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ABSTRACT
In this paper, we set out a critical realist-informed Marxist approach to
resilience, the principal argument being that the discourse is best explicated
through a theoretical lens which situates its rise in the context of a neoliberal
order which is undergoing a global organic crisis. Our key contribution to the
literature is to show not only that extant resilience discourses ontologise
vulnerability and thereby strip political discourse of the language of social
struggle, but also that they provide a crisis-recovery imaginary more
congenial to the interests of capital and state than to the vulnerable
populations they ostensibly aim to capacitate. We conclude by joining a
chorus of other scholars committed to exposing resilience as an insidious
technology of the self.
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1. Introduction

Resilience thinking in politics has risen to prominence in recent years,
roughly corresponding in timeframe to the crisis of neoliberalism in the
aftermath of the financial crisis.1 In this paper, we argue that certain
resilience discourses have been popularised by neoliberal elites
because they represent a vision of the world congenial to their interests.
As others have pointed out, such dominant discourses ‘serve to
enshrine certain interpretations of social life as authoritative and to
delegitimise or obscure others, generally to the advantage of other
groups in society and to disadvantage subordinate ones’ (Fraser &
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Gordon, 1997; p. 123 quoted in Garrett, 2016). We, therefore, need to
critically examine these dominant discourses and provide alternative
interpretations lest we fall into ‘doxic slumber’ (Garrett, 2016, p.
1911; Bourdieu, 2000, p. 173).

This paper precedes as follows. First, we argue that any theory of resi-
lience must be able to explain ‘the formation, persistence and causes of
vulnerability’ (Adger, 2006, p. 277). Whilst recognising the ‘pluralistic
character’ of resilience and the different interpretations of it across a
spectrum of academic subjects (Joseph, 2018; Humbert & Josephy,
2019, p. 215), we examine how two strands of resilience discourse in
the field of politics – a mainstream version adopted in scholarly and pol-
icymaking practice and a post-liberal rendition of the concept outlined by
David Chandler – first, address the issue of vulnerability, and, second,
formulate responses to capacitate people to deal with it. Our argument
in this section is that both strands of resilience discourse mystify the
causes of vulnerability, and that they do so by systematically downplaying
the structural determinants of change in favour of an agentic, response-
driven approach to crisis.

In Section 2, we utilise a critical realist philosophical framework and a
Marxist scientific ontology to understand how social structures produce
differential vulnerabilities. It is only through a theoretically grounded
understanding of how vulnerabilities persist that three crucial elements
of adaptation can be explained: who adapts, and why? What is being
adapted to? And how does adaptation occur in practice (Pelling, 2011,
pp. 23–29)? We aim to answer these questions through a Marxist theor-
etical lens, underpinned by a critical realist philosophical ontology. In so
doing, attention is turned towards the ‘resources available to cope with
exposure, the distribution of these resources (both social and natural)
across the system, and the institutions that mediate resource use and
coping strategies’ (Adger, 2006, p. 277). As Dagdeviren et al. point out,
‘resilience analysis must take account of rules and resources together
with power relations that bind and are bound by the two’ (Dagdeviren,
Capucha, Calado, Donoghue, & Estêvão, 2020, p. 542). Access to
resources, and to the institutions that mediate their use, is deeply politi-
cal, and so too is the study of vulnerability. Discourses of vulnerability,
draw attention to ‘groups that are already marginalised’ and who thus
‘bear a disproportionate burden of… impacts’ (Adger, 2006, p. 273,
emphasis added). By eschewing an aetiology of vulnerabilities, resilience
thinking fails to provide answers to such questions, in stark contrast to
the critical realist Marxist approach proposed in this paper.
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This analysis paves the way for the final section where we conclude by
joining a growing chorus of scholars for whom resilience represents a
nihilistic moment in the development of neoliberalism (Evans & Reid,
2013; Joseph, 2013; Neocleous, 2013; Zebrowski, 2009, 2016). Rather
than resilience thinking representing a post-liberal moment, we agree
with these writers that it remains enframed by neo-liberal thinking (Zeb-
rowski, 2016, p. 9). The rise of resilience thinking thus resonates with the
general promotion of responsibilisation, self-organisation, and adap-
tation, particularly with regard to self-reliance under neo-liberalism
(Joseph, 2013, p. 42). As such, resilience thinking tends to support
neo-liberal interpretations of crises and the solutions put forward in
response to such cataclysmic events.

