a “bad” time. I certainly do 
not mean to suggest that those borrowers who were helped by the govern-
ment programs intended to stem the tide of foreclosures were unworthy 
of such assistance nor that the legislative and regulatory measures taken 
in the wake of the 2007 crisis were adequate. Indeed, as I explain above 
and as many scholars have shown, that policy response emphasized aid 
to banks and lenders and did far less than it could or should have to help 
borrowers.117

In addition, like all policy outcomes, the legislative and regulatory re-
sponses to the subprime crisis were overdetermined and complicated, and 
I am neither trying to provide a comprehensive account of those responses 
nor claiming that the crisis/non-crisis framework fully explains them.118 
Rather, I use these cases to illustrate the ways in which dominant assump-
tions about whose suffering is tolerable and whose is intolerable shape 
and determine which circumstances will be identified as crises demanding 
explanations and state intervention, and which are instead treated as in-
evitable and outside the reach of the state to ameliorate.

I also understand that political and economic resources are not infinite 
and that under some circumstances, it might seem pragmatic to prioritize 
issues that seem to have a “broader” impact. And certainly if we take the 
breadth of a problem as our metric of the concern, effort, and consider-
ation that it warrants, the scant attention devoted to subprime mortgage 
lending and foreclosures before 2007 might not seem unreasonably low, 
the generally sanguine tone in policy deliberations and reporting about 
home buying and mortgage lending during that era might seem appropri-
ate, and the failure to apply the language of crisis at that time might seem 
unremarkable. Likewise, the increased attention to, alarm about, and calls 
for state intervention into these issues beginning in 2007 might seem pro-
portional to the rates of foreclosure in each era.

It may be impossible to determine a benchmark for the “correct” 
amount of media or political attention to a particular policy issue at a 
given moment. However, among the key lessons of scholarship about the 
dynamics of intersectional marginalization is that understanding and ad-
dressing the instantiation, functioning, and perpetuation of inequality de-
mands that we take seriously the experiences of members of marginalized 
and intersectionally marginalized groups. It also requires that we tran-
scend the very idea that things are worse, more alarming, or more worthy 
of attention and resources when they affect more people.119 Indeed, as 
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Lani Guinier and Gerald Torres argue, at the very least, everyone should 
understand that it is in their interest to address issues that affect members 
of marginalized groups because these groups are often, in their words, the 
“canary in a coal mine” whose distress often portends trouble ahead for 
all.120 Moreover, and as I have demonstrated in previous work, percep-
tions about the breadth and depth of an issue’s impact are themselves 
subjective and influenced by the power and normativity of the groups af-
fected by them. I have shown, for example, that even advocates for dis-
advantaged groups systematically overestimate the impact of issues af-
fecting advantaged groups and systematically underestimate the effects of 
those issues affecting disadvantaged ones.121 I have shown as well that this 
substitution of power for numbers in advocates’ assessments of the breath 
of an issue’s impact, in turn, is part of how they justify the vast disparities 
in the amount and kind of effort they devote to particular issues.122

The presence and absence of the terms subprime crisis, mortgage crisis, 
or foreclosure crisis may not, on their own, suffice to construct a crisis or 
a non-crisis. Likewise, the varying levels of attention devoted to subprime 
mortgage lending and foreclosure may not, on their own, be indicators 
that they were being constructed as non-crisis before 2007 and as crises 
after that date. I recognize as well that these variations are related to long-
standing patterns in mainstream reporting on the economy that extend to 
issues beyond subprime lending and foreclosures.123

Nonetheless, these variations are indicators of the processes through 
which these issues were being constituted as non-crises during the first 
era and as crises during the second. That is, these differential levels of 
attention to subprime mortgages and to increasing foreclosures among 
dominant political actors and in the economic reporting of two of the 
most important and agenda-setting newspapers in the United States are 
indicators that the extractive lending practices and high foreclosure rates 
documented as affecting primarily sole-borrower women and people of 
color as early as 1996 did not suffice to constitute a crisis that merited and 
could be resolved through state intervention and resources.

Elvin Wyly and C. S. Ponder have characterized the resistance to taking 
seriously the experiences of Black women in the mortgage market as an 
example of the perils of the tendency to dismiss evidence offered by mem-
bers of marginalized groups as unrepresentative “anecdotes” rather than 
as generalizable “data.” “For almost 20 years,” they write, “evidence from 
journalists’ reports, Congressional testimony, and consumer protection 
litigation suggested that predatory practices in the subprime market were 
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especially harmful for elderly African American women, many of them 
widows.” But, they continue, “even amidst the collapse of the subprime  
industry in late 2006 and through the summer of 2007,” much of this “vo
luminous evidence . . . was repeatedly dismissed as ‘anecdotal.’ ”124 In other 
words, even though activists, advocates, and state and local policymakers 
had made clear by the early 1990s that subprime mortgage lending was 
hurting marginalized communities, and even as many of these same actors 
tried very explicitly to frame these harms as crises, the harms suffered by 
women and people of color were dismissed as particular, unfixable, and 
problems of their own making. It was not until foreclosure rates among 
middle-class white male-breadwinner households reached levels typical 
of those among sole-borrower women and in communities of color and 
when foreclosures began to threaten the profitability of the lenders them-
selves that a “foreclosure crisis” was said to have begun. Only then did 
dominant economic reporters and political actors begin to treat subprime 
lending and foreclosures as policy problems that could and should be re-
solved by federal intervention. It was also then that they began to argue 
that such intervention was warranted, necessary, and likely to resolve 
these problems, even as they continued to treat high rates of subprime 
mortgages and foreclosures among women and people of color as natural, 
inevitable, and beyond the remedial power of the state.



conclusion and epilogue

Will These Crises Go to Waste?

Abby: You know, I love that we’re supposed to call it “crisis.” When it was crack in the inner 
cities it was a . . . 
Kimara: Epidemic.
Abby: Epidemic. Right. Like it was the Black Plague. Now that it’s heroin in the suburbs it’s 
a crisis, just a bad thing that happens to good people.—American Crime, season 3, episode 2

The politics of crisis and non-crisis are defining elements of the early 
twenty-first-century American political landscape and among the key 

vehicles through which state intervention and resource allocation are (and 
are not) justified. But it has not always been thus: By revealing some of 
the ways in which the term crisis has come to do the political work that it 
does, the keyword analysis and the examinations of the foreclosure crisis 
and non-crisis expose processes that fuel both crisis politics and their role 
in reinforcing and perpetuating inequality and marginalization. By denat-
uralizing crisis politics, the analyses also demonstrate that the word itself  
began its political life in the US as a designator for bad things that hap-
pened rarely, suddenly, often elsewhere, and usually to others. Racial jus-
tice advocates used the language of crisis to try to persuade dominant po-
litical actors and the public that these groups’ ongoing struggles were not 
inevitable facts of nature but instead problems worthy of and remediable 
through state action. Dominant political actors appropriated this meaning 
to justify state intervention to remedy bad things that happened to rela-
tively privileged groups and to naturalize ongoing racialized, gendered, 
and other inequalities and treat them as non-crises.

Together, these processes underscore the malleability and constructed-
ness of crisis and remind us that, contrary to dominant assumptions, it is not  
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always self-evident when a crisis has begun or when it has ended. Instead, 
the political history of crisis makes clear that dominant understandings and 
assertions about when we have entered or exited a crisis are shaped as much 
by conventions about what is normal and about whose pain is tolerable as 
they are by the severity of the problems at hand. This history also makes 
clear that these conventions are not merely rhetorical and do not simply 
reflect efforts to draw attention to or raise the urgency of an issue. Instead, 
these conventions serve as arguments about and structure contestations 
over when and what kind of state intervention is acceptable to address 
which kinds of problems that affect which groups. These arguments rely on  
and create assumptions and practices that reflect, reproduce, and reconsti
tute prevailing attitudes and normative expectations about racialized, gen-
dered, and other inequalities, at the same time as they justify policies that 
preserve and often reinforce their real material effects.

The paired analyses of the subprime mortgage crisis and its non-crisis 
analogue demonstrate further that neither the recognition nor the gen-
erativity of a crisis is foreordained. These matched cases also illuminate 
some of the processes through which problems come to be regarded as 
crises worthy of and remediable through state intervention and resources 
when they affect dominant groups even as analogous ones are treated as 
inevitable, immune to, and not warranting state intervention when they 
affect marginalized populations. They also provide a window onto the 
ways in which crisis politics work to naturalize structural inequalities and 
oppression by shaping how problems are understood as well as the policy 
solutions that are deemed reasonable to address them. In so doing, the 
cases also illuminate the ways in which the construction of crises and non-
crises create path-dependent outcomes that can serve to further entrench 
conditions of marginalization for some groups even as they might allevi-
ate hardships for others.

Recognizing this power of crisis not only to draw attention to an issue 
but also, more consequentially, to justify state intervention and resources 
to address it, advocates and activists associated with a range of issues, 
groups, and movements have continued to reframe an ever-expanding ar-
ray of naturalized conditions as intervention-worthy crises. And as they 
have done so, crisis politics have become ever-more woven into the fab-
ric of American politics and policymaking, ever-more integral to domestic  
policy agenda setting and problem definition, and ever-more central to 
battles over and justifications for or against state intervention. In the 1970s, 
for example, feminists introduced the term rape crisis center, in part to shift 
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understandings of sexual violence from an individualized and private issue  
to an emergency that deserved and demanded resources and a response. 
In the 1980s, AIDS activists formed the Gay Men’s Health Crisis to draw 
attention to the Reagan administration’s failed response to the HIV epi
demic.1 The 1980s and 1990s saw increasing calls for community and gov-
ernment interventions and resources to address what many advocates char-
acterized as a “crisis of the Black male.”2 On the right, “crisis pregnancy 
centers” became a staple of the anti-abortion movement’s tactics.

And depending on where you are and on when you have found your 
way to this book, any number of other crises (and non-crises) might come 
to mind as well. In the years after the Great Recession and the foreclosure 
crisis that are the subject of the previous two chapters, for example, the 
zeitgeist within which Rahm Emanuel championed the productive uses to 
which crises could be put continued apace, as the list of calamitous events 
and phenomena labeled crises continued to grow. In late 2013, doctors, 
public health officials, and policymakers began to describe an “opioid cri-
sis” that was ravaging many communities, while 2014 witnessed a “water 
crisis” in Flint, Michigan as well as increasing attention to what many ob-
servers described as a “border crisis” in the Southwest. A year later, con-
cerns intensified about a global “refugee crisis.” References to a “climate 
crisis” spiked in 2019, as climate scientists warned that the earth had seen 
its warmest and wettest year on record. In a somewhat different register, 
the advent of antiretroviral drug cocktails in the 1990s and pre-exposure 
prophylaxis (PrEP) in the 2010s led many to declare that the “AIDS cri-
sis was over,” even as persistent racial, economic, and regional inequalities  
in access to these treatments meant that, as Jonathon Catlin observed, there 
“was a higher per capita rate of AIDS for Black people some two decades 
after medicine was available than there ever was for white people when 
there were no effective drugs.”3

The foregoing examples crystallize some of the lessons and arguments 
in this book and about the politics of crisis and non-crisis more generally. 
The border crisis exemplifies the ways in which different understandings 
of crises are part of political contestations that bring with them their own 
implications for problem definition and for whether and how the state 
should respond.4 For some, the crisis had to do with alleged increases in 
the numbers of people trying to enter the United States from Mexico, 
Central, and South America. For those who held this belief, the appropri-
ate solution demanded and justified the marshalling of state resources and 
power to increase border patrolling and to build a wall. For those who 
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saw the crisis as one produced by political and economic conditions in mi-
grants’ countries of origin (themselves produced by histories of coloniza-
tion and by contemporary American hegemony in the region) and by the 
discriminatory and often inhumane and even lethal treatment they faced 
when they tried to enter the United States, the situation demanded state 
action and resources to treat them fairly, humanely, and with compassion.

The climate crisis illustrates the invocation of crisis as an attempt to 
denaturalize a problem and to shift the timeframe within which it is un-
derstood, reframing it from an inevitability that will simply continue to 
unfold to an intervention-worthy problem that is the product of human 
action and can thus be remedied through human agency as well. Like the 
mortgage foreclosure crisis and non-crisis, the declarations about the end 
of the AIDS crisis reveal the ways in which racialized norms and expec-
tations effectively disappeared what might be understood as an ongoing  
crisis-level prevalence of infections and illness in some Black communi-
ties. “For such acutely affected groups in the United States and around the 
world,” Catlin writes, “the AIDS epidemic is still experienced as a ‘crisis’ ” 
even as “most Americans—even within queer communities—may not con-
ceive of AIDS as a crisis.”5

Juxtaposing the “opioid crisis” against the non-crisis of the “crack epi-
demic” is another example in which analogous problems are treated dif-
ferently when they are perceived to affect different groups. In this case, 
while the effects of the so-called crack epidemic had been understood as 
being felt primarily among low-income Black people living in cities, the 
rise in opioid addiction was understood to affect mainly white people in 
suburban and rural areas. While the state response to the crack epidemic 
focused on punitive and carceral interventions and resources, those re-
sponding to the opioid epidemic questioned these solutions and in many 
cases rejected them in favor of treatment (at least, as Rebecca Tiger ar-
gues, for middle-class white people) and, eventually, regulation and pun-
ishment of pharmaceutical companies.6 And as public health authorities 
began to pay more attention to opioid use in rural and suburban areas, 
advocates argued that “the emphasis on the opioid crisis as a plague of 
the white rural and Rust Belt underclass has obscured the toll the prob-
lem has taken in major cities and among the urban poor.”7 That is, while 
opioid use among rural and suburban whites has been treated as a crisis 
that can and should be resolved, its manifestations among poor people 
and people of color in cities have been naturalized as non-crises within the  
crisis.
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Most generally, the designation of such widely ranging “bad things” 
as crises underscores the ongoing centrality and escalation of crisis poli-
tics as an arena for problem definition, agenda setting, and for competing 
ideas about the role of the state. It suggests that American politics are 
now, to some degree, always crisis politics: Not only has the term so per-
meated American politics and culture that they are almost unimaginable 
without it, but the actual and the perceived generativity of crises have be-
come staples of both policymaking and movement politics in the United 
States. The persistent and recurring battles over which bad things are cri-
ses, which are non-crises, and what the state can and should do about them 
have become defining features and pivot points in American politics and 
policymaking.

COVID-19 Crisis and Non-Crisis

In each of the foregoing cases and in many others, political actors and 
activists have tried to use the idea that a problem is a crisis as a way to jus-
tify state intervention and resources. Many of these contests and conflicts 
were heightened by the 2016 election of Donald Trump, which was itself 
deemed by many to be a crisis. His presidency also brought with it or 
heightened the salience of a basket of issues and problems to which the 
label crisis was appended, several of which came to a head in 2019 and 
2020 during what was routinely referred to as the “constitutional crisis” of 
his (first) impeachment.

As the impeachment hearings unfolded in late 2019, reports began to 
emerge about what was described at first as a pneumonia-like illness in the 
Wuhan Province of China. By January 2020, news accounts were describ-
ing a “coronavirus crisis” in that country and, soon after, in the Lombardy 
region of Italy. In late February, infections in Seattle earned this designa-
tion, and not long after that, so, too, did levels in several Californian cit-
ies. By early March of that year, reporters, political observers, and policy-
makers began to use the term crisis more broadly to describe COVID-19 
and its implications for the United States. This practice intensified as the 
numbers of infections and deaths increased, as the health and economic 
effects of the virus and its spread became clearer and widened, and as 
anti-lockdown demonstrators—many of whom were following the presi-
dent’s lead—refused to wear masks and defied the stay-at-home orders 
that health officials argued were necessary to slow the spread of the virus.
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And then, in the midst of these stay-at-home orders, the murders of 
Ahmaud Arbery, George Floyd, and Breonna Taylor by police and others 
prompted widespread and massive mobilization for racial justice in cities 
across the United States and the world. By early June 2020, journalists and 
political observers were referring to the “double” and even “triple crises” 
of the pandemic, its economic effects, and the uprisings.

Two Clear-Cut Crises?

