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The rise of resilience

introduction

Resilience has become increasingly central to international and domestic 
policy-making over the last decade. In fact, it has been argued that resilience 
is the ‘guiding principle’ of policy governance and ‘one of the key political 
categories of our time’.1 Resilience is now the top priority for the sustainable 
development and international development aid agenda,2 key to interna-
tional security concerns, from cyber conflict to the war on terror,3 and vital 
for disaster risk reduction,4 conflict prevention,5 climate change6 and social, 
economic and institutional development.7 Over the last few years, resilience 
appears to have become the policy buzzword of choice.8 This is so much the 
case that it is not unusual to find commentators querying whether resilience 
can really be the solution to such a diverse range of governance questions 
and, if so, how this might work. This book is concerned with precisely these 
questions of resilience as part of a governance agenda and how resilience-
thinking impacts on how politics (both domestically and internationally) is 
understood to work and how problems are perceived and addressed. In the 
following chapters, a range of issues and questions will be analysed in terms 
of resilience frameworks, from educational training in schools to global ethics 
and from responses to shock events and natural disasters to how resilience has 
been discussed in the context of international policies to promote peace and 
development.

I have been interested in the rise of resilience-thinking for some time, and I 
am lucky enough to be the editor of the first international journal devoted solely 
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2 introduction

to analysing the policies and practices which go under the title of  resilience. Yet, 
I must confess that the diversity of approaches to resilience across a large num-
ber of policy and academic fields means that, although resilience seems to be 
ubiquitous, how the concept operates and the uses to which it is put are not 
always clear. Even policy practitioners who advocate the need for resilience 
do not always seem clear on how resilience works or can be developed.9 As a 
recent Overseas Development Institute paper argues: ‘The concept of resilience 
is at the centre of current debates in development, climate change adaptation 
and humanitarian aid. However, it is not clear what resilience is, or how it can or 
should be promoted during and after crises’.10 Even though resilience-thinking 
is emerging across the policy spectrum, its outlines are not clearly demarcated. 
It does not necessarily help to word-search resilience in policy documents, as 
it is used in diverse ways and contexts. Nor does it necessarily help to turn to 
academic and more conceptual works which tend to squeeze resilience into 
whatever theoretical boxes the researcher works within.11

This book is designed to bring some analytical clarity to the rise of 
 resilience-thinking, but it is not a survey of the diverse uses of the concept 
of resilience in policy-documents, nor is it a conceptual history of the term. 
Analytical clarity will be sought through engaging with a specific problem-
atic: the rise of resilience-thinking as a response to the problem of governing 
in a world which appears to be more complex to us. While resilience as a 
concept has a history that lends it a certain range of meanings, this book is 
concerned with its meaning as a policy response to policy problems as they 
are increasingly perceived today. In this sense, the book is a ‘history of the 
present’; it seeks to engage analytically with what resilience appears to be 
doing today and how the rise of resilience-thinking enables us to reflect upon 
shifts in the understanding of governance. To put it another way: if resilience 
is the answer, suggested by policy interventions in every area, from educa-
tion to the environment to conflict-resolution and poverty-reduction, what 
does this tell us about the questions we are asking of the world and how we 
understand ourselves in relation to this world?

I do not wish to suggest that all policy-understandings start from the 
perspective of resilience as a governing response. Rather, I merely want 
to emphasize that this framing is becoming increasingly dominant in both 
international and domestic policy-making, as previous approaches appear to 
become less and less viable today. In order to develop this conceptual analysis 
of resilience-thinking, the study of resilience will not be narrowly confined 
to a set of empirical policy practices, developed to work on resilience (as a 
set of capacities) in the face of crisis or threats. This book is not a handbook 
for policy-makers,12 and, more importantly, resilience-thinking operates at 
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introduction 3

a much broader level of political thinking about governance than that cov-
ered in policy documents. The key aspects that define resilience approaches 
to policy-making are methodological assumptions about the nature of the 
world, the complex problem of governance, and the policy processes suit-
able to governing this complexity. It is thus quite possible to chart a rise in 
resilience-thinking as a governing rationality without mentioning the word 
‘resilience’ and, equally, to see the word ‘resilience’ crop up many times in a 
policy paper without this being evidence that a clear conceptualisation of 
resilience forms the basis of understanding.