Recently, David Chandler has argued that the greatest weaknesses of the
resilience thinking approach are that its focus on adaptation rather than
agency means that it will always be limited to sustaining what already
exists rather than transformation that can improve our world – we, there-
fore, need to move to a post-resilience landscape (Chandler, 2019). As we
argue below, this was always going to be the case given that its ‘active con-
ceptionof the subject is foundedonapassive conceptionof its relation to the
wider social condition’ (Joseph, 2018, pp. 18–19). Resilience thinking essen-
tially encourages us to ‘turn from a concern with controlling the outside
world to a concern with our own subjectivity, our adaptability, our
reflexive understanding, our knowledge acquisition, our decision-making,
our life choices and our risk assessments’ (Joseph, 2018, p. 19). To
counter this shift,we argue for a turn towards a critical realist understanding
of the social structures in which we are embedded so that we can better
understand the causes and potential solutions to our vulnerabilities.

2. Vulnerabilities, resilience discourse, and causality

As Brad Evans and Julian Reid point out, the ‘underlying ontology of resi-
lience… is actually vulnerability’ (2013, p. 87). At a high level of abstrac-
tion, vulnerability can be defined as a state of susceptibility to harm(s)
emergent from stresses associated with social and environmental
changes, and, importantly for resilience discourse, from the incapacity
of systems, communities or individuals to adapt to those changes on posi-
tive terms (Adger, 2006, p. 268; Béné, Wood, Newsham, & Davies, 2012,
p. 15). In short, the link between vulnerability and resilience is that both
relate to ‘disturbances’ to current states of affairs (whether livelihoods,
whole economies or ecosystems), and both concepts integrate some
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idea(s) about how to respond to those interruptions in order to (re-)
capacitate people and nature.

The concept of vulnerability, suggests Neil Adger (Adger, 2006, p.
268), can be ‘a powerful analytical tool for describing states of suscepti-
bility to harm, powerlessness, and marginality [in] both physical and
social systems, and for guiding [the] normative analysis of actions
[designed] to enhance well-being through reduction of risk’. However,
mainstream resilience thinking downgrades issues related to social stra-
tification and unevenly distributed harms in favour of the development
of post hoc strategies of adaptation to crises framed as both inevitable
and unavoidable (Béné et al., 2012, p. 20). Rather than addressing the fun-
damental causes of vulnerabilities, their formation and persistence, it
frames them as the product of ‘non-linear or random[]… events’
(Béné et al., 2012, p. 20), or what the US financial analyst Nassim
Taleb terms ‘black swan’ events – events which could not have been fore-
seen prior to their actualisation (Taleb, 2011). The global financial crisis
of 2007/08 (GFC), for example, was, in this understanding, a black swan
event. Such events are said to present an epistemological problem ‘of
knowing the initial conditions’ generative of vulnerability because it
would require more resources than could feasibly be deployed to arrive
at a complete understanding of the system. A good analogy is that of
the Emperor who devotes all of a country’s energies on creating a
perfect cartographic map of the empire, leading to economic ruination
because there were no resources left for anything else (Chandler, 2014,
p. 25). Because of this epistemological difficulty, resilience thinking
tends to shift attention away from ‘attempt[s] to control change’ and
toward the more ameliorative aim of capacitating ‘systems to cope
with, adapt to, and shape change[s]’ which have already occurred
(Béné et al., 2012, p. 20). This normative orientation has two key conse-
quences: it brackets off the underlying sources of change and renders the
search for causes less important than dealing with realised consequences.

Consequently, mainstream resilience thinking interprets and rep-
resents an image of the world in which there appear to be ‘no agents
and no targets for effective action’ to reduce vulnerabilities (Fainstein,
2015, p. 169). Scholarly and policy attention is instead directed to the cre-
ation and provision of ‘predetermined coping responses’ that can be
enacted in the aftermath of crises (Mitchell, 2013, p. 4). This is often
necessary, for instance, when a ‘hazard event’, such as the global
financial crisis (GFC) or the Covid pandemic, ‘is so large it overwhelms
local capacity’ or when an ‘event is less catastrophic, but existing coping
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responses are insufficient to handle the impact’ (Cutter et al., 2008, p.
603). In the aftermath of a natural disaster, this will require the foresight
to create evacuation plans, provide shelters, disseminate information, and
construct emergency response plans (Cutter et al., 2008, p. 603). These
are all legitimate and necessary measures. However, by focusing on
post hoc responses attention is redirected away from the study of causal-
ity, which becomes especially problematic when applying resilience to
social rather than natural systems because it undermines the analysis of
‘the wider social and spatial relations that generate’ the ‘turbulence and
inequality’ that resilience is parasitic upon (see also, Davidson, 2010;
Hornborg, 2009; Leach, 2008; MacKinnon & Derickson, 2012, p. 2).