In its early days and at first glance, the scope, scale, and trajectory of the 
COVID-19 pandemic bore all the markers of a classic, easily recogniz-
able, and self-evident clear-cut crisis: an apparently unambiguously urgent 
problem that was triggered by a seemingly exogenous cause, one that ar-
rived suddenly and unexpectedly and that brought with it a set of quick, 
discrete, and episodic shocks that were ostensibly universal in their effects. 
This latter characteristic was evident in the proliferation of references in 
advertising and social media to ideas such as “we are all in this together” 
(Gucci and PCI Security Standards Council), “the virus does not discrimi-
nate” (Seattle and King County, WA), we are “apart, but united” (Mas-
tercard), and “staying apart is the best way to stay united” (Coke).8 The 
pandemic was also treated (borrowing Murray Edelman’s previously ref-
erenced characterization) as “unique and threatening,” as a turning point 
at which action or inaction would determine life or death—in this case, the 
life or death of individuals, of institutions, and of the economy. State, lo-
cal, and federal political actors and observers also began to recognize and  
act on the need for intervention to address the pandemic. Similarly, the 
disruptiveness of the racial justice protests seemed to many observers to 
arrive as if out of nowhere, and they were met in many cities with excep-
tional and extreme police and even military force that, President Trump 
insisted, was necessary to contain the unrest and restore what he referred 
to increasingly as “law and order” in American cities.9

Together, the pandemic’s clear, life-threatening, and ostensibly uni-
versal and unprecedented health and economic effects alongside the up-
heaval of the protests might seem to cast doubt on some of the claims 
that I have made in this book: for example, that crisis is a construct or that 
what constitutes a crisis is politically determined. Conversely, the pan-
demic might also seem to confirm the assumption that some bad things 
are, in fact, much worse than others and therefore truly are crises. But the 
seeming self-evidence that the events of the spring and summer of 2020 
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were clear-cut crises becomes murkier if we consider them in the context 
of longer-term problems and processes. Doing so, as Antonio Vázquez-
Arroyo argues, entails not only coming to terms with “what is currently 
unfolding” but also requires that we try to “grasp the ways in which the 
current pandemic is advancing through an already catastrophic situation,” 
one structured by, inter alia, white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, ableism, 
and economic precarity.10 It also underscores several key points about the 
subject of this book: the relationships among crisis politics, episodic hard 
times, and the kinds of ongoing and quotidian hard times that routinely af
fect and structure the lived experiences of marginalized groups.

It is too soon, and these events are too numerous and too varied, for 
thorough and nuanced analyses of the relationships among the pandemic, 
police violence, racial justice protests, and the politics of marginalization 
in the United States, and it is not possible to do justice to these issues in 
one chapter or even one book. Even in the course of writing this epilogue, 
the contours and implications of the pandemic, the protests, and their in-
tersections have continued to evolve and to come into view. Rather than 
a comprehensive assessment of the many important questions about crisis 
politics and marginalized groups raised by these events—questions that 
will undoubtedly be asked, analyzed, and assessed for many years—I 
suggest three interrelated clusters of issues that are brought into focus 
through the lenses offered in this book: that both the material effects and 
the definition of crises are often endogenous to politics; that the events 
and phenomena deemed crises by dominant political actors are often 
ones that affect or are exacerbated by bad things that affect marginalized 
groups even in ostensibly good times; and that although faith in the gener-
ativity of crisis remains complicated when it comes to addressing margin-
alization, oppression, and subordination, that activists and advocates have 
used the confluence of the pandemic, police violence, and racial justice 
protests to reframe understandings of systemic racism and other forms of 
marginalization in ways that bring us back to its origins, particularly to the 
NAACP’s decision to name its magazine The Crisis.

Crisis as Endogenous

It is almost certainly the case that COVID-19 would have had calamitous 
effects regardless of political leaders’ responses to it. It is also true that 
police violence against Black people is not new and also that it has long 
prompted mass mobilization and sustained action.11 But just as there is 
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“no such thing as a ‘natural disaster,’ ” so, too, is it the case that neither the 
causes nor the consequences of the pandemic or white supremacist police 
violence were inevitable or “defined by an autonomous natural order.”12 
Instead, like disasters, crises “have histories, they are products of time and 
place,” and what gets called a crisis “is itself a political act.”13 Likewise, 
that the coronavirus pandemic and racist policing became crises in the 
United States illustrates some of the ways in which crises are dependent 
variables, the products of state action and inaction, and the outcomes of 
political decisions and policy processes.

For example, in both the United States and elsewhere, at least some 
portion of what was understood to be the “crisis” of the coronavirus crisis 
resulted from political and policy decisions in both the short and long  
terms. Among the clear and painfully direct short-term decisions that led 
to some of the defining features of its crisis-ness in the United States were 
President Trump’s now well-documented minimization of and denial 
about the threat posed by the virus. This minimization was evident, for 
example, in his failure to take seriously the early 2020 security briefings 
that warned infections likely would spread in the absence of interven-
tions.14 That the pandemic resulted from not only policy decisions but also 
partisan politics became clear when the committee headed by President 
Trump’s son-in-law Jared Kushner crafted but then abandoned a na-
tional plan because its members concluded that the pandemic’s effects 
were likely to be concentrated in states with Democratic governors, on 
whom they hoped they could—and on whom they in fact tried to—pin 
the blame.15 The effects of this inaction were likely exacerbated by those 
actions that the Trump administration did take, including its focus on 
“closing the border to China,” its continued assaults on the Affordable 
Care Act, and its neglect of the deadly conditions in detention centers and 
other carceral institutions. The administration’s failure to take seriously 
early reports about the virus also likely contributed to and exacerbated 
the effects of state and local officials’ decisions and actions as well, such 
as New York City mayor Bill DeBlasio’s mid-March assurances that resi-
dents of that city should continue to live their lives, to send their children 
to school, and to take public transportation.16

Among the longer-term actions, inactions, and decisions that likely 
played important roles in constituting the contours of the crisis in the 
United States were the Trump administration’s failure to replenish the so-
called national stockpile of emergency medical supplies and its jettisoning 
the Obama administration’s plans for doing so.17 Also likely important 
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was President Trump’s decision in 2017 to reduce the size of the White 
House National Security Council (NSC) Directorate for Global Health 
Security and Biodefense by absorbing it into another NSC directorate, 
and jettisoning the previous administration’s plans.18

But as the scale of the pandemic escalated, and as it became ever 
clearer that the United States was becoming an outlier in both rates of 
infection and mortality and also in the economic toll it was taking, ob-
servers increasingly noted the contributions of broader and longer-term 
factors as well. Among those frequently referenced among liberals and 
progressives were neoliberal developments such as the deregulation and 
privatization of for-profit health care and insurance alongside large num-
bers of uninsured people. For example, because many Americans lack ac-
cess to paid medical leave and child care and in the face of a patchwork 
of inadequate state-administered unemployment insurance systems, many 
people avoided or lacked access to testing and treatment and could not  
afford to stay home from work even if they suspected that had been ex-
posed to the virus or were experiencing symptoms.19

Similarly, the crises associated with the murders of Arbery, Taylor, and 
Floyd, the protests against them, and the police response to those pro-
tests were themselves also, in important ways, the products of short-term 
and long-term political action and policy decisions. Among the important 
long-term foundations were policies related to the wars on crime and 
drugs that relicensed racist and aggressive policing tactics, the militariza-
tion of police forces, and long histories of both white supremacist violence 
and mobilization against it.20

Same Storm, Different Boats: Disparities and Discrimination

These relatively straightforward ways in which politics and policy pro-
duced the crises of the pandemic, police violence, and racial justice pro-
tests point, in turn, to more subtly endogenous aspects of their crisis-ness. 
They point in particular to features related to the fact that the kinds of 
things that are deemed crises are often ones exacerbated by bad things 
that structure the lives of members of marginalized groups even in osten-
sibly good times. In the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, it seemed at first 
that many of the earliest diagnosed infections in the United States were 
clustered in relatively affluent communities. Once infection and mortality 
data were available by race and other demographic indicators, however, 
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it became clear that both the illness and its economic implications were 
taking a disproportionate toll on members of marginalized groups. That is, 
many of the worst effects of the pandemic were products of white suprem-
acy, economic precarity, heteropatriarchy, and other forms of inequality, 
marginalization, and oppression.

In something of a departure from the case of foreclosures and from 
other recent crises (and perhaps reflecting increased attention to inequali-
ties and even to intersecting forms of marginalization in the wake of the 
2016 election), dominant political actors and news outlets began to pay 
some attention to many of these disparities at a relatively early stage of 
the pandemic. Among the COVID-19-related headlines of stories pub-
lished in mainstream news outlets in the spring of 2020 included:

	 “As Coronavirus Deepens Inequality, Inequality Worsens Its Spread” (New 

York Times, 15 March 2020)

	 “They Clean the Buildings: Workers Are Fleeing, but Who’s Protecting Them?” 

(New York Times, 18 March 2020)

	 “The Coronavirus Is a Disaster for Feminism: Pandemics Affect Men and 

Women Differently” (Atlantic, 19 March 2020)

	 “Coronavirus May Disproportionately Hurt the Poor—And That’s Bad for Every

one” (Time magazine, 11 May 2020)

Several news stories reported on the findings of a May 2020 study con-
ducted by amfAR, for example, which found that US counties in which 
at least 13 percent of the population was Black accounted for 52 percent 
of COVID-19 cases nationwide.21 In Michigan, where African Americans 
comprise approximately 14 percent of the population, by May 2020 they 
constituted 41 percent of cases in that state. Disparities in mortality rates 
were even more alarming. A Washington Post study conducted in April 
of that year found that “majority-Black counties faced three times the 
COVID-19 infection rate, and nearly six times the mortality rate from 
the virus, that majority-white counties did.”22 Reports also began to docu-
ment high rates of infection and mortality among people incarcerated in 
prisons, jails, and detention centers, as well as patterns of discrimination 
such as refusals to treat LGBTQ people and the rationing of care and 
supplies that seemed to be leading to denials of treatment to people with 
disabilities.23

These disparities in rates of and vulnerability to infection, access to 
health care, and mortality mapped onto and were exacerbated by racial, 
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gender, and other disparities in the pandemic’s economic impact as well. 
Among these exacerbating factors were that women, people of color, and 
women of color in particular have long been more likely to be employed 
in occupations or in positions that did not allow them to work from or to 
stay home.24 The resulting increased risk of exposure was further exac-
erbated by the fact that members of these same groups were also more 
likely to be employed in sectors that were deemed “essential,” making 
those employed in such jobs ineligible for unemployment benefits.25 At  
the same time, and despite the fact that so much of their work was more 
likely to be deemed “essential,” women, low-income people, and people of  
color nonetheless also lost their jobs at higher rates than their white and 
male counterparts. Other gendered patterns began to become clear as well, 
such as ones in which women were shouldering disproportionate shares 
of care work and domestic labor, particularly when it came to elder care, 
child care, and at-home schooling.26

In addition to the foregoing health and economic disparities, each day 
seemed to bring evidence of other pandemic-related disparities and dis-
crimination, such as verbal and physical attacks against Asian Americans, 
as Trump and other conservative elites scapegoated and demonized China 
through their persistent references to COVID-19 as the “China virus” and 
the “Kung Flu.” There was also evidence of discriminatory enforcement 
of social-distancing and mask-wearing rules, prompting some observers 
to characterize it as the new “stop-and-frisk.” Journalist Adam Serwer re-
ported, for example, that “in East New York, police assault black residents 
for violating social-distancing rules; in Lower Manhattan, they dole out 
masks and smiles to white pedestrians.”27

Like the intersecting raced and gendered disparities that were both 
thrown into relief and exacerbated by the foreclosure crisis and non-
crisis, the disparities and discrimination laid bare by the coronavirus pan-
demic are troubling examples of the ways in which hard times so often 
inflict disproportionate harm and suffering on members of marginalized 
groups. And there is no doubt that the disproportionately high rates of 
infection, mortality, and economic precarity and exploitation experienced 
by women, people of color, low-income people, incarcerated people, and 
immigrants in the midst of the broader pandemic is another chapter in 
the ongoing saga of racial, gender, and economic inequality in the United 
States, in which the effects of crises are more pronounced among mem-
bers of marginalized and intersectionally marginalized groups, who “get 
pneumonia when the rest of the country has a particularly bad cold.” As 
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Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor put it even more pointedly in an April 2020 
column in the New Yorker, “The old African-American aphorism ‘When 
white America catches a cold, black America gets pneumonia’ has a new, 
morbid twist: when white America catches the novel coronavirus, black 
Americans die.”28 But as was also true in the cases of subprime lending and 
foreclosures, although this narrative captures crucial aspects of the many 
ways in which what Susan Sterett and Laura Mateczun call the “disaster  
cascade” of the pandemic were exponentially harder for members of mar-
ginalized and subjugated groups, it is only the tip of the iceberg when it 
comes to understanding the relationships among COVID-19, crisis con-
struction, and the politics of marginalization.29

In this particular case, considering these early framings about the im-
pact of the pandemic on marginalized groups suggests that there is an 
important difference between the idea that such inequalities are laid bare 
by a crisis and treating those inequalities as themselves a crisis. It suggests 
as well that there are important differences between questioning, as Ju-
dith Butler asks, whose lives are grievable and asking what it would take 
to prevent the harm that creates the grief.30 Once again, these distinctions 
are more than rhetorical and also deeper than simply saying that some-
thing is bad or arguing that it is urgent. The issue also cannot be reduced 
to the idea that dominant political actors did not care about an issue that 
affects marginalized groups, although that was certainly a contributing 
factor, with observers such as Serwer going as far as to suggest that Presi-
dent Trump simply stopped caring about the pandemic once he “found out 
who was dying.”31 Rather, it suggests that understanding the relationship 
between crises and marginalization entails reckoning with what it means 
that some inequalities are buried in the first place. It also entails exploring 
whether, once an inequality has been laid bare by a crisis, it is then treated 
as itself resolvable through and therefore worthy of state intervention and 
resources or whether it is normalized and treated as a non-crisis within 
the crisis. Even if people and political actors become concerned about or 
troubled by the “wake up call,” as Chester Hartman and Gregory Squires 
put it, that is delivered by a bad thing, it matters whether they think the 
problem can be fixed, and if so, by who and through what means.32 In these 
ways, the distinction is between different understandings of a problem 
and, most crucially, different approaches to whether and how a problem 
can, should, and will be addressed.

In the tethered cases of COVID-19, racist police violence, and the mo-
bilization against that violence, the framework of crisis and non-crisis  



210 conclusion and epilogue

reminds us that at issue is not only that members of marginalized groups 
were already more likely to be affected by problems including unemploy-
ment, a lack of or inadequate health insurance, eviction, foreclosure, and 
police violence before the crises had begun. Also important are questions 
about the ways in which such disparities and exacerbations were under-
stood, framed, and addressed: Which problems were universalized and 
treated as parts of the crises that could be solved by state intervention and 
resources, and which were particularized and naturalized as endemics that 
were outside the crisis and beyond the power of the state to remedy? Al-
though dominant media and political actors seemed to be more troubled 
by these patterns than they had been in the cases of subprime mortgages 
and foreclosures, many nonetheless normalized the deep and structural 
inequalities that produced these uneven effects of the pandemic, continu-
ing to treat them as non-crises—the unfortunate but nonetheless natural 
and inevitable results of unremarkable conditions that are immune to, and 
therefore do not warrant, state intervention.

One example of such differential treatment was evident in the early 
months of the pandemic. Asked at a 7 April 2020 press conference about 
the racialized health and economic disparities that were translating into 
disproportionate rates of infection and death among African Americans, 
for example, Anthony Fauci, Director of the National Institute of Allergy 
and Infectious Diseases and a member of President Trump’s Coronavirus 
Task Force, replied:

We have a particularly difficult problem of an exacerbation of a health disparity. 

We’ve known, literally forever, that diseases like diabetes, hypertension, obesity, 

and asthma are disproportionately afflicting the minority populations, particu-

larly the African Americans. . . . Unfortunately, when you look at the predispos-

ing conditions that lead to a bad outcome with coronavirus—the things that get 

people into ICUs that require intubation and often lead to death—they are just 

those very comorbidities that are, unfortunately, disproportionately prevalent 

in the African American population. .  .  . So we’re very concerned about that. 