teaching resilience

Complex economic, social, political and environmental problems no lon-
ger seem amenable to old-fashioned or top-down, state-based, interventions 
of government operating at a macro-level. It seems that some of the most 
intractable problems of government are being re-thought in a more people-
centred or ‘bottom-up’ way. A recent example, which caught my eye when 
I was preparing the manuscript for this book, was a call for resilience to 
be taught in all UK schools (from an All-Party group of Members of the 
House of Commons and House of Lords, supported by children’s charities 
and the Open University).13 The call for mainstreaming resilience in the 
school curriculum was a response to the recognition of the problems of social 
mobility: the reproduction of entrenched patterns of economic and social 
deprivation, which is a particular problem for the UK when international 
standards are considered.14 Interestingly, the All-Party’s focus was not upon 
how young people could achieve success but upon how they could change 
their approach to failure.

As we will see in the course of this book, changing our approach to failure 
is a central tenet of resilience-thinking. Using failure productively – that is, 
seeing failing as an opportunity for growth rather than as a final judgement – 
in this case, was understood to be essential for social mobility, especially for 
children from more deprived backgrounds who need to be able to ‘deal with 
life’s problems without being knocked off course’.15 As the head of the All-
Party group argued, schools in the UK were unintentionally undermining 
UK social and economic development by focusing on success rather than 
on failure:

Whatever your GCSE results or other qualification, how do you make 
the most of the opportunities that come along? How do you bounce 
back once things go wrong? How do you believe that you can achieve? 
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4 introduction

Over quite an extended period of time, we’ve had a real focus on 
examination results – not quite to the exclusion of all else but to a 
really great degree. But some schools also go on about how developing 
the character of the young person is absolutely core business.16

Schools were focusing on the educational attainments of students and encour-
aging competition based on succeeding and passing rather than on thinking 
about how failure can be seen more positively. For this reason, competitive 
sports were seen as important – not in terms of emulating the success of 
Britain’s Olympic team the previous summer – but for children to learn that 
‘not everybody is going to win everything’. The head of the All-Party group 
argued that ‘failure is going to happen at some point in life. The question is 
how early you start being prepared for it’.17

This snapshot of resilience as a policy approach tells us a few things about 
the rise of resilience-thinking. First, there is the appearance of an intractable 
and complex policy problem – in this case, that of  ‘social mobility’. The prob-
lem is understood to indicate lessons for governance through tracing this 
problem as the outcome of processes of social interaction. Second, rather 
than starting at the top of the policy ladder, reactively intervening to attempt 
to address the consequences, resilience traces these processes backwards to 
deal with them at the level of root causes. These roots are seen to lie deep 
within the social texture of society. Social problems are thereby re-presented 
as problems which are deeply social, rather than as problems of social policy-
making at the level of state regulation or intervention. This is why school-
ing is often considered a vital area of governance intervention today. Third, 
resilience policies seek to work with existing capabilities and practices and to 
enable them to operate more efficiently and effectively.

The implication is that children have capacities that are not being devel-
oped adequately in schools – which merely focus on upon achieving exam 
results or on the acquisition of knowledge – these are the vital personal and 
emotional qualities of resilience. So what is resilience and why is it needed? 
According to the All-Party group, acquiring knowledge can be seen as a core 
educational value in a modernist world, which is assumed to remain static. 
However, in a rapidly changing world, success is not based so much upon a 
store of acquired knowledge but upon the capacities for self-reflection and 
reflexive understanding of how one needs to adapt in an ever shifting envi-
ronment. The experts thought that children from deprived backgrounds were 
not being adequately taught how to develop these qualities of self-reflexivity 
and therefore could not cope with failure. In a complex world, the limits 
of what we know and expect are seen to be more important than what we 
know: coping with these limits – with failure – enables us to see ‘failure’ as 
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introduction 5

part of the learning process based on adaptation and self-reflexivity. Failure 
plays an entirely different role in this approach to the subject, to knowledge 
and to the world. Not only is failure to be expected in a complex world, 
but the key point is how we use failure or limits to enable progress. Failure 
is the starting point for personal and societal growth. We learn more about 
ourselves and how to govern from failure than we do from success, which 
merely defers this process of learning and growth.