A second strand of resilience discourse is labelled ‘post-liberal’ by
David Chandler. This differs from liberal governance which is said to
operate through ‘intervention and regulation from above society… on
behalf of, or over, the social whole’. In contrast, post-liberalism govern-
ance is said to involve ‘“empowering” the citizen or “capability-building”,
enabling political subjects to take societal responsibility upon themselves
and their communities’. As such, the ‘task of government today lies pre-
cisely in the management and regulation of, or inculcation of, the agency
of the governed. The solution to problems of society, whether in the form
of welfare, crime or conflict, becomes then not that of liberal forms of
state intervention but of the development of societal agency (Chandler
& Richmond, 2015, pp. 15–16).

As Chandler points out, post-liberals posit that ontological complexity
imposes severe limits upon our knowledge. For example, according to
post-liberals, it is not possible to investigate the aetiology of vulnerabil-
ities by analysing social structures such as those related to class, race
and gender, because those structures ‘are not fixed, but shift and
change, often as a result of self-organisation. This can result in novel fea-
tures, usually referred to in terms of emergent properties’ (quoted in
Chandler, 2014, p. 21; Cilliers, 1998, pp. viii–ix). Causality itself is thus
said to be a ‘secondary product of contingent processes of interaction’
(Chandler, 2014, p. 64), which implies that causality ‘cannot be fully
understood’ by analysing discrete components of social systems
(quoted in Chandler, 2014, p. 21; Cilliers, 1998, viii–ix). Any attempt
to delineate structures generative of vulnerability is said to ‘ignore’ the
problem of complexity that post-liberals refer to (Chandler, 2014, p.
38), representing an inadmissible form of theoretical closure.

Consequently, the precise aetiology of vulnerabilities is considered to
be ‘objectively unknowab[le]’ to any agent (Chandler, 2014, p. 26), ‘no
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matter how clever they are or what position of power they might occupy’
(Chandler, 2014, p. 23). Unknowability, in other words, is ontological
rather than epistemological. Not only do elites’ efforts to reduce extant
vulnerabilities fail because they ignore the purported reality of complex-
ity, but so too do their naïve attempts to control and direct social out-
comes more generally (Chandler, 2014, p. 11). Top-down attempts to
reduce vulnerabilities through social planning are said to ‘merely
produce new and unforeseen consequences: new vulnerabilities’ (Chand-
ler, 2014, p. 11). Vulnerabilities in this account are thus framed as the
unintended consequences of top-down decision-making structures.
Post-liberal resilience theory posits that vulnerabilities can be reduced,
but only if policymakers, first, recognise that causality exists at the level
of everyday social practices which are multitudinous and contingent,
and, second, harness those practices in governmental policymaking
(Chandler, 2014, p. 169). The ‘resilient subject’, on this account, is one
who abandons the promise of security per se and instead learns from,
and adapts to, a complex world through ‘emergent adaptivity’.

Defining causality as emergent from interactive adaptivity has the con-
sequence of ‘clos[ing] off the future as something that can be grasped as
either a calculative probability, a random chance or the hidden outcome
of objective causal relations’, because if there are no structures of social
relations with autonomous causal capacities then, logically, ‘[t]here is
agency everywhere but no fixed structures or necessary regularities’
(Chandler, 2014, p. 189). Moreover, in addition to a view of structures
as ‘fictional’ (Chandler, 2014, p. 57), agency in this approach is seen in
terms of ‘the actions, practices, or interventions that produce outcomes
or bring about changes’ (Howarth, 2013, p. 155), a position which
makes the study of determinate agents acting with particular intentions
‘much less important’ than the study of unintended consequences. All
of this, as Chandler observes, renders the theory itself as ‘a parallel
fetish’ to Marx’s commodity fetishism, in that it ‘naturalises the
market’ by framing the world, its processes and events as distributed,
unknowable, and therefore unpredictable (Chandler, 2014, p. 205).

In sum, both variants of resilience discourse outlined above promote
the idea that vulnerabilities cannot be captured theoretically, either
because of insurmountable epistemological challenges or because causal-
ity is emergent from interactions whose outcomes cannot be known in
advance. Indeed, from within the purview of post-liberal resilience theo-
rising it is only ‘the event [which] reveals relations and interconnections
in a concrete, determinate fashion, linking the immediate with the distant
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and conceptual thought with the immediacy of feeling’ (Chandler, 2014,
p. 155). Both mainstream and post-liberal resilience, despite their differ-
ences, share two key assumptions. The first is that vulnerabilities have no
theoretically determinate origin, and the second, logically implied by the
first, is that the vulnerabilities upon which resilience discourse is parasitic
cannot be predicted. We beg to disagree, and in the next section utilise
critical realism and Marxism to make the case that resilience discourses
of both kinds draw principally upon vulnerability-inducing events
which, while contingent in their particulars, are nonetheless framed by
relations of necessity, and, as such, are predictable in broad outline. To
this we now turn.