It’s very sad. There’s nothing we can do about it right now, except to try and give 

them the best possible care to avoid those complications (italics added).33

Dr. Fauci made clear in his statement that he recognized and was trou-
bled by the racialized health and economic disparities he described. How-
ever, his characterization of the health disparities as something “we’ve 
known, literally forever” alongside his assertion that while the situation 
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might be “very sad,” that “there’s nothing we can do about it right now” 
framed them as outside of the crisis and beyond the power of the fed-
eral government to remedy. Though sympathetic, his language nonethe-
less echoed the sentiments of Mortgage Bankers Association researcher 
Michael Fratantoni, the witness quoted in chapter 5, who argued that the 
rising rates of foreclosure that were the subject of the hearings were not at 
“crisis levels” because they were “still caused by the same things that have 
historically caused mortgage delinquencies.” Unlike Fratantoni, Fauci did 
not dismiss concerns about the disparities in rates of infection and mortal-
ity. He did, however, treat these “endemics” very explicitly as a non-crisis: 
as long-standing problems that were natural and inevitable, that affected a 
particular group we might have predicted would bear a disparate impact, 
and that, although unfortunate and tragic, were caused by unalarming 
conditions unremediable through and therefore unwarranting of federal 
action.34

Conditions-as-Crises

While many dominant political actors and reporters initially treated these 
inequities as outside of both the crisis and beyond the power of the gov-
ernment to remedy, others did just the opposite. Representative Alex-
andria Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY), for example, framed the conditions that 
fueled and were fueled by COVID-19 as part of and integral to how the 
crisis of the pandemic should be understood and addressed, and as just as 
much a product of state action and inaction as the disease itself. Speak-
ing to New York Times reporter Mark Leibovich in late April 2020 about 
the pandemic’s particularly devastating effects on her constituents in New 
York’s 14th Congressional District, Ocasio-Cortez said, “this crisis is not 
really creating new problems. It’s pouring gasoline on our existing ones.”35

Ocasio-Cortez’s framing of the pandemic’s effects as constituted by 
ongoing issues of access to health care, income inequity, and racial injus-
tice were echoed and amplified by activists and advocates. As critical race 
feminist legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw put it in a column published in 
the New Republic,

On paper, Covid-19 may fit the profile of an equal opportunity assassin, but 

the trajectory of its rampage throughout the United States strongly indicates 

otherwise. . . . Confronting these disparities squarely reveals a further truth: that 
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the conditions of disparate vulnerability are not just there, but rather reflect 

the long-term consequences of the nation’s racially and economically disparate 

response to earlier crises. Rescues past and present illuminate in striking clarity 

whose vulnerability warrants robust interventions and whose does not.36

Many political actors, activists, and observers echoed Ocasio-Cortez’s and 
Crenshaw’s analyses situating the pandemic within broader contexts of 
inequality, marginalization, and oppression. They also engaged in even 
more explicit examples of the broad and long-standing practice of treat-
ing crises as generative of policy windows that can provide opportuni-
ties to address long-standing goals. Many echoed and even quoted Rahm 
Emanuel’s 2008 admonition that we should not let a “serious crisis to go 
to waste.” In some cases, they did so as calls to action, in other cases, as 
cautionary tales. Examples of the latter include an article published in 
Jacobin titled, “Why the Neoliberals Won’t Let This Crisis Go to Waste,” 
which opened with the following statement:

Many observers expected that the 2008 financial crisis would mark the end of 

neoliberalism. Instead, we saw a wave of privatization and sharp cuts in public 

services. Today, the forces best placed to exploit the coronavirus pandemic are 

still those who already have power: the neoliberals who’ve been shaping the 

economic policy agenda for decades.37

Examples of the former include a self-referential 25 March 2020 Washing-
ton Post op-ed authored by Emanuel himself titled “Let’s Make Sure This 
Crisis Doesn’t Go to Waste”:

Today, faced with another crisis, we need to think strategically not only about 

how to address the virus but also about how the United States can come out 

stronger on the other side. We all know this won’t be the last time we confront 

a pandemic. But it should be the last time a public health emergency provokes 

an economic depression. We need to prepare for tomorrow, starting today.38

Racism Is a Crisis

Three COVID-era developments help to illustrate these attempts to de
naturalize the ongoing and normalized conditions of marginalization made 
evident in the pandemic and the protests and to reframe them as crises 
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that are remediable through state intervention. First among these was a pro-
liferation of dozens of statements and resolutions issued by a wide range 
of cities, counties, and professional organizations declaring that racism was 
itself “a crisis” or a “public health crisis.”39 Although the first such declara-
tions were issued in 2019, they increased steeply in tandem with the pan-
demic, and their proliferation accelerated in the wake of the racial justice 
protests that summer. The content of these statements varied widely, with 
some doing little more than acknowledging the disparities or, like Fauci’s  
statement above, averring that racism and racialized police violence are 
troubling and unfortunate. For example, the city council of Goleta, CA’s 
resolution “Condemning Police Brutality and Declaring Racism a Public 
Health Emergency” merely stated that it is “committed to making Goleta 
a welcoming, inclusive, and safe community for everyone,” that it both pro-
motes “free thought and speech” and also condemns “racism and police 
brutality, hate speech, bigotry, violence and prejudice,” and that is stands 
“in solidarity with the people of Goleta and the Black Lives Matter move-
ment” in its dedication “to creating a community where all people can 
safely, freely and fully engage in our democracy without the fear of those 
that have sworn to protect them.”40

While statements such as the Goleta city council’s were quite short and 
general, others drew explicit links between long-standing racial dispari-
ties and injustices and the disparities in COVID-19 rates of infection and 
death and police violence and even laid out some explicit measures that 
would be taken to address them. The preamble to the Hamden, CT city 
council’s “Resolution Declaring Racism as a Public Health Crisis,” stated, 
for example,

How is racism a public health emergency? The trauma inflicted by racism and 

the purposeful disinvestment in social and economic well-being, people of color 

live with disproportionately higher cortisol levels, higher rates of chronic stress, 

higher rates chronic disease, lower infant birth rates, higher rates of COVID-19 

infection and death and pay the ultimate price with their lives. This time of a 

global pandemic, we can put these efforts toward immediate and life savings 

action.

The resolution also enumerated seven measures it argued would “catalyze 
and authorize data analysis, policy analysis to prevent unintentional injus-
tices, and implementation of policies and actions to dismantle or course-
correct problematic systems.”41 Taken together, these statements harken 
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back to the ideas motivating the NAACP’s decision (described in chap-
ter 2) to name its magazine The Crisis. That is, they harness the language 
of crisis as part of efforts to change the way in which racism is understood 
and addressed: not as natural or inevitable, but as worthy of and amelio-
rable through state intervention and resources.

The First “Shecession”?

A second example of the ways in which the events of 2020 might serve 
to denaturalize ongoing and normalized conditions of marginalization is 
evident in the unprecedented attention paid to labor force issues faced 
by women in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic. Much of this atten-
tion was prompted by the fact that the pandemic had led to “an economic 
downturn where job and income losses are affecting women more than 
men,” or what some referred as the “first female recession.”42 As Amanda 
Holpuch explained in an August 2020 article in the Guardian, “from Feb-
ruary to May, 11.5 million women lost their jobs compared with 9 million 
men. . . . By the end of April, women’s job losses had erased a decade of 
employment gains.”43

It might seem unremarkable that journalists would pay attention to 
these developments, but such reports stand in stark contrast to the ways 
in which gendered norms and expectations regarding income inequality 
and labor force participation have typically been framed in mainstream 
economic reporting. As I discuss briefly at the outset of chapter 4, for ex-
ample, such norms and expectations marked ideas about both the depth 
and gravity of the Great Recession as well as the indicators that it was 
over. In particular, policymakers and economic reporters had treated high 
rates of white male unemployment as the defining indicator of that eco-
nomic crisis. This approach naturalized ongoing high rates of unemploy-
ment among men of color and women of all races as a non-crisis and as 
already accounted for in long-standing ideological tropes and infrastruc-
tures, thereby making these statistics irrelevant to the metrics used to de-
termine economic recovery.44

Much was made, for example, of the fact that unemployment rates for 
men reached 10.5 percent in May 2009 (up from 5 percent in 2007) and 
that the analogous rate for women had increased to only 8 percent (from 
4.8 percent in 2007).45 But it was also true that rates of women’s unem-
ployment were not actually declining but were instead remarkably high. 
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Women also continued to endure inequalities that had affected them long 
before the recession had begun: They remained concentrated in lower-
paying service positions, average wages for white men remained higher 
than those for white women, and white men with high school diplomas 
continued to earn about as much as white women with college degrees.46 
But while some observers and analysts at that time noted these dispari-
ties, there was scant acknowledgment of the fact that women’s lower rates 
of unemployment were at least in part an artifact of long-standing norms 
about women’s paid labor, whereby the proportion of women in the labor 
force was far lower than the proportion of men. Lawrence Mishel and his 
colleagues estimated for example, that in 2007, before the recession began, 
90.9 percent of men between the ages of twenty-five and fifty-four, but 
only 75.4 percent of women in this same group, were in the labor force.47 
In other words, it was true that among all those in the paid labor force, a 
greater proportion of men were unemployed compared to the propor-
tion of women. But even when the gap between the rates of men’s and 
women’s unemployment was at its peak, a greater proportion of Ameri-
can men than American women was nonetheless employed.48 The abso-
lute value of the number of men working also remained higher than the 
number of women, those men continued to earn more than their female 
counterparts, and they also continued to hold higher-paid jobs than more 
highly educated women. Yet these long-term structural inequities were 
not factored into the constitution of the Great Recession as a crisis; rather, 
it was the suggestion that gendered norms were being challenged and gen-
dered disparities possibly narrowing or reversing that was deemed the 
sign of trouble and the problem worthy of attention.

It was in that context that an upturn in which 90 percent of the jobs 
created went to (mostly white) men was construed as a “recovery”—the 
central and symbolically powerful verdict rendered—and these racial-
ized and gendered realities were at once subsumed, made invisible, and 
neutralized by the official end to crisis. Indeed, that the disproportion-
ate benefits of that recovery went to white male workers was—and has 
long been—one of the conditions that “make our sense of normalcy pos-
sible.”49 But whereas in 2009 the notion that the economy had entered a 
recovery was not questioned, even as—or perhaps because—women and 
people of color fared worse, in 2020, the fact that these groups were suf-
fering more was treated as an important and at times even integral factor 
in many analyses of the economic implications of the pandemic. Articles 
such as those referenced at the outset of this section, for example, even 
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used these disparities as points of entry into discussions about broader 
and longer-standing structural economic issues facing women and particu-
larly women of color. The Guardian article, for example, contextualized 
women’s unemployment rates by arguing that they

have underlined the changing nature of the workforce and brought into focus 

the overlooked issues attached to that shift. Women, especially women of color, 

are more vulnerable to sudden losses of income because of the gender pay gap 

and are more dependent on childcare and school to be able to work.50

The article concludes by quoting Institute for Women’s Policy Research 
president Nicole Mason, who stated that “what we’re realizing now is that 
what is happening now is the result of broken systems that were not work-
ing for the majority of Americans and people.” In so doing, Mason tried to 
use the pandemic and the raced and gendered economic conditions that it 
has thrown into relief to denaturalize ongoing conditions of marginaliza-
tion and reframe them as part of the crisis: that is, as problems that can 
and must be remedied by the state if the crisis is ever to truly end.

Conclusion: “Normal Wasn’t Working”

The foregoing point relates to the final illustration of the ways in which 
advocates and activists tried to denaturalize the ongoing and normalized 
conditions of marginalization made evident in the pandemic and the pro-
tests. In particular (and echoing “Normalcy, Never Again,” the working ti
tle of what would come to be known as Martin Luther King Jr.’s 1963 “I 
Have a Dream” speech), among the earliest, most common, and most en-
during refrains about the pandemic and the protests were admonitions that 
ending the crises should not mean a return to “normal” because “normal 
wasn’t working” and that going back to “normal” would mean a return to  
conditions of deep structural inequalities.51 “Unprecedented crises demand 
unprecedented action,” political scientist Daniel Carpenter and economist 
Darrick Hamilton wrote in an April 2020 white paper for the Scholars 
Strategy Network. “Far from a temporary state of affairs,” they continued, 
“the COVID-19 pandemic crisis instead exposes the rot in our republic, 
the severe weakness of our society, and the frailty of a purportedly robust 
economy.”52 Speaking a few months later at a World Economic Forum 
event that was part of its “Great Reset” series, former secretary of state 
John Kerry opened his remarks by saying “the normal was a crisis; the 
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normal was itself not working.”53 And in a January 2021 column published 
in honor of the inauguration of President Joe Biden and Vice President 
Kamala Harris, Alicia Garza, co-creator of the Black Lives Matter Global 
Network, reminded readers that

The truth is, things weren’t great before the pandemic hit and they certainly 

were tenuous before Trump’s election. White supremacy has always been nor-

malized in this country. . . . The reckoning that this country is facing is not just a 

racial justice one. America is deciding who it will be, not just for ourselves, but 

for the rest of the world. This is the time when we get to decide whether we will 

go forwards and act on the painful lessons we’ve learned, or if we will downshift 

into complacency and normalcy that was anything but normal.54

Through formulations such as these, activists and advocates have recog-
nized the limits of treating crisis itself as generative. Rather than Emanu-
elian strategies that try to use the crisis to “do things you could not do 
before,” they have tried instead to disrupt and blur the lines between crisis 
and non-crisis by using the moment to question the containability of both 
and to problematize the very meaning, conditions, and desirability of “be-
fore.” That is, they have tried to use the confluence of the health pandemic, 
the economic crisis, and the increased attention to racist police violence 
and other inequalities to address the ongoing and deeply entrenched 
forms of oppression that these events have both revealed and fueled. In 
so doing, they have attempted to shape and provide some context for the 
ways in which racial injustice, misogyny, and possible remedies for them 
are understood and to make it more difficult to continue to naturalize 
them as the “normal” conditions that would signal an end to the crises.

There are still many reasons to worry that harnessing redistributive and  
liberatory agendas to the twinned crises of the pandemic and police vio
lence will do more to reorganize or reinforce unjust racial, gender, eco-
nomic, and other orders than it will do to alleviate or end them. Indeed, as I 
put the finishing touches on this book, policymakers are dismantling many 
COVID-19-related provisions and police violence continues unabated. But 
there are also signs that these challenges have made clearer to increasing 
numbers of people and policymakers that there are costs associated with 
treating structural inequalities as non-crises. There may therefore also be 
reasons to hope, then, that if and when these crises “end,” it might not mean,  
as it has so often, a return to “normal” pre-crisis conditions of continued— 
or exacerbated—deeply entrenched inequality and normalized injustice 
that are treated as outside the power of the state to remedy.55





appendices

Overview of Sources and Methods

The arguments and analyses in this book draw on evidence and data 
that I collected from a wide range of sources, including print media 

and political and government documents. I describe many important fea-
tures of these sources and detail the methods that I used to collect and 
code the data in the notes that accompany the tables and figures and in 
the body and endnotes of the relevant chapters. Here, I assemble and 
elaborate on these considerations and decisions in order to present a 
more holistic account of my approach and reasoned justifications for my 
decisions for readers who want more details about them.

I begin in appendix A with a discussion about some of the caveats and 
considerations associated with my approach to working with textual evi-
dence. In appendix B, I describe key aspects of the methods I used to col-
lect and code the data from the various sources and report the results of  
supplementary searches and analyses that I conducted. Appendix C pro-
vides a list of the main sources of evidence used in the book, and appen-
dix D contains several supplementary figures and tables.
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Working with Textual Data:  
Caveats and Considerations

“For much of its history,” Justin Grimmer, Margaret Roberts, and Bran-
don Stewart write in a 2021 review essay about machine learning in 

the social sciences, “empirical work in the social sciences has been defined 
by scarcity.” Whereas data were previously “hard to find, surveys were 
costly to field, and record storage was close to impossible,” they continue, 
“abundance now defines the social sciences.”1 This description is partic-
ularly true of textual data: The digitization of newspapers, government 
publications, political documents, and other sources enables, at least in 
theory, easier, more comprehensive, and more systematic searching of a 
broader range of sources than is possible using hard copies.2 Researchers 
now take for granted, for example, that they can type a word like crisis 
into a search engine to see how it has been used in hundreds of newspa-
pers published for over a century, something that previously would have 
been like searching for a needle in a haystack.

But for all that digitization has made possible, a growing body of scholar-
ship also alerts researchers to several caveats and tradeoffs associated with 
searchable and machine-readable sources, some of which can introduce prob-
lems and sources of error into our work.3 Below, I discuss seven such issues 
that were particularly salient in doing the research for this book, explaining 
some of the ways in which I grappled with and ultimately addressed each one.