classical and post-classical resilience

There is very little consensus on the concept of resilience. This lack of con-
sensus reflects our difficulties in coming to terms with the limits of knowl-
edge and with the implications of these limits for how we rethink the world 
and our relationship to it. Despite its ubiquitous use in policy documents, it 
seems to have manifold meanings. Is it about responding (‘bouncing back’) 
from disaster or crisis?18 Is it a process through which crises make us stron-
ger, more flexible, and more open to new opportunities?19 Is it about how 
we can act preventively and proactively to minimise the effects of crises or 
problems?20 What is the relationship between resilience and the event, crisis 
or problem?21 How does resilience understand the subject?22 Is the sub-
ject interpellated as strong and independent, capable of surviving the tough-
est tests? Is the subject seen as flexible, adaptable and autotelic, thriving on 
self-growth and self-direction? Is the subject passive and reactive, disciplined 
to adapt to external changes and dictates? How we understand resilience 
depends a lot on the disciplinary fields in which we work and, to a certain 
extent, on the era in which we were brought up.

Resilience appears to cover a wide spectrum of meanings, in terms of 
both its temporal relation to the event, crisis or threat and its interpellation 
of the subject from active and self-creating to passive and responsibilised. 
This is no coincidence because the concept of resilience has itself been 
transformed: this transformation can be read through different understand-
ings of the relation between the human subject and his or her environ-
ment. A concept that started out as clearly distinguishing the subject and 
its inner strengths and capacities has become transmuted into a concept 
which emphasises the interrelationship between subject and object. This is 
somewhat counterintuitive as resilience in its initial formulations was very 
much subject-centred. This is clear in classical understandings of the resilient 
subject as an isolated individual withstanding the severe tests and pressures 
of nature. Think, for example, of the Robinson Crusoe figure, the resilient 
shipwrecked sailor living off his own wits and resources on a deserted island, 
or an Arctic explorer, surviving the extreme cold and hunger, traversing a 
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6 introduction

barren wilderness. The resilient subjects overcame the barriers of the envi-
ronment (classically constructed in natural terms rather than social) through 
their inner strengths and capacities. In social terms, the resilient subject could 
withstand oppressive conditions. In these cases it was usually women who 
were understood to be resilient, withstanding the pressures of poverty and 
abuse, calling upon their inner strengths and capacities to cope with pain or 
deprivation.

These human or subject-based understandings of inner capacities for 
 survival – through inner strengths and capacities to withstand trauma or 
 pressure – came to be applied to objects or to nature in the engineering and 
environmental sciences. When these concepts were transferred, it was this 
classical understanding that was taken on board. External pressures could be 
withstood through inner strengths. In this framing, especially in psychology 
and engineering, resilience came to mean ‘bounce-back ability’ – the tensions 
of metal to withstand stress or the capacity of individuals to recover from loss 
or trauma. In ecology, it came to mean the rejuvenating capacities of ecosys-
tems to withstand both natural and human stresses. The etymological history 
of resilience is therefore one of a strong subject/object divide and thereby 
reflective of the world of liberal modernity. The focus was on the subject’s 
internal capacity to withstand pressures or stresses which were understood 
to be externally generated. This – let us call it ‘classical’ – understanding of 
resilience also came to the fore in security discourses, especially in relation 
to post-9/11 discussions of the impact of terrorist attacks. These discussions 
concerned the possibility of preparedness and response to possible attacks, 
causing major social disruption, and focused upon the ability of society to 
‘bounce back’, to maintain basic operational capacity and to cope with disas-
ter, which was seen to be as inevitable as it was unpredictable.23

The rise of resilience would have been limited, however, if it had merely 
reflected the need to cope or to survive in a world of fluidity and uncertainty: 
if the concept was merely about inculcating and developing the capacities 
and properties needed for subjects to cope with external shocks and setbacks. 
This book is essentially about ‘post-classical’ or ‘post-liberal’ understandings 
of resilience, which deploy the concept of resilience in ways which chal-
lenge the ‘classical’ understandings with their clear subject/object division. 
The etymological roots of classical understandings of resilience are framed in 
terms of the inner resources and capacities of the autonomous individual and 
therefore are implicitly linked to the classical liberal subject of modernity. In 
these understandings, the isolated individual was the ‘natural’ starting point 
for the framing of law, politics and the market, as spheres in which rational 
and morally autonomous subjects interacted.
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introduction 7