3. Critical realism, Marxism, and the causes of differential
vulnerabilities

Critical realists, like resilience advocates, begin the study of vulnerability
at the level of ‘the concrete complex reality of human and societal experi-
ence’ (Chandler, 2014, p. 21, 154). Unlike resilience thinking, however,
emergent causality is seen as the joint product of structures and agents,
both of which possess autonomous causal powers and continually ‘inter-
twine and redefine one another’ over time (Archer, 1995, p. 76). Conse-
quently, scholarly focus is directed first and foremost to a theoretically
informed understanding of how vulnerabilities are produced, by
whom, and with what consequences. This requires retroducing the con-
ditions in which vulnerabilities emerge (Danermark, 2002, p. 96; Elder-
Vass, 2010, p. 48), and in accordance with an understanding that
agents are ‘reflective, purposive, promotive and innovative’ human sub-
jects (Archer, 1995, p. 249) who work in and through social structures
to bring about changes they deem consistent with their values, mediated
by their beliefs about the structure of the world (Archer, 2000, p. 54).
Moreover, for realists the world is seen as comprised of ‘an irreducible
plurality of structures’ (quoting Collier, 1989, p. 194, emphasis added;
Hartwig, 2007, p. 442), with the implication that no one theoretical fra-
mework could hope to capture a universal source of vulnerabilities (on
the critical realist approach to theoretical and methodological pluralism,
see Olsen, 2003).

What these structures consist of is beyond the remit of critical realism
per se, which merely aims to demonstrate that structures ‘are social enti-
ties with emergent causal powers’, and that these powers ‘are distinct
from those of human individuals’ (Elder-Vass, 2010, p. 6). To this end,
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three key claims about the causative powers of structures can be made.
First, structures are irreducible to ideas – for instance, gender structures
continue to condition interaction whether people realise it or not.
Second, the condition which ideas have ‘material force’, in that they
are able to causally effect and/or affect material outcomes (Porpora,
1998, p. 354; Sum & Jessop, 2013, p. 4). The power of resilience discourse
to represent vulnerability as an ontological fact, for example, diverts
attention away from more sociological explanations, but only because
it is an ideational framework which has the support of key agents.
And, third, structures often continue to exert an influence even despite
concerted agential attempts to change them, as is the case with respect
to demographic decline in Russia, for instance (Eberstadt, 2011).

Hence, structures are relatively enduring but not fixed and unchange-
able (Archer, 1995, pp. 175–176) and, therefore, the first task of scholarly
work is to delineate particular causal structures and to demonstrate why
those structures are generative of vulnerabilities. Substantive theoretical
work is required to investigate and unmask these structures because
our knowledge of vulnerabilities is theory-laden (on theory-ladenness,
see Sayer, 2003), with the implication that ‘any adequate treatment’ of
them ‘must be conducted from a certain ethical perspective’ (Chan,
2014, p. 555, fn. 1). A feminist, for example, will favour a theory which
shines a light on ‘the reality of difference and inequality within the house-
hold’ (Smyth & Sweetman, 2015, p. 407), whereas Marxists will investi-
gate them through a lens which exposes a contradiction between two
classes in the context of production and exchange relations (Fainstein,
2015). There is no theoretical closure involved, however, because when
guided by critical realism both sets of scholars recognise that their
insights isolate and explain somemechanisms, but not others, as a conse-
quence of drawing on a particular set of ‘antecedently existing cognitive
resources’ while excluding others (Bhaskar, 2011, p. 19).

This process of simplification and abstraction, far from being ignorant
of post-liberal realities, is vital in order to be able to ‘extract explanatory
order out of what otherwise appears to be an intractable flux’ of undiffer-
entiated social practices (Archer, 1995, pp. 167–168). It is only by com-
bining insights that the many-sided object of vulnerability could be
explained in its full concreticity (Sayer, 1992, p. 7), but this does not inva-
lidate perspectival studies. The key test of a theory’s ‘practical adequacy’
is what it tells us about the discourse compared to alternative conceptu-
alisations (Sayer, 1992, p. 69). This approach facilitates an escape from
the cul-de-sac of resilience-as-complexity and its depoliticising obsession
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with the ubiquity of unintended consequences. Addressing vulnerabilities
then becomes a question of the extent to which causative practices can be
transformed in more socially rather than privately beneficial directions.
But this requires, first and foremost, a recognition that the vulnerabilities
rendered visible by the Marxist lens are an emergent tendency of private
property relations, and that they occur with enough frequency that they
can be described as what Tony Lawson terms ‘demi-regularities’ (Lawson,
1998, p. 149).