Textual Data vs. Text-as-Data

First, and most generally, while most of the analyses in this book rely on “tex-
tual data,” and although I draw on and am indebted to ideas and methods 
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associated with “text-as-data” approaches, I do not treat text as data in the 
sense that data scientists and social science methodologists use this term. 
As Kenneth Benoit explains, “textual data” is “text that has undergone se-
lection and refinement for the purpose of more analysis.” Treating text as 
data, however “means converting [that text] into features of data and ana-
lysing or mining these features for patterns, rather than making sense of a 
text directly.”4 Moreover, as Laura Nelson, Derek Burk, Marcel Knudsen, 
and Leslie McCall explain, “in contrast to computer scientists and compu-
tational linguists,” even social scientists who do take a “text-as-data” ap-
proach are typically less interested in “classifying a massive amount of text 
into their dominant categories” than they are “in identifying complex, so-
cially constructed, and unsettled theoretical concepts, often with ill-defined 
boundaries, such as populism, rationality, ambiguity, and inequality” or, as is 
the case in this book, crisis.5 Nelson and her coauthors go on to explain that 
the kind of “dictionary methods” (which they define as searching “through 
a corpus of documents for a list of words or phrases predetermined by the 
researcher”) on which many of the analyses in this book rely are particu-
larly appropriate “when specific phrases are of interest.”6 In their piece, for 
example, they argue that “tracking the use of the term ‘inequality’ ” can re-
veal “shifts in the way that the underlying concept of inequality is being rep-
resented,” in ways that allowed them to explore whether “the deployment 
of the inequality term itself has substantively meaningful consequences,” 
such as “for understanding how public discourse reflects or shapes public 
perceptions and views about inequality.”7 More generally, the combination 
of dictionary method keyword searching and hand-coding allows for what 
they describe as “a more flexible approach to identifying and classifying 
subject matter that varies in form (i.e., the particular words or phrases used) 
but not necessarily in content (i.e., the concept of interest).”8

Limits and Selectivity of Digitization

A second broad issue is that only a fraction of potentially relevant and 
illuminating sources have been digitized or collected in systematic, com-
prehensive, and easily accessible formats and repositories. Particularly rel-
evant to research addressing issues of power and marginalization is that 
many of the biases in what is and is not available replicate long-standing 
biases toward dominant sources and groups. For example, while the full 
digitized corpus of the New York Times is accessible to researchers (it 
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is available from 1851–2015 through ProQuest Historical Newspapers, 
and ProQuest US Newsstream makes its full text available from 1980 
through the present), full digitized runs of even the most prominent Af-
rican American papers and magazines such as the Chicago Defender and 
the NAACP’s Crisis magazine are far more difficult to access. Even when 
digitized copies of every issue in a publication’s run can be located, schol-
ars must often piece them together from different sources. As I note in 
chapter 2, for example, The Crisis magazine is available from 1910–1922 
in PDF form via the Modernist Journal Project, and through 1923 from 
the Internet Archive. Later issues are available through Google Books, 
but that platform does not allow users to download or even to print the is-
sues, so searches must be done online using the (not very flexible) Google 
Books interface. Similarly, the archive of national political party platforms 
available through the University of California, Santa Barbara’s American 
Presidency Project (UCSB APP) is invaluable but includes platforms only 
of parties receiving electoral votes. As such, while it includes the platforms 
of some minor parties in some years (such as the Constitutional Union 
Party and the Southern Democratic Party in 1860, the Populist Party in 
1892, the Progressive Party in 1912, and the States’ Rights Party in 1948), 
it excludes the platforms of many minor parties.

The unevenness in digitation means more generally that the time pe-
riods covered by the data sources on which I draw vary considerably, and 
also that many are periodized in their own, somewhat different, ways. For 
example, the Google Books data summarized in figures 2.1 and 2.7 be-
gin in 1810 and are classified by decade—“1810s,” “1820s,” and so forth. 
The New York Times data in figure 2.2 begin in 1851 and are classified as 
“1851–59,” “1860–69,” etc.).

Abundance of Digitization

Another digitization-related issue with implications for the research in this 
book is the flip-side of the foregoing one, which is that even with the ac-
knowledged foregoing limitations, there is nonetheless an overabundance 
of searchable text. Scholars must therefore make decisions about which 
of the many available and relevant sources they will include, as every ad-
ditional corpus requires extra time and resources for processing, cleaning, 
and analyzing text. Though I chose to focus my analysis in chapter 5 on 
economic reporting in the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal, 
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for example, I could have conceivably included up to hundreds more in-
dividual sources or I could have used a collection of many sources such as  
the Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature (which, as I explain in chap-
ter 5 and at greater length below, I did use to replicate several key searches  
and analyses). I also could have included analyses of news sources and 
policy deliberations in select states and localities. My decision to focus on 
two particularly important and revealing mainstream national newspapers 
was guided by several considerations. First, it reflects the emphasis that a 
keyword approach places on understanding the context in which words 
are used. While additional sources would certainly have added additional 
information, expanding the corpus in this way would have also made it 
more difficult to engage deeply with their substance in a manner that is in 
the spirit of a keyword approach.

My decision to focus on the New York Times and the Wall Street Jour-
nal also reflects my related attempt to conduct a keyword analysis in a 
way that also heeds the lessons of mixed-methods approaches, which 
encourage scholars to harness both the breadth that is possible through 
large-N research and the nuance available through more in-depth case 
studies. Treating the entire universe of relevant articles in these two news-
papers as the population of interest for the analyses allowed me to com-
bine text searching and computer-assisted coding with hand coding and 
close reading, bringing the lens up to identify trends as a “large-N” analy-
sis allows and lowering it for the kind of detailed and context-sensitive 
discussions of illustrative and representative examples that are in the 
spirit of a qualitative keyword approach. And although some researchers 
argue that automated coding is less prone to the subjective assessments 
of human coders, Nelson and her coauthors remind us that automated 
and computer-assisted dictionary methods cannot be “mechanistically ap-
plied” either. Instead, “their output is typically tested by hand post facto,” 
as hand coders typically “go back through a sample of the corpus to test 
the validity of the computer-assisted codes.” As such, “dictionary and fully 
automated methods rely to a nontrivial degree on the judgment of the 
analyst to interpret and verify the results.” In other words (and not unlike 
the credit scoring I discuss in chapters 4 and 5), automated methods do 
not “replace the human researcher in the content analysis workflow,” and 
“regardless of technique, the researcher is making decisions every step of 
the way based on their deep substantive knowledge of the domain.”9

Finally, my decision to draw specifically on the New York Times and 
the Wall Street Journal is based on their status as national news sources 
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and “papers of record,” which make them particularly important and ap-
propriate parts of the transcript of dominant politics. As communications 
scholar Nikki Usher writes,

The Times is a pivotal institution in American democracy. Since 1851, it has 

shaped the contours of elite political discussion and provided substantive re-

porting from across the world and the nation. . . . So why should we care about 

The New York Times? Fundamentally, The New York Times is a special place; 

its stature, its size, its place in the public imagination, and maybe even its sense 

of its own importance make its transition to the digital age notable. It has won 

more Pulitzer Prizes than any other newspaper (over one hundred and ten and 

counting). . . . Even for critics, The New York Times remains the most important 

newspaper in the United States.10

At the same time that the New York Times is distinct in these important 
ways, Frank Baumgartner, Suzanna De Boef, and Amber Boydstun also 
find that it tracks “closely with alternate papers,” and argue that it can 
be treated as a representative source.11 The Wall Street Journal is simi-
larly considered the “financial newspaper of record.”12 In addition, while 
the Wall Street Journal does not capture the overtly racist vilification of  
subprime borrowers that characterized more extreme-right news outlets 
such as Fox News or the New York Post, the Wall Street Journal is nonethe-
less typically more conservative in both its news coverage and its editorial 
positions than the more centrist New York Times.13 That the Wall Street 
Journal is typically less explicitly racist than other conservative outlets 
also makes it a harder test of my arguments about the ways in which race 
and gender were and were not at play in coverage of subprime mortgages 
and foreclosures than sources like Fox or the New York Post.

Challenges of Text Recognition

Fourth, like most technologies, optical text recognition (OCR) is far from 
perfect, and research suggests that some text-recognition errors occur in 
systematically problematic ways.14 These errors are less pervasive in text 
that originates in digital form (although these sources can still contain 
misspellings and the like) than they are in sources that began as hard cop-
ies that were then scanned into PDFs (as is true of much of the Con-
gressional Record) or sources that are transcripts of audio and video  
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recordings (also true of the oral portions of congressional hearings in the 
Congressional Record).

One particular issue that scholars have identified and that had impli-
cations for the research for this book has to do with OCR’s tendency to 
misrecognize the “medial s” by confusing it for an “f” (see figure A.1). 
As Google explains in “What Does the Ngram Viewer do,” “When we 
generated the original Ngram Viewer corpora in 2009, our OCR wasn’t as 
good as it is today. This was especially obvious in pre-nineteenth century 
English, where the elongated medial-s (ſ ) was often interpreted as an f.”15 
For example, best was often read by OCR scanners as beft. Although the 
technology has improved significantly over the last decade, I avoided sys-
tematic errors by searching for crifif and crifef. Doing so produced only 
two hits in the many sources I use in this project (two congressional hear-
ings, the first one from 1969 and the other from 1971), neither of which 
ended up being germane and neither of which has ended up in the data I 
compiled and analyzed.

Challenges of Working with PDFs

In addition, and as I note in chapter 2, PDFs are cumbersome, particularly 
when they are very long (many records of congressional hearings exceed 
1,000 pages), and they are consequently difficult to work with. This is true 
even when it comes to more recent parts of the Congressional Record, 
in which the PDFs originated as digital text. Although the Government 
Printing Office (GPO) publishes online text versions of some hearings, 
these are available beginning only for those held in 1997. Moreover, even 
within this limited timeframe, the GPO does not publish all hearings.  
ProQuest is consequently the most compressive source of digitized con-
gressional documents, but in the period during which I was doing the re-

figure a.1.  The “medial S.”
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search and analyses for this project, it imposed an additional impediment 
by locking its PDFs so that they cannot be easily uploaded into data or 
text analysis and management programs. Although scholars could purchase 
text files and metadata derived from these PDFs, at the time that I con-
ducted the research for this book, those data were prohibitively expen-
sive and also required extensive processing before they could be usable. 
As a consequence, while it was possible to analyze the full text of some 
documents—such as the party platforms and State of the Union addresses 
that I use in chapter 2—doing so in some analyses of congressional hear-
ings and bills proved prohibitive. Consultations with several colleagues 
who employ text analysis (including several data scientists) convinced me 
that the costs of the additional time and resources necessary to conduct 
full-text analyses of the use of crisis in the full text of congressional hear-
ings would outweigh the additional benefits possible by analyzing its use 
in the titles of hearings and bills (although I do conduct full-text searches 
in the case of some of the more constrained searches in chapter 5). A full-
text analysis would no doubt be revealing, and since ProQuest has recently 
begun to make the full text of these and other government sources more 
usable through TDM Studio, I hope to replicate the analyses of hearing 
and bill titles and summaries for the full text of these sources in the future.

Keyword Analysis vs. Keyword Searches and Keyword  
vs. Subject Searches

A sixth set of issues has to do with the term keyword itself. The first issue 
in this cluster of considerations is that this book contains frequent refer-
ences to three uses of that term—keyword analysis, keyword approach, 
and keyword search—and relies heavily on keyword searches as the basis 
for its keyword analyses. The term keyword analysis describes an analytic 
approach that, as Bruce Burgett and Glenn Hendler write, tells a story 
about “how the meanings of words change through time and across space, 
how they have shaped our thinking,” and how they are deployed in “rela-
tion to debates.”16 A keyword search, in contrast, is a tool “for information 
retrieval within various archiving systems,” and the term describes the 
mechanics of using “natural language” to search sources such as databases 
or the internet to look for instances of particular words or phrases, either 
in the full text of documents or in particular search or metadata fields such 
as titles, abstracts, and even, in some cases, keywords.17 Keywords can also 
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be used in conjunction with Boolean searching, using operators such as 
AND, OR, and NOT to refine search terms and return more specific or 
germane results.

A second and related issue has to do with the tradeoffs between key-
word searches and subject searches. As Pablo Barbera, Amber Boydstun, 
Suzanna Linn, Ryan McMahon, and Jonathan Nagler explain in a 2021 ar-
ticle, the ability to conduct keyword searches gives researchers more con-
trol, is more transparent, and returns more comprehensive results than 
is possible through subject classifications.18 For example, a subject search 
for “subprime mortgage” in the New York Times from 1980 through 2006 
returned only 17 results, compared with 72 using the keyword search. But 
keyword searches also typically sweep up a lot of irrelevant or redun-
dant observations. To make sure to the extent possible that all observa-
tions included in all analyses were substantively germane, I went through 
the results of each search to identify and delete false positives as well as 
duplicate entries for the same observation, adjusting search parameters 
to minimize irrelevant observations and then going through the results 
again to eliminate any remaining problems before conducting analyses. In 
the case of the aforementioned search for articles about “subprime mort-
gages”, for example, I determined that four of the original 72 observations 
returned for the New York Times from the period 1980 through 2006 and 
21 of the original 210 for the Wall Street Journal were out of scope and 
were therefore excluded (see table 5.1).

I also relied on keyword searches of the full text of party platforms 
and State of the Union addresses (see tables 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3), and used 
ProQuest Congressional to conduct keyword searches of congressional 
hearings and bills for some of the more narrowly tailored searches I con-
ducted, such as tracking use of the terms subprime crisis, mortgage crisis, 
and foreclosure crisis. Keyword searching the full text of these sources was 
too unwieldy for broader searches, however, such as for the unmodified 
terms crisis, mortgage, and foreclosure. In addition, ProQuest’s subject 
terms do not include ones that would be necessary to use that feature 
to search the full text of these documents in an effective way. The sub-
ject coding done by the US Policy Agendas Project (USPAP), however, 
provided reliable and valid coding and measures to assess how much and 
what kind of attention dominant political actors devoted to these issues 
and how this has varied over time, which I present in tables 5.4 and 5.5. 
In the case of the use of the term crisis, I used ProQuest to search the  
titles of hearings and titles and summaries of bills (see figs. 2.8 and 2.10 and  
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tables 3.1 and 3.2) and used Legacy CIS numbers (the only record indenti
fier variable common to both ProQuest and USPAP) to match each result 
with its coded US Policy Agendas Project entry. I provide a more detailed 
descriptions of my use of USPAP in appendix B.

Google Ngram Data

Several of the foregoing issues converge in debates about the reliability 
and validity of Google Ngram data. As Nadja Younes and Ulf-Dietrich Reips 
explain, the Google Books Ngram Viewer, known as Google Ngram, “is a 
search engine that charts word frequencies from a large corpus of books 
that were printed between 1500 and 2008,” generating charts “by dividing 
the number of a word’s yearly appearances by the total number of words 
in the corpus in that year.”19 Since its introduction in 2009, Ngram has be-
come “a valuable tool for exploring . . . important socioeconomic trends 
and assessing public reactions to major natural or social events.”20

But while Ngram has become “a widely used tool in the current ‘com-
putational turn’ in many social sciences and humanities disciplines,” schol-
ars have also raised a range of concerns about it and possible biases in its 
data.21 Alexander Koplenig has raised concerns, for example, about the 
fact that scientific texts—and, therefore, academic language—are over-
represented in the corpus; about the lack of metadata about the books 
included the corpus (including information about the authors and titles 
that are included in it); that the data lag actual usage because books take 
longer to publish than other kinds of texts; and about the unevenness of 
the sampling of works spanning two centuries and the consequent over-
representation of more recent texts.22 In other words, as Eitan Pechenick, 
Christopher Danforth, and Peter Dodds argue, we cannot assume an un-
biased sampling of books; they advise that “much caution must be used 
when employing these data sets to draw cultural conclusions from the fre-
quencies of words or phrases in the corpus.”23

Junyan Jiang, Tianyang Xi, and Haojun Xie acknowledge these con-
cerns, but based on their own analyses and their review of several oth-
ers, they contend that Google Ngram counts track closely with and are 
reliable indicia of real-world events.24 Sean Richey and J. Benjamin Tay-
lor, too, conducted a range of validity tests and argue that Ngram data 
have “content validity and can be used as a proxy measure for previ-
ously difficult-to-research phenomena and questions” and can be effective  
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proxies for novel, difficult-to-measure variables.” Richey and Taylor argue 
that Ngrams should be thought of as “an extension of coding the running 
record, such as The New York Times and other notable newspapers,” in this 
case, the “running record in books.”25 For my purposes, and as I explain in 
chapter 2, I treat the results of the Ngram and Google Books searches as  
initial and rough measures of language usage and as preliminary and gen-
eral indicators of the introduction and trajectory of the term crisis as a sta-
ple of mainstream American political vocabulary. Similarly, I regard the 
differences among the incidence of crisis, poverty, and accident in figure 2.1 
as evidence that the changes in the over-time use of the term crisis are not 
a function of general increases in the use of all words. I also try to follow  
Koplenig’s suggestion that rather than characterizing claims based on Goo
gle Books data as evidence of “general linguistic or cultural change,” schol-
ars should “explicitly restrict any results to linguistic or cultural change ‘as 
it is represented in the Google Books Ngram data.’ ”26

*  *  *

I acknowledge the implications of the foregoing issues, and I have tried to 
both present reasoned justifications for my choices about the sources and 
searches I use in each chapter and to acknowledge the limitations of any 
findings and my claims about them.
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Sources, Methods, and  
Coding Protocols

Much of the research for this book relies on systematic searches and 
content analyses of text-based sources, and many of these analyses 

combine inductive and deductive approaches and a combination of key-
word searches, “dictionary method” searching and coding, hand coding, 
and close reading. I discuss and describe most of the key methodological, 
search, and coding decisions in the body and footnotes of the relevant 
chapters. In what follows, I collect these discussions and descriptions and 
provide additional details about several coding protocols that were not ap-
propriate for inclusion in the main text.