The etymological basis of ‘post-classical’ framings of resilience can be 
found in a much more relationally embedded understanding of the subject 
(the genealogy of resilience as a political concept will be dealt with in Chap-
ter 3). This understanding of the subject stems from conceptual concern with 
dynamic and nonlinear systems in the natural and environmental sciences, 
particularly in terms of the understanding of resilience through adaptation. 
In this framing, the subject/object divide is overcome through understanding 
resilience as an interactive process of relational adaptation. The subject does 
not survive merely through its own ‘inner’ resources; the subject survives and 
thrives on the basis of its ability to adapt or dynamically relate to its socio-
ecological environment. This dynamic of systemic interaction is ontologically 
and epistemologically distinct from the earlier use of resilience, whereby the 
subject either actively conquered or controlled its external environment or 
passively survived and coped with it (as in the gendered framings of classical 
approaches outlined above). Resilience, in the post-classical framing, is there-
fore an emergent and adaptive process of subject/object interrelations. Both 
subject and object are immersed in and are products of complex adaptive  
processes. Resilience still remains an ‘inner’ attribute, but an ‘inner’ or rela-
tional attribute of a system or assemblage. In as far as the human subject is 
part of this system of interconnection, resilience becomes an ongoing process 
of responding through a self-reflective awareness that the subject is both pro-
ducer and product of the world. Resilience is thereby both about adapting to 
the external world and about being aware that in this process of adaptation 
the world is being reshaped. Adaptation is thus a process, in which how we 
adapt shapes the context in which our ongoing adaptation will take place. We 
increasingly understand adaptation to the world as being inseparable from the 
world in which we adapt.

In this framing, there is no juxtaposition of subject and object, of human 
and nature or of culture and environment. These ‘liberal’ binaries are instead 
understood as legacies of modernist approaches, which are ‘reductionist’ –
reducing the complexity of the world to separate and discrete objects rather 
than looking at the dynamic relationships involved. This reductionist per-
spective is thereby understood to be a barrier to resilience as a set of practices 
and policies which foreground politics in an age of complexity. To clarify 
how this works, let us look at an indicative example: that of the relation-
ship between the human subject and risks, dangers or threats. In classical 
resilience approaches, the question would be how the subject responds or 
‘bounces back’ from the trauma or danger. Two points may be highlighted in 
this framing: first, spatially, the risk or threat is external, caused by external 
factors or agents; second, temporally, the threat, risk or trauma is manifested 
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8 introduction

prior to the response of resilience. In post-classical approaches – or in how 
we understand resilience in a world of complexity – these two key aspects 
no longer apply. Post-classical understandings of resilience do not view the 
threat or crisis as external to the subject, and resilience is no longer purely 
post hoc after the event.

In post-classical framings of resilience, there is no longer a spatial or tem-
poral divide between the subject and object. The transformative work in this 
area was done mainly through debates within the natural and environmental 
sciences. As noted earlier, the importation of ‘liberal’ subject–object under-
standings into ecology and the environmental sciences was initially reflected 
in formulations of the protection of ‘nature’ or the ‘environment’ from human 
influences (seen as external to nature). Nature was anthropomorphised as if it 
was a separate autonomous subject with ‘needs’ and ‘interests’, which required 
‘protecting’ or ‘preserving’.24 The extent to which natural or environmental 
processes were able to sustain themselves against (in most cases) human pres-
sures and threats was thereby a measure of ‘ecosystem resilience’. This view 
of a ‘natural’ equilibrium was challenged as post-classical frameworks of resil-
ience were introduced which no longer ‘anthropomorphised’ nature or the 
environment, as somehow a separate subject which needed to be maintained 
in a natural state of ‘balance’ or ‘harmony’.

Threats, dangers or disruptions were increasingly not seen as ‘external’ but 
as ‘internal’ to the subject–object relationship or socioecological system. They 
were also no longer seen as problematically disrupting a ‘natural balance’ but 
as part of a relational process of change and adaptation.