Observed regularities provide the basis for tentatively forming expec-
tations about the existence of future vulnerabilities (Patomäki, 2003
p. 208), which then directs scholarly and policy attention to taking
actions to prevent their emergence. This is where the emergent properties
of human beings – the ‘capacity to learn, reflect, weigh consequences and
to self-monitor’ (Archer, 1995, p. 188) – come into play, since it is this
process of learning which, as post-liberal theory recognises, generates
the potential for beneficial change. But the capitalist structure is strategi-
cally selective, which is to say it ‘selectively reinforce[s]… actions, tactics,
or strategies’ productive of harms, and discourages those geared toward
their elimination (Jessop, 2005, p. 49). It does so because it contains an
inherent bias which privileges the ideas of those ‘human agents bent
upon establishing the hegemony of a particular social form of organis-
ation of production’ (Cammack, 2003, p. 48), namely, the capitalist class.

Interpreted through this lens, resilience discourse constitutes what
Michel Foucault termed a ‘truth regime’ about vulnerabilities, as well
as a prescriptive programme of calculated responses to deal with them
(Foucault, 1997, p. 114). Yet whereas most Foucauldian theorists
bracket off ‘the political a priori of the distribution of power and the
location of rule’ when studying forms of governance (Dean, 2010, p.
40), from a CR and Marxist perspective knowledge of this distribution
is crucial because it focuses attention on the ‘wider, deeper picture’
which informs and even motivates the emergence of particular govern-
mental forms (Joseph, 2012, p. 30; Marsden, 1999, pp. 135–161; Sum &
Jessop, 2013, p. 205). It can ground our claim that resilience is in fact a
truth regime emergent not from complexity per se but from what
Philip Mirowski and Dieter Plehwe term a ‘neoliberal thought collective’
(NTC), a ‘network of organized neoliberal intellectuals’ (Mirowski &
Plehwe, 2009, p. 4) whose interests are best served by promoting a
form of governance which ‘download[s]… the responsibility for risk
aversion and management onto individuals and communities’ (Dean,
2010, p. 258). In the socio-economic sphere, the post-war management

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF CULTURAL AND POLITICAL SOCIOLOGY 9



of vulnerability went through two key phases prior to the emergence of
resilience: the Keynesian ‘golden age’ (1944s–1970s) and neoliberalism
(1980 onwards).

With the advent of neoliberalism a new governing mentality emerged
and crystallised over time, and political discourse was transformed into
‘the language of individual freedom, personal choice and self-fulfilment’
(Dean, 1995; Joseph, 2013; Miller & O’Leary, 1987; Miller & Rose, 1990,
p. 24; Rose, 1993). Yet this discursive shift was connected to a project to
rebalance class bargaining power in ways favourable to capital and state,
which included efforts to individualise risk and therefore vulnerability.
Labour markets were liberalised to reinstate market discipline on
workers, leading to the enactment of policies which both reduced
worker protections and made it more difficult for people to survive
outside market mechanisms (Greer, 2015, p. 4). Public utilities, social
welfare provisions, and public institutions were all privatised to bring
them under the orbit of market rationality (Harvey, 2005, p. 160), with
the result that uncertainty and vulnerability became increasingly governed
in accordance with ‘the abstract universal flows of money in the world
market’ (Albo, 2004, p. 94). Indeed, many of the vulnerabilities manifest
in the social sphere through the global financial crisis are traceable to
earlier attempts to resolve the contradictions of Keynesianism through
credit, because this created complex linkages amongst financial insti-
tutions, precipitating the subprime crisis in US housing markets.