The Crisis Magazine: Coding Process and Protocol

As I note in chapter 2 and discuss briefly in appendix A, searchable PDF 
copies of The Crisis are available only from 1910–23 (from 1910–22 via the 
Modernist Journal Project and through 1923 from the Internet Archive). 
Although later issues are available through Google Books, it is not pos-
sible to download or scrape those issues, and so searches must therefore 
be done online using the Google Books interface and search engine. To 
code the use of the terms crisis and crises on the part of Crisis magazine 
writers, I therefore searched for each instance of those terms in all avail-
able PDFs from 1910–23 and in Google Books from 1924–59. After delet-
ing eponymous references to the magazine itself, a research assistant used 
the following protocol to code each valid observation of terms crisis and 
crises in all issues of the magazine from that period, focusing on criteria 
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including the type of article in which the term was used, type of issue to 
which it referred (domestic or international), whether the issue pertained 
to race/racial inequality, whether it was being used to describe a clear-cut 
crisis and/or in a way that suggests that the issue in question faced some 
kind of turning point, and if so, whether there is a call for government ac-
tion or resources to address it.

1.	 #Crisis/es (not as reference to magazine itself): How many real instances or 

“hits?”

2.	 Crisis1Page#: On what page does the first instance appear?

3.	 Crisis1Text: Copy enough of the text of the place it’s used to give a sense about 

its context.

4.	 Crisis1ArticleType: What kind of piece is it? Article? Editorial? Letter? Look 

at the extant entries for other possibilities.

5.	 Crisis1.FictionOrAd? (1=yes): Indicate whether the Article Type is an adver-

tisement or piece of fiction or poetry.

6.	 Crisis1.Context&Description: Briefly describe the use.

7.	 Crisis1.TurningPointCriticalJuncture? (0=No, 1=Yes): Is the term being used in a 

way that suggests that the issue in question faced some kind of turning point?

8.	 Crisis1.Long-termIntoCriticalJuncture (0=No, 1=Yes): If so, is it some kind of 

long-term problem?

9.	 Crisis1.StateActionNecessaryOrJustified (0=No, 1=Yes): Is there some call for 

government action or resources to address the crisis?

10.	Crisis1.Domestic (1) or International (2): Is whatever being described as a crisis 

a domestic issue or an international one?

11.	Crisis1.AboutRace? (0=No, 1=Yes): Does whatever being described as a crisis 

have to do with race?

Corpora Project’s Google Books Ngram Data

Figure 2.1 depicts data from Google Books (American). Rather than using 
Google’s “Ngram” interface, I accessed the data through Brigham Young 
University’s Corpora Project (corpus.byu.edu). BYU Corpora allow us-
ers to download and manipulate a wide range of textual data, including 
Google Books data. I compiled the data by searching the database for the 
following terms: “crisis OR crises”, “accident”, and “poverty”. I chose to 
compare the incidence of the word crisis to other words to provide some 
visual context for its variation over time. Like crisis, poverty and accident 
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are both nouns that have long been part of the English language: The Ox-
ford English Dictionary records poverty as having entered English in 1225 
and accident as having entered in 1395 (crisis entered a bit later, in 1545). 
The key point here, however, is that the differences among the levels of 
use of these three words provide strong evidence that the changes ob-
served when it comes to crisis are likely not a function of general increases 
in the use of all words.

The New York Times and the Wall Street Journal

Chapters 2 and 5 make extensive use of evidence from the New York 
Times and the Wall Street Journal. Chapter 2 traces the evolution of crisis 
language and politics beginning in the nineteenth century, and the data in 
figure 2.2 were compiled by searching ProQuest Historical Newspapers 
database for the following terms in the titles of editorials or in articles 
appearing on the front page: “crisis OR crises”, “accident”, and “poverty”. 
Note that because it proved prohibitive to tabulate the total number of ed
itorials and front-page stories in the New York Times, unlike the data de-
picted in other figures, figure 2.2 depicts only the number of observations 
of the terms crisis and crises in these pieces and not the proportion of the 
total that they comprise.

I relied on ProQuest US Newsstream for all New York Times and Wall 
Street Journal data presented in chapter 5. As I explain in appendix A, I 
used keyword searches rather than ProQuest’s or the newspapers’ subject 
classifications for these searches. Unless otherwise specified, all New York 
Times and Wall Street Journal data presented in that chapter were drawn 
from searches of full text and titles of documents for all available years 
(beginning in 1980 for the Times and in 1982 for the Wall Street Journal). 
In the case of the Wall Street Journal, I further specified that the searches 
ignore items in several regular features—“New Securities Issues,” “New 
Stock Listings,” and “Bids and Offers”—as these are not substantive ar-
ticles but rather, as their names suggest, simply listings of securities and 
stocks for sale and offers made to purchase companies.

I downloaded all of the resulting data and metadata into a spreadsheet 
and downloaded and cleaned the full text of all articles as well, using 
Nvivo and Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) to conduct key-
word searches (a version of what Nelson and her coauthors call a “dictio
nary method”) that generated analyzable data. As I explain in appendix A, 
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searching by keyword gives researchers more control and returns more 
comprehensive results than subject searching, but also typically sweeps 
up a lot of irrelevant or redundant observations. Although the items re-
turned through this approach are generally germane, they are also likely  
to include more “false positives” than would be returned by a subject search. 
To make sure to the extent possible that all observations included in all 
analyses were substantively germane, I went through the results of each 
search to identify and delete duplicate entries for the same observation and 
patterns of false positives, adjusting search parameters to minimize irrel-
evant observations and then going through the results again to eliminate 
any remaining problems before conducting analyses.

The particular keywords and specific search strings that I used are de-
tailed in the endnotes and in the captions and notes for each table and 
figure, but details about the coding and data used in three tables bear 
elaboration here.

Coding Characterizations of Subprime Mortgage Lending  
and Rising Rates of Foreclosure

Tables 5.1 and A.3 depict the terms used to characterize the credit of bor-
rowers who took out subprime mortgages and who lost their homes to 
foreclosure, comparing those characterizations used during the non-crisis 
era with those used during the crisis era. I used a two-step process to iden-
tify and code these data. First, I used ProQuest US Newsstream to search 
the New York Times and Wall Street Journal for “subprime NEAR mort-
gage” and “rising NEAR foreclosure” or “increasing NEAR foreclosure”, 
which returns documents that contain the two search terms, in any order, 
within four words apart. After removing duplicate or irrelevant observa-
tions, I then used Nvivo to identify and compile a list of all descriptors 
accompanying “credit” in these articles and calculated the proportion of 
articles that contained any of these (mostly) bi-grams.

Determining and Coding Whether a Story Addresses Race  
and/or Gender

Tables 5.2 and A.3 include data indicating whether articles about sub-
prime mortgages and about rising rates of foreclosures focused on the 
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implications of such loans for people of color and for women. To deter-
mine whether an article addressed people of color or race and whether 
these issues could be said to be the story’s focus, I used a two-step process 
to identify and code these data as well. First, I searched each relevant 
article and coded it “1” if it included (and “0” if it did not include) any of 
the following terms: African American, American Indian, Asian American, 
Black, Hispanic, “inner city,” Latino, minority/minorities, Native American. 

table a.2.  Correlations among New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Readers’ Guide to 
Periodical Literature, Ethnic NewsWatch, Alt-Press Watch, and GenderWatch articles addressing 
subprime mortgages, increasing foreclosures, and mortgage, subprime, or foreclosure crisis, 
1995–2008

New York Times Wall Street Journal Readers’ Guide

Subprime mortgagesa

New York Times 1.00 .984** .959**
Wall Street Journal .984** 1.00 .893**
Readers’ Guide .959** .893** 1.00
Ethnic NewsWatch .957** .890** .998**
Alt-Press Watch .847** .738** .962**
GenderWatch .730** .596* .894**

Increasing foreclosuresb

New York Times 1.00 .994** .992**
Wall Street Journal .994** 1.00 .985**
Readers’ Guide .992** .985** 1.00
Ethnic NewsWatch .913** .984** .996**
Alt-Press Watch .973** .974** .956**
GenderWatch .639* .817** .885**

Mortgage, subprime, or foreclosure 
crisisc

New York Times 1.00 .991** .996**
Wall Street Journal .991** 1.00 .975**
Readers’ Guide .996** .975** 1.00
Ethnic NewsWatch .984** .951** .996**
Alt-Press Watch .965** .920** .984**
GenderWatch .947** .894** .971**

a For the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Ethnic NewsWatch, Alt-Press Watch, and GenderWatch, search was 
for “subprime NEAR mortgage”, which returns documents that contain the two search terms, in any order, within 
four words apart. Readers’ Guide search was for “subprime N4 mortgage”. After removing irrelevant observations, 
I then used Nvivo to identify and compile a list of all descriptors accompanying “credit” in these articles and 
calculated the proportion of articles that contained any of these (mostly) bi-grams.
b Search was for “rising NEAR foreclosure” or “increasing NEAR foreclosure”, which returns documents that 
contain the two search terms, in any order, within four words apart. Readers’ Guide search was for “rising N4 
foreclosure” or “increasing N4 foreclosure”. After removing irrelevant observations, I then used Nvivo to identify 
and compile a list of all descriptors accompanying “credit” in these articles and calculated the proportion of articles 
that contained any of these (mostly) bi-grams.
c For all sources, the search was for “ ‘mortgage crisis’ OR ‘foreclosure crisis’ OR ‘subprime crisis’ ”.
Sources: ProQuest US Newsstream ProQuest Ethnic NewsWatch, ProQuest Alt-Press Watch, ProQuest Gender-
Watch, and Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature Full Text Mega (H.W. Wilson).
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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Similarly, to determine whether articles addressed women or gender and 
whether such issues were the focus of the story, I searched each relevant 
article and coded it “1” if it included (and “0” if it did not include): female, 
gender, lady/ladies, and woman/women. I also searched for the terms dis-
criminate and discrimination.

After conducting these “dictionary” searches, I then read each story 
in which these terms were observed to determine whether it did, in fact, 
address these issues. An example of a story that was coded as focusing 
on race was one published on 14 November 1999 in the New York Times 
titled “Study Discerns Disadvantage for Blacks in Home Mortgages.” An 
example of a story that was coded as addressing race in a secondary way 
was one published on 29 June 2000 in the New York Times titled “New 
State Rules Aim to Curb Loan Abuses.” Though the story does not focus 
on people of color, it notes that “predatory lenders typically use high-
pressure tactics to talk home-owners into exorbitant loans that often force 
them into bankruptcy or foreclosure. The most frequent victims are the 
elderly, women, and residents of minority neighborhoods.”

To ensure to the extent possible that the patterns of attention to the is-
sues in these two newspapers were representative of more general trends, 
I replicated several key searches using the Readers’ Guide to Periodical 
Literature. I report the search results by year in table A.1 and the (strongly 
significant) correlations among the results for all three sources in table A.2.

Patterns of Attention in Publications Focused on Issues of Race, 
Gender, and Inequality

Among the key findings in part 1 of this book is that the word crisis en-
tered the lexicon of domestic politics through movements of marginalized 
groups but that crisis politics is the creation and purview of dominant po-
litical actors. Nonetheless, as I have explained, advocates for and move-
ments of marginalized groups have often tried to advance their goals by 
framing issues facing their constituents as crises or by attaching these is-
sues to crises constructed by dominant political actors. While it is beyond 
the scope of the analyses and arguments in this book to examine these dy-
namics in depth, to explore whether the patterns of attention in publica-
tions focused on issues of race, gender, and inequality offered alternatives 
to those in mainstream reporting, I replicated several key searches using 
three additional ProQuest databases: (1) GenderWatch, a full-text database 
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of over 300 scholarly and popular publications that focus on gender issues; 
(2) Alt-Press Watch, a full-text database of over 230 alternative and inde-
pendent scholarly and popular publications; and (3) Ethnic NewsWatch, a 
full-text database of over 340 scholarly and popular publications covering 
“ethnic communities.”1

As I discuss at greater length above in appendix A, databases such 
as these do not include all relevant and important periodicals and often 
do not include full runs of those that are included. In the case of Ethnic 
NewsWatch, I therefore specified that the searches include only newspa-
pers and magazines, and only ones for which the database covered the full 
run of issues during the period of interest (1995 through 2008), and only  
those described as focusing on African American, Asian American, La-
tino, and Indigenous communities and on issues in the United States. In 
the case of Alt-Press Watch, I likewise restricted the search to news sources 
for which the database covered the full period (I also excluded the conser
vative publications that this database includes under its “alternative” label). 
The GenderWatch database’s American newspaper and magazine hold-
ings are far more limited than those in Ethnic NewsWatch or Alt-Press 
Watch, and so in that case, I did not limit the searches except to specify 
that they should include only magazines and newspapers.

The results of these searches and analyses are reported in tables A.1– 
A.3. The data in tables A.1 and A.2 make clear that the general levels of 
attention to these issues on the part of the news outlets included in these 
three databases are highly correlated with those for dominant economic 
reporting in the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, and Readers’ Guide 
to Periodical Literature. For example, there is very little attention (and in  
the case of GenderWatch, no attention) to subprime mortgage lending and 
rising rates of foreclosure and very few instances (and in the case of Gen-
derWatch, zero instances) of the terms mortgage crisis, foreclosure crisis, 
or subprime crisis from 1995–2006 followed by exponential increases in 
2007 and 2008. Table A.3, however, illuminates both telling similarities and 
revealing differences in patterns of attention devoted to and characteri
zation of subprime mortgages and foreclosures in news sources that cen-
ter  issues of race, gender, and inequality. For example, of the sixty-nine 
articles addressing subprime mortgages in the Ethnic NewsWatch data-
base from 1995–2006, almost 65 percent used damning descriptors (such as  
weak, poor, tarnished, damaged, or questionable) to characterize the credit 
of people who took out such loans published, a proportion that is ex-
tremely similar to those in the New York Times and Wall Street Journal (this  
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proportion also maps closely onto the results for the Readers’ Guide  
replication).

While non-crisis-era levels of attention to subprime lending and fore-
closures were as low as (and in the case of GenderWatch, seemingly lower 
than) they were in mainstream outlets, the substance of the coverage in 
Ethnic NewsWatch reveals that the publications included in that database 
were also far more likely to examine the implications of such loans for 
people of color during both periods, and that some of these difference are 
particularly pronounced during the non-crisis period (see table A.3; for 
details about how I determined and code whether a story addressed race 
or gender, see the previous section, “Determining and Coding Whether a  
Story Addresses Race and/or Gender”). For example, whereas only 15 per-
cent of New York Times articles and 10 percent of Wall Street Journal arti-
cles about subprime mortgages published during the non-crisis period fo-
cused on their implications for people of color, this was true of 60 percent 
of stories about such loans published in the Ethnic NewsWatch articles 
during this era. And while only 1.8 percent of New York Times articles 
that used the term mortgage crisis, subprime crisis, or foreclosure crisis 
in 2007 focused on the racialized patterns in foreclosures, this was the 
case for 27.8 percent of analogous stories retrieved by the Ethnic News-
Watch search. Similar patterns and disparities are evident across the other 
searches and years as well.

Articles in the Ethnic NewsWatch publications were also more likely 
during both the non-crisis and crisis periods to contextualize such credit 
problems as manifestations of discrimination, to note the possibility of 
more direct forms of state intervention, and to acknowledge that, zombie 
facts notwithstanding, many subprime borrowers did, in fact, qualify for 
“prime” mortgages. A 2006 article in Mother Jones, for example, noted:

What began as a way for borrowers with poor credit to get loans, albeit at higher 

interest rates and with extra fees, has become a booming business that often 

targets customers who could qualify for less expensive “prime” mortgages but 

don’t know it.2

It is perhaps not surprising that publications devoted to addressing is-
sues that affect communities of color paid more attention to the racial 
implications of these issues than mainstream reporters. Indeed, Cath-
erine Squires and others have shown that this has long been the case for 
African Americans newspapers. The differences in the extent to which 
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and the ways in which these issues were addressed in these publica-
tions are nonetheless significant, however, as combined with the reports 
cited in chapter 4, these data provide additional evidence that the ways 
in which mainstream economic reporters framed these issues were not  
inevitable.