The work of Crawford Stanley Holling is often seen as the turning point 
in moving beyond classical or ‘engineering’ understandings of resilience in 
ecology, with the introduction of non-linear population dynamics. In 1973 
Holling published a much-cited paper on resilience and the stability of eco-
systems, articulating system resilience in distinction to ‘stability’ understand-
ings of return to equilibrium after an external shock or disturbance.25 For 
Holling, resilient systems involved complex adaptivity, with the existence of 
multiple stable states or regimes. Resilience now acquired a dynamic, rela-
tional aspect which, as we shall see, will be key in considering how resilience-
thinking operates in terms of the governance of a complex, globalised world.

This dynamic, relational framing of resilience has generally displaced 
classical understandings of resilience as an internal attribute of the subject, 
although in policy-practice resilience is not always used in ways which clarify 
the conceptual framework underlying the approach. Perhaps a good example 
of this ambiguity is the one mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, con-
cerning the teaching of resilience in UK schools. At one level it appears that 
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introduction 9

resilience is being taught to enable the development of character and coping 
mechanisms as inner attributes enabling individuals to ‘bounce back’ from 
disappointments. At another level, the inner character traits are not those of 
fortitude or of self-determination which assume a fixed subject/object rela-
tionship but of self-reflexivity and openness to the world. Such traits suggest 
a much deeper entanglement with the world and the need for greater humil-
ity. Rather than strong subject understandings of character, the inner traits 
required suggest a set of post-modern or relational sensitivities.

These new sensitivities are seen as essential once it is understood that 
a complex problem, such as that of social and economic equality, cannot 
be addressed through macro-level government economic and social policy, 
attempting to steer or direct the economy. Rather, such a problem can only 
be tackled by working on the inner mechanisms and social dynamics which 
are seen to reproduce poverty and exclusion. The approach advocated sug-
gests that governments cannot effectively ‘touch’ the problem through top-
down policy mechanisms but need to understand the real processes at work 
at the level of the society and the individual and to enable these inner mecha-
nisms. In the same way, these inner mechanisms of subject/object intercon-
nection need to be revealed at the level of the individual’s ‘government of 
the self ’, which also requires an inner reflexivity. Both the relation between 
government and society and between the subject and the external world are 
thus reconceived in a post-modern or more relational ontology.

non-linearity

It is very important to highlight how resilience enables a coherent under-
standing of the necessary connection between social understandings of 
 interconnection – relational ontologies – and the consequent need for work 
on the self and self-reflexivity. Resilience has played a transitional role of 
shifting from a modernist subject-centred perspective (of a strong subject) to 
a relational ontology of system dynamics (with a relational, embedded sub-
ject) through its focus on non-linearity (unexpected outcomes). Resilience 
in its classical framing of inner attributes of the subject, such as character, for-
titude, and patience, was used to highlight the non-linear outcomes of soci-
etal interactions. Men of fortitude did not cave in to extreme environmental 
conditions. Neither did women, whose inner strength enabled them to cope 
under the harshest domestic conditions: social outcomes were not neces-
sarily structurally determined. Resilience was a challenge to deterministic 
understandings of the causal power of nature or of socioeconomic structures. 
There was no direct, reductionist, or mechanical relationship between cause 
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10 introduction

and effect or input and output. Resilience as a concept, even in its restricted 
‘classical’ sense, already indicated the importance of the contingent power of 
agency in the construction of a non-linear world.

This classical understanding of resilience was often used in managing  
Britain’s sense of post-imperial decline, where the inner strength of character 
of a people was held to explain how Britain could ‘bat above its weight’ in 
international affairs. In the UK narrative, there was always plenty of self-praise 
for plucky little Britain withstanding the firepower of the German military-
industrial complex in the early years of the Second World War, described 
in recent BBC commemoration programming as: ‘Finest Hour: The Resil-
ience of Churchill and the British People’.26 Britain was resilient because 
the superior firepower of the German air force failed to achieve its aim of 
defeating and demoralising the British people during the Blitz. Their inner 
qualities of grit and determination enabled a non-linear outcome. Similarly, 
in psychology, work on resilience demonstrated that people can respond very 
differently to traumas and disappointment according to their internal mental 
states: there was no universal or linear outcome or effect of trauma. A strong 
‘bulldog’ spirit could enable positive outcomes under the most pressing and 
direst of circumstances.