4. The selectivities of resilience thinking

Neoliberalism is now in the midst of a global ‘organic crisis’ which is at
once economic, social, cultural, and ecological (Gill, 2012), and resilience
is particularly well-suited to this moment because it works as a govern-
mental stop-gap in the absence of a consistent strategy to resolve social
and environmental vulnerability and its institutionalised counterpart,
political uncertainty (Davies, 2014; Grabel, 2011, p. 806). In the immedi-
ate aftermath of the GFC there appeared to be the possibility of returning
to a more Keynesian approach to the management of vulnerability, but
this was quickly usurped by the NTC, who abandoned Keynesian insights
in favour of reconstituting the neoliberal orthodoxy (Fischer, 2012, p. 43;
Mirowski, 2013). The resilience discourse plays a key role in this recon-
stitution because it ‘privilege[s] particular forms of knowledge, problem
perceptions, and narratives’ of vulnerability and change over others
(Brand & Alice, 2013, p. 207). At the same time, it predetermines
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coping responses by drawing on what Sian Sullivan terms a ‘shifting grid
of self-reinforcing conceptual reference points’ (Sullivan, 2006), focused,
in the case of resilience, on key neoliberal tropes: responsibilisation,
adaptation, self-organisation, and so on.

These selectivities constitute a crisis-recovery imaginary which selects,
repeats and promotes particular actions (e.g. austerity, stimulus packages,
debt relief for banks, etc.) over others (Sum & Jessop, 2013, p. 440), such
as, for instance, calls for so-called People’s Quantitative Easing (PQE) as a
crisis-recovery option (Giles, 2015). As the latter contradicts the interests
of the NTC it remains subjugated knowledge – it has no place in resili-
ence discourse’s narrative of vulnerability and post-crisis recovery. Resi-
lience discourse as a whole thus forms what José J. Lopez and John Scott
term an ‘embodied structure’ (Lopez & Scott, 2000, p. 4), that is, an idea-
tional structure with autonomous causal powers emergent from the ideas,
habits and skills inscribed in the minds and bodies of privileged neolib-
eral agents.

These powers are actualised when institutional and relational struc-
tures are (re-) produced and/or transformed in ways congenial to the
projects of capital and state, and challenged when proto-resistant subjects
become agents of (potential) change by accentuating systemic contradic-
tions and by alerting people to the existence of ideational diversity
regarding the origins of their diminished material conditions (Archer,
1995, p. 240). Resilience helps to conceal these contradictions by blocking
alternative interpretations and representations of the origins of vulner-
abilities (Archer, 1995, p. 307), principally by becoming ‘a kind of
taken-for-granted point of reference’ for dealing with crisis (Dean,
2010, p. 37). However, this reference point selectively privileges the inter-
ests of capital and state over vulnerable populations, and therein lies its
causal power to assist in the maintenance of system reproduction.

Resilience discourse enables and facilitates the emergence of another
ideational selectivity, namely, resilience as a social technology geared to
‘constituting objects, creating subject positions… [,] recruiting subjects,
and, in particular,… creating relations of power/knowledge’ that can
be governmentalised (Sum & Jessop, 2013, p. 216). This is not to say
that resilience possesses a reductive logic, only, instead, that it ‘evinces
an orientation toward a particular matrix of ends and purposes’ (Dean,
2010, p. 32), and that these ends and purposes are consistent with the
maintenance of neoliberalised social formations. Its causative power to
influence social and environmental outcomes cannot, however, ‘be
simply read off particular programmes, theories and policies of reform’
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(Dean, 2010, p. 32), such as government pronouncements on resilience
(e.g. Osborne, 2014), the OECD’s formal resilience agenda (OECD,
2012, 2014, 2016), or humanitarian ‘resilience programming’ method-
ologies (Mitchell, 2013). These are all important contributors to the dis-
course, but they do not exhaust it and are not the key mechanisms
through which its powers to govern uncertainty and vulnerability are
realised.

Resilience thinking is best understood as ‘a key strategy in the creation
of contemporary regimes of power which hallmark vast inequalities in all
human classifications’ (Evans & Reid 2013, p. 92). As a ‘mode of thought’
(Lemke, 2002, p. 2), resilience thinking constitutes a body of ‘knowledge,
belief and opinion’ about how best to recover from crises (Dean, 2010, pp.
24–25) which categorises people into three ‘layer[s] of society’ (Mitchell,
2013: i). First, there are those who can, or must, ‘absorb’ negative impacts
emergent from ‘long-term stresses, change and uncertainty’ (Mitchell,
2013, p. i; Thompson, 2011, pp. 73–74). In the natural world, for
example, absorption is demonstrated when marshlands are able ‘to
absorb the repeated disturbances of flood, drought, and fire’ (Walker &
Salt, 2006, p. 38), whereas in the social world a good analogue might
be the aforementioned capacity of working populations to limit losses
in welfare. Here, crisis takes on a distinctly positive, agentic hue for resi-
lience scholars. In a study of ‘hidden resilience in poor households in
Britain’, for example, Krysia Canvin et al. suggest that resilience counters
‘[n]egative stereotypes and attitudes that reinforce low expectations’. As
such, they argue, discourses of vulnerability ‘do not do justice to the tena-
city, coping and survival skills exhibited by’ people (Canvin, Marttila,
Burstrom, & Whitehead, 2009, p. 244; quoted in Harrison, 2013, p. 99).
Resilience is thus not focused ‘on tackling established problems but on
supporting the developmental processes that lead to positive outcomes’
(Davidson, 2009, p. 123; quoted in Harrison, 2013, p. 99). The structures
which generate such ‘established problems’ are outside the purview of the
discourse, or at least relegated in favour of a focus on capacitation.