Although the data from the publications in Ethnic NewsWatch (and, 
to a lesser degree, in Alt-Press Watch) make clear that alternative un-
derstandings of the role of racism in subprime mortgage lending were 
available during both the non-crisis and crisis periods, these and other 
nondominant media provide almost no evidence of any such attention 
or alternatives when it comes to gender. As I note above, searching Gen-
derWatch revealed no attention to subprime mortgage lending and rising 
rates of foreclosure and no instances of the terms mortgage crisis, fore-
closure crisis, or subprime crisis during the non-crisis era. One exception 
to this near-ubiquitous rule was a very short piece that was published in 
the Black women’s magazine Essence in 2001. Titled “Lending Traps!” the 
brief article explained:

Got spotty credit? Need to borrow some quick cash? Beware! There’s a grow-

ing industry of “fringe” finance companies eager to give you a no-credit-check 

loan with stick-‘em-up interest rates—up to a 390 annual percentage rate 

(APR). Unsuspecting cash-strapped sisters are losing homes, cars and property 

to aggressive lending companies that prey on those whose credit histories are 

classified as subprime. Usury and disclosure laws in many states don’t apply, 

because lawmakers have defined the interest charged as costs, according to the 

Public Interest Research Group. . . . If you have equity in your home, lenders 

will gladly make a high-interest loan based not on your ability to repay but on 

the equity. Monthly payments can often amount to nearly all your income, mak-

ing foreclosure almost certain.3

This very short (and uncredited) piece is exceptional not only for making 
clear that Black women were being targeted by subprime lenders but also 
because it provides a fair bit of context and detail, explaining, for example, 
that subprime loans are unregulated and extractive. I could find almost no 
other evidence of such efforts, however.

In addition, of the sixty-nine articles returned in the Ethnic News-
Watch search for subprime mortgages from 1995–2006, only 2.8 percent 
noted anything about the ways in which gender might matter for this issue. 
And as in the case of their mainstream counterparts, I could identify no 
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articles in these alternative sources that acknowledged that women who 
took out subprime mortgages had better rather than worse credit, on av-
erage, than their white male counterparts who took out prime loans. Also 
like their mainstream counterparts, even those non-crisis period articles 
that focused on the experiences of women borrowers failed to thematize 
gender as an axis along which these issues played out or to draw any con-
nections to gender discrimination or inequality. Combined with the lack 
of evidence of any real attention to subprime mortgage lending and rising 
rates of foreclosure in the news sources included in GenderWatch, these 
elisions confirm and reinforce the more general failure to recognize the 
misogynist origins of and gendered patterns in rates of subprime lending 
and foreclosures as well as the implications of these problems for women 
during either the non-crisis or crisis period.

Coding Protocol for New York Times and Wall Street Journal 
Editorials and Op-Eds

Table 5.6 summarizes content-coded data from editorials and op-ed 
pieces addressing rising or increasing rates of foreclosure, noting whether 
and how they address the possibility of federal intervention. I retrieved 
all New York Times and Wall Street Journal editorials and op-ed pieces ad-
dressing rising or increasing rates of foreclosure, and, after deleting dupli-
cates and false positives, a research assistant used the following protocol 
to code each valid observation to indicate whether it mentioned federal, 
state, or local intervention or the possibility for it and, for each positive 
observation, for whether these mentions are supportive, unsupportive, or 
neutral with regard to said intervention:

1.	 FedInt? (0=No, 1=Yes): Does piece mentions federal intervention or possibility 

for it?

2.	 ProFedInt (0=No, 1=Yes): Is the mention supportive of federal intervention?

3.	 AntiFedInt (0=No, 1=Yes): Is the mention unsupportive of federal intervention?

4.	 NoPosFedInt (0=No, 1=Yes): Does piece simply describe intervention without 

taking a position?

5.	 StateInt? (0=No, 1=Yes): Does piece mention state intervention or possibility 

for it?

6.	 ProStateInt (0=No, 1=Yes): Is the mention supportive of state intervention?

7.	 AntiStateInt (0=No, 1=Yes): Is the mention unsupportive of state intervention?
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8.	 NoPosStateInt (0=No, 1=Yes): Does piece simply describe intervention without 

taking a position?

9.	 LocalInt? (0=No, 1=Yes): Does piece mention local intervention or possibility 

for it?

10.	ProLocInt (0=No, 1=Yes): Is the mention supportive of local intervention?

11.	AntiLocInt (0=No, 1=Yes): Is the mention unsupportive of local intervention?

12.	NoPosLocInt (0=No, 1=Yes): Does piece simply describe intervention without 

taking a position?

13.	Pro-IntText: Some lines of text illustrating pro-intervention position.

14.	Anti-IntText: Some lines of text illustrating anti-intervention position.

Party Platforms, Congressional Hearings, Congressional Bills,  
and State of the Union Addresses

Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5 use evidence from party platforms, congressional 
hearings, congressional bills, and State of the Union addresses. These data 
are drawn from full-text sources as well as from data available through the 
US Policy Agendas Project (USPAP).

In chapters 2 and 3, I use USPAP data to trace the evolution of crisis 
language and crisis politics beginning in the nineteenth century. To com-
pile the data in tables 2.1 and 2.2 and figures 2.4a and 2.4b, for example, I 
downloaded the full text of all major party platforms from the University 
of California, Santa Barbara’s American Presidency Project (UCSB APP), 
compiled by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley. After cleaning the text, 
I used Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) to search each plat-
form for all instances of the terms crisis or crises, creating a spreadsheet 
with the contextualizing text for each observation (presented in table 2.1; 
figures 2.4a and 2.4b summarize the number of observations by year) and 
using Nvivo to code them substantively (see table 2.2).

I also used the full text of the platforms from the UCSB APP to com-
pile the “first observations” data in table 2.3. The data in this table also use 
the full text files of all State of the Union addresses, which I downloaded 
from Brad Borevitz’s State of the Union website (stateoftheunion.one 
twothree.net). With the help of research assistant Andrew Proctor, I coded 
the “first mentions” in these two sources using the “kwic” command (key 
words in context) in the R quanteda package. Doing so produces an out-
put file that identifies the year, row in data, context before the word, and 
context after the word, from which bi-gram and tri-grams were identified. 
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This list was then sorted alphabetically and by source and year to identify 
the earliest observation for each bi-gram and tri-gram. I used the State 
of the Union text files to compile the data in figure 2.6 as well, searching 
these for and coding all instances of the terms crisis or crises.

As I explain above, it was not feasible at the time that I conducted this 
research to conduct analyses of the full text of congressional hearings and 
bills, so I instead used keyword searches of ProQuest Congressional to com-
pile the data that track the use of crisis/es in the titles of congressional hear-
ings (figure 2.4 and table 3.1) and bill titles and summaries (figure 2.5).

Chapter 5 likewise used both inductive and deductive approaches and 
a combination of systematic keyword searches, computer-assisted and 
hand coding, and close reading of both full-text sources and data from the 
US Policy Agendas Project, in this case to compare the amount and type 
of attention dominant political actors paid to subprime mortgage lending 
and housing foreclosures in the non-crisis and crisis eras. For example, as 
in the case of the New York Times and Wall Street Journal data, I searched 
the full text of all party platforms, State of the Union addresses, hearings, 
and bills for the terms subprime mortgage, nonconforming mortgage, and 
predatory mortgage, as well as the full text of all party platforms and State 
of the Union addresses for any instances of the words mortgage and fore-
closure. Because of their limited numbers and manageable length, I was 
also able to read each platform and address to search for any discussion 
related to homeownership, coding those that address subprime mortgages 
and foreclosure.

Chapters 2 through 5 also used evidence that combines the data de-
rived from the foregoing searches with data from the USPAP. I describe 
the steps that I used to code and assemble these data below.

US Policy Agendas Project

In several analyses, I combined the full-text searches described above with 
data from the US Policy Agendas Project. The University of Texas–based 
USPAP uses data from archived sources to classify the policy activities 
and outputs of a range of policy actors into 20 major topics and over 200 
subtopics, allowing scholars to track and compare them over time. USPAP 
hearings, bills, party platforms, executive orders, and State of the Union 
data were invaluable to this project. In the case of bills and hearings,  
USPAP codes each document in its entirety. In the case of party platforms 
and State of the Union addresses, USPAP codes each “quasi-sentence” 



245sources, methods, and coding protocols

in each document.4 (The USPAP is hosted by the University of Texas  
at Austin, where Bryan Jones is the principal investigator, and most of the 
data are collected there as well. The party platform data were collected  
by Christina Wolbrecht, and the congressional bill data were collected by 
E. Scott Adler and John Wilkerson.)

In chapter 2, I used these data to determine the topics to which domi-
nant political actors attached crisis language and to track over-time shifts 
in this usage as one indicator of the evolution of crisis politics. More 
specifically, USPAP data allowed me to identify the topics addressed by 
each hearing and bill with crisis or crises in its title and the topic associated 
with each observation of these words in the full text of party platforms 
and State of the Union addresses. These data allowed me to track the 
absolute number of topics with which crisis is associated and to trace how 
these have changed over time, as well as to gauge their relative incidence 
compared to the proportions of the bills, hearings, and “quasi-sentences” 
in each State of the Union address and party platform as well. To do so, I 
first used ProQuest Congressional to search for the terms crisis and crises 
in bill and hearing titles. I then used the Legacy CIS numbers (the only 
record identifier variable common to both ProQuest and USPAP) to match 
these data with their coded USPAP entries, using a Python script to aggre-
gate those to the year level. In the case of party platforms and State of the 
Union addresses, with the help of then-Policy Agendas Project Graduate 
Research Fellow Maraam Dwidar (later updated by Andrew Proctor), I  
created an indicator variable to identify instances of variations of the word 
crisis/es (CRISIS, CRISES, Crises, Crisis, crises, crisis, and so on) in USPAP 
party platforms and State of the Union data, and then aggregated those to 
the year level as well. I used these year-level data to calculate the percent 
of the bill titles and summaries (excluding private bills), hearing titles, plat-
form statements, and State of the Union statements containing crisis/es by 
topic for all available years (which varied by data source), repeating this 
calculation for the period up to and then post 1967 (see figures 2.8–2.11 
and table 3.2). Although USPAP hearings, Democratic Party platform, and 
State of the Union data are available through 2020, at the time of publica-
tion, the data for congressional bills were reliable only through only 2014 
and were available for Republican Party platforms only through 2016. To 
keep the analyses relatively comparable, figures 2.8, 2.9, and 2.11 depict 
data through 2016 while figure 2.10 depicts data through 2015.

In chapter 3, I followed a similar procedure to collect and code the data 
in table 3.1, using the Legacy CIS numbers to match each result from the 
ProQuest hearing title search with its coded USPAP entry, and then using 
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USPAP topic codes to determine whether the issue being addressed in 
each hearing was primarily domestic.

The comprehensiveness of USPAP’s coding of party platforms and 
State of the Union addresses made it possible to conduct an analysis of 
the subject of every observation of the word crisis or crises in the full text 
of each plank (in the case of platforms) or sentence (in the case of State 
of the Unions addresses) beginning in 1952 in the case of the former and 
1946 in the case of the latter, and to track how these have changed over 
time, and to gauge their relative incidence as a proportion of the planks 
and quasi-sentences that address these topics as well. As I explained in 
appendix A, although I conducted full-text searches in the case of some of 
the more narrowly tailored searches in chapter 5, conducting analogous 
analyses of the use of the words crisis and crises in the full text of congres-
sional hearings and bills proved prohibitive. The documents in these two 
sources are not only far more numerous and much longer, but at the time 
that I conducted this research, the full text of congressional bills and hear-
ings was also available mainly through scanned PDFs that, as I explained 
previously, require extensive processing before they are usable.

In chapter 5, I used USPAP data to examine the ways in which domi-
nant political actors addressed subprime mortgages, foreclosures, and is-
sues related to mortgage lending and homeownership more generally. With 
help from Maraam Dwidar, we first searched USPAP data for bills, hear-
ings, public laws, executive orders, and State of the Union address and party 
platform quasi-sentences for those falling under the following categories:

1400: General Community Development and Housing Issues

1401: Housing and Community Development

1403: Urban Economic Development and General Urban Issues

1404: Rural Housing and FmHA Housing Assistance Programs

1405: Rural Economic Development

1406: Low and Middle Income Housing Programs and Needs

1407: Veterans Housing Assistance and Military Housing Programs

1408: Elderly and Handicapped Housing

1409: Housing Assistance for Homeless and Homeless Issues
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1410: Secondary Mortgage Market

1501: US Banking System and Financial Institution Regulation

1504: Consumer Finance, Mortgages, and Credit Cards

1525: Consumer Safety and Consumer Fraud

We dropped observations outside of the timeframe of interest (1980–2014) 
and created binary variables intended to identify whether each observa-
tion in each file discussed mortgage lending, subprime lending, predatory 
mortgages, homeownership and/or home buying, and/or foreclosure. We 
next coded each observation as either 0 or 1 for each of these five vari-
ables. These determinations were made by keyword searching each file for 
the following search terms and then spot-checking every tenth observa-
tion for accuracy:

	 “mortgage”

	 “subprime” “sub-prime” “sub prime”

	 “ ‘foreclos*’ NEAR rising or increasing”

	 For predatory lending: “predator*”, “reverse redlining”, “abusive NEAR mort-

gage”, “unscrupulous lenders”,  or “usurious NEAR mortgage” (These five mea-

sures were aggregated into one variable that identified whether an observation 

mentioned either predatory mortgage-lending practices.)

	 “homeown” and “home buy” (These two measures were aggregated into one 

variable that identified whether an observation mentioned either homeowner-

ship or home buying.)

We next ran cross-tabulations in Stata that returned a raw count of the 
total number of observations in each file pertaining to each topic by year  
(mortgage lending, subprime lending, predatory mortgages, and/or fore-
closure, and homeownership/buying). We then used these counts to cal-
culate two percentages: (1) the percentage of observations addressing 
mortgage lending, subprime lending, predatory mortgage lending, home 
buying/homeownership, and foreclosure in a given year as a percentage 
of all hearings, bills, laws, executive orders, and platform and State of the 
Union quasi-sentences in a given year (so, e.g., the total number of con-
gressional hearings addressing subprime mortgages in 1998/total number 
of hearings conducted in 1998, and so on, for each year, each topic, and 
each source); and (2) the percentage of observations addressing mortgage 
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lending, subprime lending, predatory mortgage lending, foreclosure, and 
home buying/homeownership in a given year as a percentage of hearings 
in each subtopic category (so, e.g., the total number of congressional hear-
ings addressing subprime mortgages in 1998/total number of all hearings 
on the USPAP topics listed above; the executive orders turned up no at-
tention to subprime lending and foreclosure, so they do not appear in the 
tables or figures).

Robustness Check

To be sure that our search parameters yielded accurate and unbiased ob
servations and counts (i.e., that they included neither false positives nor 
false negatives), we also conducted a robustness check by repeating the 
foregoing steps for each of the foregoing searches, this time for all USPAP  
topics in the bills, hearings, public laws, party platforms, executive orders, 
and State of the Union address datasets. If our original search parameters—
i.e., the search terms and USPAP topics we searched—were accurate, the 
robustness checks should have produced few additional observations, and 
any additional hits should not have been topically germane.