In the era of liberal modernity, non-linear outcomes, understood in terms 
of resilience, were seen as positive, especially in the fields of engineering and 
psychology. It was in those fields that the ability to withstand pressure, to cope 
and to bounce back clearly had progressive connotations. However, as will be 
analysed in the following two chapters, non-linearity was already developing 
a dark side. In the discipline of economics, the focus on the inner qualities 
of the subject and on differential individual responses to external stimuli was 
often being used to undermine or to challenge liberal assumptions of univer-
sal reason and the possibilities of progress and development. (Generally, these 
obstructionist efforts were made by conservative or neoliberal commentators 
who were also keen to stress the importance of non-linear outcomes.) The 
non-linear framing, emphasising the inner attributes of the subject, could 
be positively cast in terms of resilience or understood more negatively in 
the language of new institutionalist economics which stressed the internal 
cognitive and societal barriers to liberal progress. Nevertheless, both neo-
liberal constructions of non-linearity as a limit and resilience constructions 
of positive non-linear outcomes focused on the internal world of the sub-
ject rather than on adoption of broader relational or open system ontolo-
gies. Both constructions of non-linearity also operated outside the dominant 
Western political paradigm of governing: post-classical or new institutionalist 

Chandler, David. Resilience : The Governance of Complexity, Taylor & Francis Group, 2014. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1687383.
Created from nottingham on 2021-02-03 03:20:37.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

4.
 T

ay
lo

r &
 F

ra
nc

is
 G

ro
up

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



introduction 11

economics was influential mainly in explaining the limits of non-Western 
growth and psychological approaches operated at the level of the individual 
in the private sphere.

It was only with the problematising of the liberal modernist understand-
ing of politics, with the decline of the politics of the Left and Right and the 
rise of globalisation, that states seemed to lose their ability to rule in the old 
ways and governmental practices became increasingly attuned to the non-
linear outcomes of a world of complexity. The rise of resilience-thinking 
could thereby also be understood as the rise of non-linearity or of our aware-
ness of contingency and complexity. Complexity and non-linearity seem to 
encourage resilience-thinking, and resilience-thinking seems to indicate that 
non-linearity can be used as an agenda for governance, thus drawing upon 
classical positive connotations of resilience as a non-linear process of generat-
ing positive outcomes.

In post-classical understandings of resilience, these positive outcomes 
are generated by attention to the systemic processes and interactions at play 
rather than by the inner properties of discrete subjects. Resilience increas-
ingly concerns the emergent attributes of processes of subject–object rela-
tions: the understanding of relational or system dynamics. These dynamics are 
understood to be constantly in the process of emergence and transformation. 
Whereas in classical understandings of resilience security could be strength-
ened through overcoming vulnerabilities and adaptation, for post-classical 
understandings, these adaptations would merely produce new and unfore-
seen consequences: new vulnerabilities. Attempts to achieve security would 
thereby be understood to be the source of new (and unexpected) insecurities. 
The goal then becomes not security but a self-reflective awareness of the 
unintended consequences or secondary effects (side effects) of any securitis-
ing measures. In this process of self-reflective awareness, the resilient subject 
emerges not as a secure subject but as a self-aware subject: self-aware not only 
of its own internal capacities and attributes and the need to be constantly 
adaptive but also increasingly aware of its own relational vulnerabilities and 
how these are reproduced through different embedded relational systems –
through cultural, social, economic and environmental processes of emergent 
causality, operating across a range of interrelated and overlapping levels from 
the local to the global.

This shift from subject-centred to relational understanding is of funda-
mental importance to how we understand politics in an age of complexity.  
Resilience-understandings point towards a different set of strategies 
and processes of governance. Rather than governance around certain  
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12 introduction

goals – such as modern liberal aspirations of knowledge, security, develop-
ment or  democracy – resilience suggests that goals cannot be imposed upon 
complex relational systems. Indeed, policy-making is a process of learning 
about those relations and adapting to them rather than imposing upon them 
from above, as if they could be shaped or directed. Governing complexity is 
thereby understood to be a process whereby failures or unintended outcomes 
can be seen as an inevitable part of that process and the key aspect is how 
failure is reflected upon to shape future policy-making.27 In a complex and 
fluid reality, failing better is seen to be a much more realistic goal than narrow 
short-term understandings of policy ‘success’.28