Absorption and transformation – connote a view of the world as
‘complex, adaptive, dynamic, emergent, interdependent and never in
equilibrium’, as opposed to the ‘mechanistic, linear and deterministic’
worldview of liberal thinking (Ziervogel, Cowen, & Ziniades, 2016,
p. 3). Transformative capacity in this perspective is the ability to ‘create
a fundamentally new system when ecological, economic or social struc-
tures make the existing system untenable’ (Mitchell, 2013, p. 4; citing
Walker, Holling, Carpenter, & Kinzig, 2004). This might be necessary
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as a response to ‘the over-turning of established rights systems and the
imposition of new regimes’ (Pelling, 2011), for instance, such as occurs
when climate change forces adaptation on vulnerable populations or
when economic transformations generate the same necessities in the
social sphere (Harrison, 2013). Transformation thus denotes ‘much
broader processes of change’ than adaptation (Pelling, 2011), with the
implication that the latter is a response to a milder form of ecological
or social disturbance.

Vulnerable populations who adapt are those who can make ‘incremen-
tal changes’ to their livelihoods whereas those who must transform are
dealing with situations which may force them to ‘adopt[] a new direction
in making a living’. The concept of transformation can also, however,
refer to bigger units, such as ‘when a region moves from an agrarian to
a resource extraction economy’ (Béné et al., 2012, p. 22). The discourse
is thus flexible enough to include adaptants at different scales, but from
the perspective adopted here all are changing in relation to a determinate
process: changing structures of production. Both adaptation and trans-
formation are congenial to the NTC’s understandings of capitalism’s
destructive mode of renewal. In resilience parlance, they generate for
agents a ‘discontinuous change that involves subjective and objective
aspects of the whole multilevel organisational system’, ‘result[ing] in a
radical multidimensional reconfiguration of culture, systems and struc-
tures’ (Edwards, 2010, p. 30; quoted in Ziervogel et al., 2016, p. 3).

This conceptual scaffolding does two things. First, it constitutes a form
of perceptual power which mystifies people’s understanding of their own
social conditions. This then renders them not so much ‘voluntary adher-
ents to consensual precepts’ as ‘victims’ of a discursive formation which
promotes adaptation to processes deemed by ontological fiat to be gener-
ated by relations of universal contingency (Archer, 1995, p. 262). The
effect is to reduce the extent to which people are capable ‘of articulating
dissident views and of passing these over the intersection to stimulate
structural disruption’ (Archer, 1995, p. 262).

Second, as Jonathan Joseph argues, ‘recent enthusiasm for the concept
of resilience across a range of policy literature is the consequence of its fit
with neoliberal discourse’ (2013, p. 38). As such, it emphasises the ‘adap-
tation of subjects rather than systems’ (Joseph, 2018, p. 19). It reconfi-
gures the neoliberal form of governmentality by continuing to valorise
‘self-reliance and responsibility in an uncertain world’ (O’Malley, 2013,
p. 505), but in a manner which reflects the nihilism of post-crisis
dynamics. Indeed, resilience thinking is constituted from the familiar
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forms of rationality that articulate the discursive and non-discursive
practices of neo-liberal states. Resilience thinking is thus ‘an interpret-
ation of social behaviour determined by, and supportive of, neoliberal-
ism’ (Zebrowski, 2016, p. 88).

The reality is that resilience thinking’s stratification model of crisis
recovery is both Janus-faced and private sector led. On the one side it
is a ‘technique of governance’ which works ‘through an attempt to
enhance its targets’ (Howell, 2015, p. 69), but on the other it both respon-
sibilises vulnerable populations and normalises an increasingly authori-
tarian approach to the governance of those deemed ‘perpetually
incompetent’ in their own self-management (Dean, 2010, p. 257). In
the aftermath of the 2011 riots in London and elsewhere in the UK, for
example, then-Prime Minister David Cameron spoke not in terms of
the political-economic structures which drive people to such desperate
actions, but instead ‘of a broken society, mindless criminality and the
actions of a sick and feral underclass born from “troubled families” in
areas of low socio-economic status’ (Rogers, 2013, p. 325). The trope of
‘mutual responsibility’ was used to divide ‘responsible’ communities
who adapt or transform themselves when faced with conditions of vul-
nerability from those who must be subjected to more coercive mechan-
isms of governance.