Happily, this is by and large what we found across all searches and 
data sources, evident in the correlations in table A.4, which reveals mainly 
negligible differences between the number of observations in the topic-
specific searches used to collect the data for the substantive analyses and 
the counts in the searches across all USPAP topics. Figures A.2 to A.5 

table a.4.  Correlations among topic searches and robustness checks

Mortgage 
lendinga

Subprime 
lendingb Foreclosurec

Predatory 
mortgagesd

Hearings 0.99** 1.00** 1.00** 0.60**
Democratic platforms 0.98** 1.00** 0.94** 0.36
Republican platforms 0.89** ‡ 0.91** 0.33
State of the Union addresses 0.92** ‡ 1.00** 0.45**

‡ No observations in either the topic search or robustness check.
a Search was for “mortgage”, i.e., the same terms used in figure A.2.
b Search was for “subprime”, “sub-prime”, and “sub prime”, i.e., the same terms used in figure A.3.
c Search was for “ ‘foreclos*’ NEAR rising or increasing”, i.e., the same terms used in figure A.4.
d Search was for “predator*”,  “reverse redlining”, “abusive NEAR mortgage”,  “unscrupulous lenders”, or “usurious 
NEAR mortgage”, i.e., the same terms used in figure A.5. Like figure A.5, the results of these searches were 
aggregated into one variable that identified observations mentioning predatory mortgage-lending practices.
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Source: US Policy Agendas Project.
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figure a.2.  Robustness check for USPAP search of congressional hearings addressing mort-
gage lending, 1980–2014. Note: The black line tracks mentions of the term mortgage in USPAP 
hearings data categorized by the US Policy Agendas Project’s coding scheme as falling under 
1400 (General Community Development and Housing Issues), 1401 (Housing and Commu-
nity Development), 1403 (Urban Economic Development and General Urban Issues), 1404 
(Rural Housing and FmHA Housing Assistance Programs), 1405 (Rural Economic Develop-
ment), 1406 (Low and Middle Income Housing Programs and Needs), 1407 (Veterans Hous-
ing Assistance and Military Housing Programs), 1408 (Elderly and Handicapped Housing), 
1409 (Housing Assistance for Homeless and Homeless Issues), 1410 (Secondary Mortgage 
Market), 1501 (US Banking System and Financial Institution Regulation), 1504 (Consumer 
Finance, Mortgages, and Credit Cards), and 1525 (Consumer Safety and Consumer Fraud). 
The dotted line tracks this term across all USPAP hearing topics. Source: US Policy Agendas 
Project.

likewise graph the results of the original substantive searches of the hear-
ings data alongside the results of the robustness check searches, with al-
most indistinguishable trendlines in most cases. On the topic of subprime 
lending, for example, there is no difference between the original and ro-
bust data in the hearings or in either the Democratic or Republican Party 
platforms. In cases where the robustness check revealed major discrepan-
cies, we did our best to determine whether the additional observations 
were germane and adjusted accordingly.

The one exception is the search results for predatory mortgage lending 
(see figure A.5), for which the correlations between the topic searches and 
the robustness checks are very low, and for which the trendlines do not 
overlap at all. These low correlations are due to the fact that, unlike most 
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figure a.3.  Robustness check for USPAP search of congressional hearings addressing sub-
prime mortgage lending, 1980–2014. Note: The black line tracks mentions of the terms sub-
prime, sub-prime, sub prime in USPAP hearings data categorized by the US Policy Agendas 
Project’s coding scheme as falling under 1400 (General Community Development and Hous-
ing Issues), 1401 (Housing and Community Development), 1403 (Urban Economic Devel-
opment and General Urban Issues), 1404 (Rural Housing and FmHA Housing Assistance 
Programs), 1405 (Rural Economic Development), 1406 (Low and Middle Income Housing 
Programs and Needs), 1407 (Veterans Housing Assistance and Military Housing Programs), 
1408 (Elderly and Handicapped Housing), 1409 (Housing Assistance for Homeless and 
Homeless Issues), 1410 (Secondary Mortgage Market), 1501 (US Banking System and Fi-
nancial Institution Regulation), 1504 (Consumer Finance, Mortgages, and Credit Cards), and 
1525 (Consumer Safety and Consumer Fraud). The dotted line tracks these terms across all 
USPAP hearing topics. Source: US Policy Agendas Project.
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figure a.4.  Robustness check for USPAP search of congressional hearings addressing rising 
rates of foreclosure, 1980–2014. Note: The black line tracks mentions of the term “ ‘foreclos*’ 
NEAR rising or increasing” in hearings categorized by the US Policy Agendas Project’s cod-
ing scheme as falling under 1400 (General Community Development and Housing Issues), 
1401 (Housing and Community Development), 1403 (Urban Economic Development and 
General Urban Issues), 1404 (Rural Housing and FmHA Housing Assistance Programs), 
1405 (Rural Economic Development), 1406 (Low and Middle Income Housing Programs and 
Needs), 1407 (Veterans Housing Assistance and Military Housing Programs), 1408 (Elderly 
and Handicapped Housing), 1409 (Housing Assistance for Homeless and Homeless Issues), 
1410 (Secondary Mortgage Market), 1501 (US Banking System and Financial Institution Reg-
ulation), 1504 (Consumer Finance, Mortgages, and Credit Cards), and 1525 (Consumer Safety 
and Consumer Fraud). The dotted line tracks these terms across all USPAP hearing topics. 
Source: US Policy Agendas Project.
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of the other search terms, which are relatively specific to issues of housing 
and lending, the terms predatory, abuse, and fraud are frequently used 
with regard to several other policy issues. More specifically, the robust data 
included nongermane hearings about seven issues: (1) policies intended to 
address sexual predators; (2) predator threats to livestock (under agricul
tural policy); (3) predatory funds targeting developing countries; (4) drug/
alcohol abuse; (5) domestic abuse; (6) identity/credit card/Medicare and 
Medicaid fraud; and (7) fraudulent trade practices. As such, while we might 
be troubled by this divergence in the case of our searches for mortgage  
or subprime, in this case we interpret this divergence as evidence that our 
search terms do a good job of retrieving only relevant observations.
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figure a.5.  Robustness check for USPAP search of congressional hearings addressing pred
atory mortgage lending, 1980–2014. Note: The black line tracks mentions of the terms “preda-
tor*”, “reverse redlining”, “abusive NEAR mortgage”, “unscrupulous lender”, and “usurious 
NEAR mortgage” in hearings categorized by the US Policy Agendas Project’s coding scheme 
as falling under 1400 (General Community Development and Housing Issues), 1401 (Hous-
ing and Community Development), 1403 (Urban Economic Development and General Ur-
ban Issues), 1404 (Rural Housing and FmHA Housing Assistance Programs), 1405 (Rural 
Economic Development), 1406 (Low and Middle Income Housing Programs and Needs), 
1407 (Veterans Housing Assistance and Military Housing Programs), 1408 (Elderly and 
Handicapped Housing), 1409 (Housing Assistance for Homeless and Homeless Issues), 1410 
(Secondary Mortgage Market), 1501 (US Banking System and Financial Institution Regula-
tion), 1504 (Consumer Finance, Mortgages, and Credit Cards), and 1525 (Consumer Safety 
and Consumer Fraud). The dotted line tracks these terms across all USPAP hearing topics. 
Source: US Policy Agendas Project.
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Main Sources of Data and Evidence

Below is a list of the main sources of newspaper, government, and po-
litical documents from which I compiled the data for this project:

1.	 The American Presidency Project, compiled by Gerhard Peters and John T. 

Woolley and hosted by the University of California, Santa Barbara: I down-

loaded the full text of all major party platforms, which are available beginning 

with the 1840 presidential election.

2.	 Corpora Project, compiled by Mark Davies and hosted by Brigham Young Uni-

versity (corpus.byu.edu): BYU Corpora allow users to download and manipu-

late a wide range of textual data, including Google Books data.

3.	 State of the Union (stateoftheunion.onetwothree.net), created by Brad Borev-

itz: State of the Union allows users to download the full text of all State of the 

Union addresses.

4.	 The US Policy Agendas Project (USPAP), Bryan Jones PI, hosted by the 

University of Texas at Austin: USPAP collects data from archived sources to 

trace changes in the national policy agenda and public policy outcomes, clas-

sifying policy activities into 20 major topics and over 200 subtopics allowing 

scholars to track and compare them over time. I also used the party platform  

data compiled by Christina Wolbrecht and the congressional bills data com-

piled by E. Scott Adler and John Wilkerson, both of which are hosted by  

USPAP.

5.	 The Crisis magazine: 1910–1922 from the Modernist Journal Project from the 

Internet Archive through 1923, and from Google Books for later dates.

6.	 ProQuest: I made extensive use of several ProQuest sources, including Pro-

Quest US Newsstream, ProQuest Ethnic NewsWatch, ProQuest Alt-Press 

Watch, ProQuest GenderWatch, ProQuest Historical Newspapers, and Pro-

Quest Congressional.
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7.	 Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature: Used to replicate several key searches 

and analyses in chapter 5.

8. Project Gutenberg: The full text of the Federalist Papers and of Thomas Paine’s 

The American Crisis.
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Supplementary Figures and Tables
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figure a.7.  Instances of the terms crisis and crises in the titles of congressional hearings (by 
year), 1947–2020 (number and as a percent of all hearings). Notes: Search was for “crisis” or 
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gins in 1947 because there are no observations prior to 1947. Source: ProQuest Congressional.
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figure a.8.  Instances of the terms crisis and crises in congressional bill titles and summaries 
(by year), 1947–2020 (number and as a percent of all bills). Notes: Search was for “crisis” or 
“crises”. Source: ProQuest Congressional.



table a.5.  Topics of bill titles and summaries, party platform quasi-sentences, and State of the 
Union quasi-sentences containing crisis or crises, 1965–79

Bills Party platforms
State of the 

Union addresses

US Policy Agendas Project 
category N

% of titles 
containing 
crisis/crises N

% of quasi-
sentences 
containing 
crisis/crises N

% of quasi-
sentences 
containing 
crisis/crises

Agriculture 0 0 1 2.6 0 0
Banking, Finance, and 
Domestic Commerce

6 8.6 1 2.6 0 0

Civil Rights, Minority Issues, 
and Civil Liberties

0 0 0 0 0 0

Community Development and 
Housing Issues

0 0 8 20.5 1 4.5

Defense 13 18.6 6 15.4 5 22.7
Education 5 7.1 2 5.1 0 0
Energy 20 28.6 3 7.7 5 22.7
Environment 0 0 3 7.7 0 0
Foreign Trade 1 1.4 3 7.7 0 0
Government Operations 2 2.9 0 0 4 18.2
Health 2 2.9 0 0 0 0
Immigration 0 0 0 0 0 0
International Affairs and 
Foreign Aid

1 1.4 9 23.1 6 27.3

Labor, Employment, and 
Immigration

11 15.7 0 0 0 0

Law, Crime, and Family Issues 0 0 0 0 0 0
Macroeconomics 0 0 1 2.6 1 4.5
Public Lands and Water 
Management

0 0 0 0 0 0

Social Welfare 0 0 0 0 0 0
Space, Science, Technology, and 
Communication

0 0 0 0 0 0

Transportation 9 12.9 2 5.1 0 0
Total 70 100 39 100 22 100

Note: Search was for “crisis” or “crises”. These data are a subset of those depicted in figures 2.9–2.11. The bills data 
were compiled by using the Legacy CIS numbers to match each result of each search with its coded US Policy 
Agendas Project entry. For additional information, see appendix B, appendix C, and notes 4, 18, and 19 in chapter 2.
Sources: ProQuest Congressional; US Policy Agendas Project.
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Chapter Two

1. Thomas Paine, The American Crisis (London: R. Carlile, [1776] 1819).
2. Figure 2.1 depicts data from Google Books (American), an interface that 

allows users to download and manipulate Google Ngram data. As Junyan Jiang, 
Tianyang Xi, and Haojun Xie explain,

Google Ngram is a massive linguistic database that provides 
yearly counts for billions of words and short phrases (up to five 
words in length) from 28 million publications in Google Books’ 
digital catalogue. The publications are drawn from the collections 
of Google’s partner libraries . . . [and] are roughly evenly divided 
between (a) regular academic and popular books and (b) a diverse 
set of “non-book” items such as policy memos and reports, pam-
phlets, manuals, government documents, yearbooks, magazines, 
journals, and newspapers. . . . The Ngram database was initially de-
veloped to study the evolution of language and culture over time, 
but has turned out to be a valuable tool for exploring other impor-
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natural or social events. . . . Ngram has become a widely used tool 
in the current “computational turn” in many social sciences and 
humanities disciplines, such as history, linguistics, anthropology, 
sociology, communication, and cultural studies. However, it is still 
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Junyan Jiang, Tianyang Xi, and Haojun Xie, “In the Shadows of Great Men: 
Leadership Turnovers and Power Dynamics in Autocracies,” SSRN (2020), 15–16, 
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3586255.

As I discuss at greater length in the appendices, scholars have raised concerns 
about the reliability and validity of Google Ngram data. Alexander Koplenig, for  
example, has raised concerns about the lack of metadata about the books in-
cluded the corpus (including information about the authors and titles that are in-
cluded in it); about the overrepresentation of scientific texts and, therefore, of 
academic language; about the unevenness of the sampling of works spanning two 
centuries and the consequent over-representation of more recent texts; and about 
the unknown implications of scanning only books that have “high optical charac-
ter recognition scores.” Alexander Koplenig, “The Impact of Lacking Metadata  
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pher M. Danforth, and Peter Sheridan Dodds, “Characterizing the Google Books 
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PLoS ONE 10, no. 10 (2015): e0137041.

Rather than using Google’s own “Ngram” interface, I accessed the data through 
Brigham Young University’s Corpora Project (corpus.byu.edu). BYU Corpora 
allow users to download and manipulate a wide range of textual data, including 
Google Books data. The data were compiled by searching the database for the 
following terms: “crisis OR crises”, “accident”, and “poverty”. I chose to compare 
the incidence of the word crisis to other words to provide some visual context for 
its variation over time. Like crisis, poverty and accident are both nouns and have 
long been part of the English language: The Oxford English Dictionary records 
poverty as having entered English in 1225 and accident as having entered in 1395 
(crisis entered a bit later, in 1545). The key point here, however, is that the differ-
ences among the levels of use of these three words provide strong evidence that 
the changes observed when it comes to crisis are likely not a function of general 
increases in the use of all words.

3. I used ProQuest Historical Newspapers database to compile the New York 
Times data. The data in figure 2.2 were compiled by searching for the following 
terms in the titles of editorials or in articles appearing on the front page: “crisis OR 
crises”, “accident”, and “poverty”. Note that it proved prohibitive to tabulate the 
total number of editorials and front page stories in the New York Times. As a con
sequence, unlike the data depicted in other figures, figure 2.2 depicts only the num-
ber of observations of the terms crisis and crises in these pieces and not the pro-
portion of the total that they comprise. I draw heavily on evidence from the New 
York Times here and in chapter 5, in part because its status as the “paper of record”  
makes it an important and appropriate part of the transcript of dominant politics. 
I say more about my decisions to use the New York Times and other sources in ap-
pendices A and B. See also Frank R. Baumgartner, Suzanna L. De Boef, and Am-
ber E. Boydstun. The Decline of the Death Penalty and the Discovery of Innocence 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Nikki Usher, Making News at The 
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New York Times (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2014). Note that each 
data source covers a somewhat different time period, and that their periodization 
varies as well. For example, the Google Books data in figure 2.1 begin in 1810 and 
are classified by decade—“1810s,” “1820s,” and so forth. The New York Times data 
in figure 2.2 begin in 1851 and are classified as “1851–59,” “1860–69,” etc.).

4. I downloaded the full text of all major party platforms available from the 
University of California, Santa Barbara’s American Presidency Project, compiled 
by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley. The first available platforms are from the 
1840 presidential election. After cleaning the text, I used the software Linguistic 
Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) to search each platform for the words crisis and 
crises, creating a spreadsheet with the contextualizing text for each observation 
(see table 2.1); figure 2.3 summarizes the number of observations by year. In ad-
dition to coding the full text, I also used party platform data compiled by Chris-
tina Wolbrecht and made available through the University of Texas’s US Policy 
Agendas Project (USPAP). USPAP collects data from archived sources to trace 
changes in the national policy agenda and public policy outcomes, classifying pol-
icy activities into 20 major topics and over 200 subtopics, allowing scholars to track 
and compare them over time. In the case of bills and hearings, USPAP codes each 
document in its entirety. In the case of party platforms and State of the Union ad-
dresses, USPAP codes each “quasi-sentence” in each document. I describe USPAP 
at further length in the appendices and in notes 17–18 and 22 below. Figures 2.4 
and 2.5 summarize data that I compiled using ProQuest Congressional to track 
the use of crisis/es in the full text and titles of bills and hearings. The data depicted 
in figure 2.6 were compiled by downloading the full text of all State of the Union 
addresses from State of the Union, stateoftheunion.onetwothree.net, created by 
Brad Borevitz.

5. Although neither party uses the word crisis again until 1916, the Republicans 
use the word calamity in their 1896 platform, in a section in which they condemn 
the tariffs imposed by Democratic administrations and Democrats’ repeal of reci-
procity arrangements “negotiated by the last Republican Administration” as con-
stituting a “National calamity.”

6. Jeffrey Berry and Sarah Sobieraj, The Outrage Industry: Political Opinion 
Media and the New Incivility (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Ken-
neth Cmiel, Democratic Eloquence: The Fight over Popular Speech in Nineteenth-
Century America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990); Zoltan Kovec-
ses, Metaphor and Emotion: Language, Culture, and Body in Human Feeling (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

7. Susan Herbst, Rude Democracy: Civility and Incivility in American Politics 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2010); Kovecses, Metaphor and Emotion, 
260–61. See also Daniel M. Shea and Alex Sproveri, “The Rise and Fall of Nasty 
Politics in America,” PS: Political Science & Politics 45 (2012): 416–21.