Reality versus artifice

Whereas the liberal world strictly divided humanity from nature in terms 
of active subject and passive and compliant object, the world of resilience-
thinking seeks to overcome this reductionist and binary approach that is at 
the heart of liberal governmental assumptions. The one binary that could 
be said to shape the problematic of resilience as a technique of governing 
complexity is that between an awareness and a sensitivity of ‘real’ complex 
processes of causation and the tendency to impose reductionist, abstract or 
teleological understandings which reflect the artifice of liberal forms of top-
down imposition. In a non-linear world of interactive or emergent causality, 
any top-down attempts to direct or control the social world fly in the face 
of the ‘real’ processes of social causation, leading to counterproductive or 
unintended outcomes. Resilience-thinking is thereby constantly drawing les-
sons from the real and complex appearances of the world to learn that liberal 
artifice – the constructed world of linear cause and effect and reductionist 
binaries – is a barrier to be overcome through new ways of conceiving the 
world that is to be governed.

Resilience approaches today tend to understand the world as a complex set 
of overlapping emerging processes in which all subject–objects are embed-
ded. There is nothing ‘natural’ about nature or the human subject. Politics in 
an age of complexity has to be sensitive to the fact that we no longer live 
in a linear or binary world of liberal and modernist certainties. We are no 
more separate from the world than individuals are separate from societies or 
states are separate from international relations or humanity is separate from 
nature. This post-classical understanding does not view resilience as an inner 
capacity or attribute of a separate subject or agent but as a governing ethos 
or relational attribute emerging from the complexity and interdependence 
of the modern world, as an assemblage in which both subjects and objects 
(or subject–object relations) are embedded. Resilience, in this sense, is always 
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introduction 13

relational and context-dependent: threats or dangers are as inherent in this 
relationality as much as positive outcomes might be. Resilience is thus not a 
matter of a separate subject adapting to an external world but of the reflexive 
management of contingent outcomes of different assemblages or relational 
ensembles (of varying degrees of transiency).

Politics in an age of complexity is discursively constructed in terms of 
complex adaptive systems, ‘emergent causality’, ‘post-humanism’, actor net-
work theory, ‘new’ or ‘non-equilibrium’ ecology, ‘new materialism’ and other 
conceptual frameworks which attempt to come to grips with the embed-
dedness of subjects in complex processes and interrelationships. Not all these 
framings necessarily put the concept of resilience at the centre of their con-
cerns, but they all share the ontological premises of the need for a new under-
standing of politics informed by the erosion or attenuation of traditional 
liberal constructions of the political and particularly of the liberal binaries of 
human/nature, culture/environment and subject/object. They all assert that 
in a fluid and globalised world the liberal modernist conceptions of power, 
politics and agency need to be reconsidered. There is no doubt that the rise 
of resilience-thinking plays a formative role in this process of reworking the 
problematic of governance in an age of complexity.

Therefore, if resilience is to be defined, it would perhaps be useful to 
understand resilience as the discursive field through which we negotiate the 
emerging problem of governing complexity. Resilience appears to be a pro-
cess of learning the lessons of governance failures: of how to live with the end 
of the modernist promise of linear modes of governing and understanding. 
Resilience is thereby less a final goal than a mode of thinking and acting in 
the world, which starts from the appearance of limits to traditional forms 
of governing and of liberal modernist politics of representation. Resilience 
approaches operate to draw attention to how governance can operate as a 
process of governing through the ‘reality’ of processes and relations rather 
than as a top-down imposition seeking to direct, manage or assert control 
over things.

the structure of the book

This book is divided into three sections. Part I deals with the most impor-
tant conceptual frameworks that have shaped the discussion of resilience as 
an approach to governance in a world of complexity. Chapter 2 analyses the 
implications of understanding life as complex. Here complexity approaches 
are drawn upon to illustrate how complexity is understood to be ontologi-
cally distinct from understanding life as either complicated or as chaotic. 
Complex life is life understood as having the emergent properties of order. 
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14 introduction