8. Cmiel, Democratic Eloquence, 63.
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9. Cmiel, Democratic Eloquence, 63–65.
10. From the definition of evil in the 1989 edition of the Oxford English 

Dictionary.
11. The 1900 Democratic platform similarly uses the word evil to decry mo-

nopolies and trusts. Even if political actors used the term evil in some contexts 
in which their late-twentieth century analogues might have used the term crisis, 
however, it is not used so frequently that it can said to constitute a replacement 
for crisis. Although presidents quite regularly used it in their State of the Union 
addresses, it did not appear in the title of a congressional hearing until 2002, for 
example, after which it was used only once more (in 2003) through 2016. It ap-
peared in only twenty-four bill titles and summaries between 1789 and 1959, and 
only fourteen times in the text of party platforms from 1840 through 1956 (once in 
a Whig platform, four times in Democratic platforms, and nine times in Republican 
platforms).

12. In his history of disaster management, historian Scott Knowles shows that 
the terms catastrophe, calamity, emergency, and crisis are “often used interchange-
ably in the historical record” with disaster. I add critical juncture, panic, and turning 
point as other alternatives to crisis. Scott Knowles, The Disaster Experts: Mastering 
Risk in Modern America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 18.

13. Like figure 2.1, figure 2.7 depicts data compiled using the Google Books 
(American) database supported by Brigham Young University’s Corpora Project 
(corpus.byu.edu).

14. As Duane A. Gill and Liesel A. Ritchie explain,

Under the dominant disaster paradigm in the U.S., federal govern-
ment responses to natural disasters are the purview of the Fed-
eral Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and guided by the 
Stafford Act. States have similar emergency management agencies 
and most local governments and communities have some form of 
emergency management.

Duane A. Gill and Liesel A. Ritchie, “Contributions of Technological and Natech 
Disaster Research to the Social Science Disaster Paradigm,” in Rodríguez, Don-
ner, and Trainor, Handbook of Disaster Research, 51. More generally, as Horowitz 
and Remes remind us,

In many polities, a legal disaster declaration can authorize emer-
gency action and facilitate funding. Denying that legal definition 
effectively inhibits government action or funding. The anticipa-
tion of disaster alone can give license for state and nonstate ac-
tions that might otherwise be absent, inform new modes of dis-
course and governance, and create new logics understood both 
by governors and the governed. To understand “disaster” as a 
discursive and political construction with material consequences 
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thus heightens the need to study how the category is constructed 
and understood, as well as how it is instantiated by law, politics, 
and society.

Jacob A. C. Remes and Andy Horowitz, “Introducing Critical Disaster Studies,” 
in Critical Disaster Studies: New Perspectives on Disaster, Risk, Vulnerability, and 
Resilience, ed. Jacob A. C. Remes and Andy Horowitz (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2021), 4.

15. Democratic Party Platforms, 1916 Democratic Party Platform Online by 
Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, https://
www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/273203.

16. The Suez crisis was the Cold War battle in which Israeli, French, and British 
forces invaded Egypt, following Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser’s 1956 
nationalization of the Suez Canal. The invasion prompted Soviet leader Nikita 
Khrushchev to threaten a nuclear attack on Western Europe. The Berlin crisis was 
another Cold War battle, this one over the occupation of that city that had begun 
in 1958 when Khrushchev demanded that Western powers withdraw in exchange 
for which the Soviets would cede control to East Germany.

17. For more information about the University of Texas–based US Policy Agen-
das Project (USPAP), see comparativeagendas.net.

18. In the case of bills and hearings, USPAP codes each document in its entirety. 
In the case of party platforms and State of the Union addresses, USPAP codes each 
“quasi-sentence” in each document. A quasi-sentence is “an argument which is the 
verbal expression of one political idea or issue.” Thomas Daubler et al., “Natural 
Sentences as Valid Units for Coded Political Texts,” British Journal of Political Sci-
ence 42 (2012): 940.

The comprehensiveness of USPAP’s coding of party platforms and State of 
the Union addresses made it possible for me to analyse the subject of every ob-
servation of the word crisis or crises in the full text of each plank (in the case of 
platforms) or sentence (in the case of State of the Unions addresses) (beginning 
in 1952 in the case of the former and 1946 in the case of the latter), to track how 
these have changed over time and to gauge their relative incidence as a proportion 
of the planks and quasi-sentences that address these topics as well. Conducting 
analogous analyses of the use of crisis and crises in the full text of congressional 
hearings and bills proved prohibitive (although I do conduct full-text searches in 
the case of some of the more narrowly tailored searches in chapter 5). The doc-
uments in these two sources are not only far more numerous and much longer, 
but at the time that I conducted this research, the full text of congressional bills 
and hearings was also available mainly through scanned PDFs. Although scholars 
could purchase text files and metadata derived from these PDFs, those data were 
prohibitively expensive and also require extensive processing before they are us-
able. After consulting with several colleagues who employ text analysis (including 
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several data scientists), I was convinced that the costs of the additional time and 
resources necessary to conduct full-text analyses of the use of crisis would out-
weigh the additional benefits possible by analyzing its use in the titles of hearings 
and bills. A full-text analysis would no doubt be revealing, and since ProQuest has 
recently made the full text of these and other government sources more usable 
through TDM Studio, I hope eventually to replicate the analyses of hearing and 
bill titles and summaries for the full text of these sources in the future.

19. A “quasi-sentence” is “an argument which is the verbal expression of one 
political idea or issue.” Daubler et al., “Natural Sentences as Valid Units,” 940.

As comprehensive and indispensable as the USPAP data are, the congressional 
hearings and bills datasets do not include the titles of those documents. To com-
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economic reporting in the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal because 
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test for the presence of racialized (and gendered) frames than would be true of 
analyses of coverage in outlets such as Fox News or the New York Post. In addition, 
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features: “New Securities Issues,” “New Stock Listings,” and “Bids and Offers,” as 
these are not substantive articles but rather, as their names suggest, simply listings 
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zanna Linn, Ryan McMahon, and Jonathan Nagler explain in a 2021 article that 
searching by keyword returns more comprehensive results than subject searching. 
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or fifteen out of twenty-four) of stories about subprime mortgage lending during 
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who took out such loans. Similarly, of the sixty-nine articles addressing subprime 
mortgages in the Ethnic NewsWatch database from 1995 through 2006, forty-four 
(63.8 percent) used damning descriptors to characterize the credit of people who 
took out such loans. See tables A.1, A.2, and A.3 and appendix B for more detail.
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and A.3 and appendix B, for example, for evidence that economic reporters from 
progressive magazines and Black-, Latino-, and Indigenous-serving news outlets 
also presented an alternative set of perspectives in the case of race but not when it 
came to gender.

11. Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor explains that this was particularly true of the 
mostly low-income and working-class Black women, many of whom also received 
public assistance, who bought homes under HUD-FHA-assisted programs in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s. As Taylor explains, “Black women who purchased homes 
through HUD’s programs became the focal point of congressional and media 
inquiries. These women were portrayed as unsophisticated and domestically dys-
functional, evidenced by alleged difficulty with the simple maintenance of their 
homes.” In one particularly telling example, Taylor recounts a 1970 hearing at 
which President Richard Nixon’s Housing Secretary George Romney appeared:

[T]he congressmen at the hearing, and the men of the MBA .  .  . 
looked to tap into existing ideas that categorically blamed African 
Americans for the condition of their housing and their neighbor-
hoods. . . . The idea that Black renters and owners were destructive 
and careless was so deeply ingrained in the popular consciousness 
that it was almost effortless to make the charge. HUD even went so 
far as to produce a fifteen-cent pamphlet, called Simplified House-
keeping Directions for Homemakers, for women in subsidized 
housing on how to clean one’s home. The pamphlet included visual 
instructions on “how to dust furniture” and “how to keep trash  
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See Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, Race for Profit (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2019), 191–92. See also Chloe Thurston, At the Boundaries of Home
ownership (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2018).

12. Here too, see tables A.1, A.2, and A.3 and appendix B for evidence that 
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economic reporters from progressive magazines and Black-, Latino-, and Indigenous- 
serving news outlets also presented an alternative set of perspectives in the case of 
race but not when it came to gender.

13. These elisions are also related to the “episodic” news frames that, as Shanto 
Iyengar describes, are typical of much reporting having to with issues of race and 
the economy. Episodic frames, Iyengar explains, typically depict issues in terms 
of “concrete instances,” in part by highlighting particular individuals or event-
centered information. Thematic frames, in contrast, place “public issues in some 
more general or abstract context,” often taking the form of reports directed at 
explaining “general outcomes or conditions.” Shanto Iyengar, Is Anyone Responsi-
ble? How Television Frames Political Issues (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1991), 13. Before 2006, for example, only five Wall Street Journal articles and only 
thirteen in the New York Times mentioned DIDMCA (which overrode state usury 
laws and interest rate caps in mortgage lending). This was true as well of several 
of its alternative appellations, with the exception of the “Monetary Control Act,” 
which was discussed in nineteen Wall Street Journal articles and in thirty-seven 
pieces in the New York Times. Searches for other names by which the bill was 
known yielded little more—neither the New York Times nor the Wall Street Journal 
ever referenced the “Consumer Checking Account Equity Act,” “Financial Regu-
lation Simplification Act,” or “Truth in Lending Simplification and Reform Act.” 
The “Depository Institutions Deregulation Act” produced four observations in the  
Times and one in the Wall Street Journal: one each in 1980, 1982 (which is about 
Italy), 1984, and 1990. However, only about a quarter (27 percent) of these articles 
in the Times and only 16 percent of those in the Wall Street Journal addressed the 
implications of this law for mortgage lending, and none of the articles that did 
so referenced subprime lending in particular. Even less attention was devoted to  
AMTPA (which permitted the use of variable interest rates and balloon pay-
ments); it was never referenced in the Times and was referred to only twice in the 
Wall Street Journal over the course of this period (2001 and 2002).

Attention to the 1986 Tax Reform Act (which allowed interest deductions on 
mortgages for up to two homes but prohibited the deduction of interest on con-
sumer loans) seems, at first, to deviate from this pattern. Each paper published just 
over 400 stories that referenced this law, and approximately 56 percent of those in  
the Wall Street Journal stories and 62 percent of those in the New York Times sto-
ries addressed mortgage lending. None of these stories, however, contained any dis-
cussion of subprime mortgages, and only a tiny number contemplated the law’s pos-
sible effects for mortgage lending to marginalized groups in particular.

The transcript of dominant politics similarly evinces very little interest in the 
federal government’s role in creating the subprime lending that precipitated rising 
foreclosures. Although the 1980 Democratic platform commits itself to “vigorous 
enforcement of truth-in-lending, anti-redlining, and fair credit reporting laws,” it 
never referenced the role of subsequent legislation such as AMTPA in undermin-
ing the force of such laws. In fact, AMTPA was never mentioned (either directly 
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or descriptively) in party platforms or State of the Union addresses during this 
period. The Republicans made one mention of the 1986 TRA in their 1988 plat-
forms, but it was not its implications for subprime lending that they noted. Instead, 
they claimed, it had led to “the largest income transfer to lower-income Americans 
since the early 1970s” by removing “six million poor  .  .  . from the tax rolls.” No 
platform ever mentioned DIDMCA or any of its alternative names, although in his 
last State of the Union address in 1981, Jimmy Carter noted it as one of two “ma-
jor pieces of financial reform legislation . . . which has provided the basis for the 
most far-reaching changes in the financial services industry since the 1930’s,” argu-
ing that it “provide[d] for the phased elimination of a variety of anti-competitive 
barriers to financial institutions and freedom to offer services to and attract the  
savings of consumers, especially small savers” (https://www.jimmycarterlibrary.gov 
/assets/documents/speeches/su81jec.phtml). DIDMCA is mentioned in two relevant 
hearings (1981, 1984), the TRA in four (1986, 1987, 1988, 1990), and AMTPA never. 
References to particular laws in these contexts is not super common, nor is it nec-
essary to establish that economic reporters and political actors recognized the fed-
eral government’s role in creating subprime lending. Nonetheless, their absence 
reinforces the sense that this role was not recognized.

14. Allen Fishbein and Patrick Woodall, Women Are Prime Targets for Sub-
prime Lending: Women are Disproportionately in High-Cost Mortgage Market 
(Washington, DC: Consumer Federation of America, 2006). Once again, see ta
bles A.1, A.2, and A.3 and appendix B for evidence that alternative news sources 
did little to correct these distorted portrayals. As Chloe Thurston makes clear, both 
the use of “zombie facts” about women’s alleged lack of creditworthiness as well as 
outright lender discrimination against them have long histories:

Unlike in the case of African Americans, where discrimination 
was subtle and often concealed, lenders openly conceded that 
they used separate procedures to evaluate the creditworthiness of 
men and women. A 1972 NOW audit of New York area lending in-
stitutions found that, of 180 applications from women across three 
lending institutions, only five of their mortgages were approved. 
One woman who was turned down was a widower with children 
and a guaranteed income. She reported that the loan officer had 
said to her, “What does a woman need a house for?” . . . [A]dvocates  
[also] underscored that there was very little evidence at all that 
women were a worse credit risk than men. Instead, the limited 
evidence available suggested that women posed a similar, or in 
some cases lower, risk than men. For example, a 1964 study found 
that women were more likely than men with the same marital sta-
tus to keep their credit accounts in good standing. An even earlier 
study, from 1941, looked specifically at mortgages and found that 
women were a better risk than men, and that two-earner families 
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defaulted at lower rates than families with only one breadwin-
ner. Sensitive to the problem that earlier studies only examined 
the outcomes of borrowers who made it through the application 
process (and not those filtered out along the way), activists also 
pointed to two studies that could apply to women more broadly. 
The first was conducted by an organization that provided home 
improvement loans to elderly and low-income households, many 
of which were headed by single women. A study of the program 
found that female-headed households had a delinquency rate of  
2 percent, while the overall delinquency rate was 4 percent. An-
other study, conducted by two researchers from CWPS [the Cen-
ter for Women Policy Studies], examined only banks that had a 
history of lending to women and men on similar terms, and found 
no evidence that women were a worse credit risk than men. In-
stead, the evidence pointed to key explanatory variables for 
risk that had to do with the “characteristics of the loan itself”  
(i.e., the terms of the financing, particularly the loan to value ratio, 
the presence of junior financing and loan purpose), rather than  
the characteristics of the borrower.”

Chloe Thurston, At the Boundaries of Homeownership (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2018), 161–63.

15. Amy Castro Baker, “Eroding the Wealth of Women: Gender and the Sub-
prime Foreclosure Crisis,” Social Science Review 88, no. 1 (2014): 59–91.
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17. The data upon which these numbers are based were compiled by searching 

each paper for “ ‘rising NEAR foreclosure’ OR ‘increasing NEAR foreclosure’ ”, 
which returns documents that contain the two search terms, in any order, within 
four words apart. As with the search for subprime mortgages, in the case of the 
Wall Street Journal, I further specified that the search ignore items in “New Securi-
ties Issues,” “New Stock Listings,” and “Bids and Offers.” I downloaded the result-
ing data and metadata into a spreadsheet and downloaded and cleaned the full text 
of all articles. As with previous searches, although the items returned through this 
approach are generally germane, they are also likely to include more “false posi-
tives” than a subject search. I therefore went through them and removed irrelevant 
observations and duplicate entries before conducting analyses.
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these issues could be said to be their focus, I searched each article and coded them 

notes to chapter five



325

as “1” if they included (and “0” if they did not include) African American, Ameri-
can Indian, Asian American, Black, Hispanic, “inner city,” Latino, minority/minori-
ties, Native American. Similarly, to determine whether articles addressed women or 
gender and whether such issues were the focus the story, I searched each article 
and coded them as “1” if they included (and “0” if they did not include): female, 
gender, lady/ladies, and woman/women. I also searched for the terms discriminate 
and discrimination. I then read each story in which these terms were present to 
determine whether they did, in fact, address these issues. An example of a story 
that was coded as focusing on race is a 14 November 1999 article in the New York 
Times titled “Study Discerns Disadvantage for Blacks in Home Mortgages.” An 
example of a story that was coded as addressing race in a secondary way is one 
published on 29 June 2000 in the New York Times titled, “New State Rules Aim to 
Curb Loan Abuses.” Though the story does not focus on people of color, it notes 
that “predatory lenders typically use high-pressure tactics to talk home-owners into 
exorbitant loans that often force them into bankruptcy or foreclosure. The most 
frequent victims are the elderly, women, and residents of minority neighborhoods.” 
See appendix B for more detail.
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tention than their mainstream counterparts to the implications of subprime loans 
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