Thus, although life is then seen as non-amenable to linear, top-down under-
standings of cause and effect, it can be governed through an understand-
ing of interactive emergent, organic and autonomous processes. Chapter 3  
charts the development of analogous understandings of life as emergent and 
self-ordering in the political discourses of the post-1968, post-Marxist and 
autonomous Marxist framings of the Left. It will be argued that while neo-
liberal constructions of complexity operated to understand (and naturalise) 
the limits to government, it was the critique of liberal modernist frameworks 
from the post-foundational and post-structuralist Left which enabled these 
limits to be reworked as positive and emancipatory possibilities and to facili-
tate the emergence of resilience-thinking as a coherent programme of post-
modern or post-liberal governance.

Part II contains three chapters, which analyse the shifts in thinking about 
policy-intervention in the international sphere. Chapter 4 considers the rise 
of complexity as a response to the growing perception of the limits to lib-
eral internationalist aspirations of exporting liberal understandings of peace, 
development, democracy and human rights in the 1990s. Critiques of ‘liberal 
peace’ thereby shifted from criticisms of the lack of liberalism of the interven-
ers (the fact that they selectively pursued the interests of power) to criticisms 
of intervention precisely because of its universal assumptions and teleological 
understandings. Critics therefore focused on the limits of liberal forms of 
knowledge and the complex, non-linear and hybrid outcomes of interven-
tion. Chapter 5 analyses how the problems of complexity and non-linearity 
gradually shifted from merely naturalising the limits to external intervention 
to attempting to articulate forms of intervention which operated within a 
non-linear problematic, transforming social interaction in ways which were 
seen to facilitate liberal forms of rationality. Using the example of the shifting 
approaches to the war on drugs in the Americas, it flags up the paradoxes of 
intervention on the basis of instrumental approaches which problematised 
and essentialised cultural understandings and how resilience approaches have 
increasingly focused upon practices and interactions at the local level. Chapter 6  
takes the analysis of resilience approaches to global problems beyond the 
discourses of intervention to understandings of the indirect consequences of 
relational embeddedness and the need for reflexive governance of the self at 
both institutional and individual levels. In this framing, governing actors are 
always and already understood to be relationally entangled with the emergent 
problem. Intervention can therefore only work indirectly through retracing 
the chains of emergent interaction.

Part III contains three chapters, which analyse different facets of the 
political–ethical approach of resilience-thinking, building upon the shared 
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introduction 15

ontology of the governance of others and of the self. Chapter 7 concerns the 
revelation of the public and its interactive bonds of interconnection through 
the event or the problematic appearance of the world. Rather than the public 
being self-constituted in the glare of the public sphere, resilience approaches 
argue that the reality of the public and its governance is only revealed post 
hoc, after the fact. Responsivity to the event then enables complex life to 
inform governance as a self-reflexive process (the response to the Utoeya 
Island massacre in Oslo in July 2011 is used to illustrate the process at play in 
the enfolding of the event into the process of governance). Chapter 8 then 
analyses the transformation of the public from being the collective subject of 
modern government in the public sphere to becoming the plural and shifting 
objects of resilience as governance in the social sphere. This shift is analysed 
through consideration of the political theorising of complexity and emergent 
causality in the work of pragmatist theorist John Dewey and neoliberal theo-
rist Friedrich Hayek, and some of the shared assumptions behind resilience as 
a responsive and self-reflexive form of governance are drawn out. Chapter 9 
completes the analysis of the politics of resilience-thinking through consid-
eration of the rise of post-humanist, actor–network, non-representational and 
new materialist approaches in social theorising. These approaches take the 
understanding of embedded and emergent relationality to its logical conclu-
sion in assemblage theorising and the critique of the subject/object divides of 
representational thought. These approaches are then analysed in terms of how 
they construct the human subject and the subject’s relationship to the world 
and their claim that the encouragement of self-reflexive responsivities and 
sensitivities can enable progressive change. Chapter 10 concludes the book 
with a consideration of the promise of resilience-thinking and complexity 
ontologies and how this promise has helped overcome some of the problems 
and paradoxes of liberal and neoliberal governance. Unfortunately, this suc-
cess has only come at the cost of reifying the appearances of the world and 
subordinating the human will to this anthropomorphic projection of human 
creativity onto the world itself.
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