Resilience is here manifest as a method for suppressing disorder. It
facilitates the wilful ignorance of deep-seated, structurally-inscribed dis-
satisfaction and instead focuses on state-centric ‘preparedness’ to deal
with the social consequences of malcontent as and when they arise
(Rogers, 2013, p. 326). At the same time, though, it exhibits a form of pas-
toral power which encourages the irresponsible to examine their lives,
their plans, and their validity therein, in the hope of mobilising them
to adopt the responsibilisation agenda through the reshaping of their
conduct (Lazzarato & Jordan, 2012, p. 129; Thompson, 2011, pp. 73–
74). What is revealed is the aim of encouraging potentially resistant sub-
jects to either absorb the social costs of the crisis or to take on board the
resilience discourse’s injunction to adapt. Enhancement is thus predi-
cated on acceptance.

Resilience discourse acts as a mnemotechnic inscribing moral concepts
such as ‘blame’, ‘guilt’, ‘bad conscience’ and ‘duty’ into the minds of
proto-resistant subjects (Lazzarato & Jordan, 2012, pp. 41–42). It
encourages people, in other words, to undertake ‘ethico-political work
on the self’ so that the causes of vulnerability are individualised and inter-
nalised (Lazzarato & Jordan, 2012, p. 130), facilitating the redirection of
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their passions, desires and actions to the advantage of the NTC (Lazzar-
ato & Jordan, 2012, p. 68). The effect is to divide society into those who
will change in response to capitalism’s destructive processes and those
who will not, expediting the transformation of the former and the politi-
cal marginalisation of the latter.

The overarching discourse encourages people to take adversity as a
given, and on this basis works by helping people to deal with social
and psychological demands that they are unable to cope with, and
which might otherwise predispose them to becoming resistant rather
than resilient subjects. As William Davies puts it, these technologies of
the self are intended to ‘anaethetise political sentiments’, ‘reduce unhap-
piness, and, with it, resistance’ (Davies, 2015). Just as importantly, they
do so whilst ‘leaving the power relations and structural contradictions’
generative of psychic vulnerability untouched (Gill & Donaghue, 2016,
p. 2). The resilient subject is, then, formed in response ‘to the disappoint-
ing reality of endemic crises’ (Evans & Reid, 2013, p. 91), and in accord-
ance with the necessity (seen from the perspective of the NTC) of getting
people ‘to subjectivise themselves in certain ways’ (Kelly, 2010, p. 100). It
is only when subjectivities are (re-)formed that political and economic
elites can pass off the social costs of crisis onto vulnerable populations,
allowing the latter ‘to get on with the business of adapting’ to them
(citing Evans, 2011, p. 34; MacKinnon & Derickson, 2012, p. 7).

5. Conclusion

In Section 1 of this paper, we set out reasons for rejecting both mainstream
and post-liberal interpretations of resilience discourse in favour of an
approach which explains it as a social technology consistent with the
elite-led management of agential subjectivities in an era of political and
economic crisis. We argued in section two for a different understanding
of emergence than that presented by post-liberal resilience, which
flattens both structure and agency and for this reason fails to provide the
epistemic resources necessary to ascertain the relative weight of causal
factors generative of the social costs upon which resilience is parasitic
(Jackson, 2011, p. 117). By adopting a critical realist Marxist approach,
differential vulnerabilities can be understood as the outcome of capitalist
relations and resilience is seen as a discourse on these vulnerabilities that
is highly congenial to the interests of state and capital in a time of crisis.

Resilience is the latest in a series of technologies deployed by the NTC
to forestall neoliberalism’s moment of radicalised judgement. The

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF CULTURAL AND POLITICAL SOCIOLOGY 15



discourse itself, as we have argued, works in part by mystifying causality.
It focuses on events which appear contingent even while they are demon-
strably wrapped up in relations of necessity. The fact that capitalist social
relations predictably generate vulnerabilities is largely abandoned by resi-
lience advocates in favour of an approach which is remarkably consistent
with ‘the entirely superficial standpoint of the market’ (Pilling, 1980). Just
as the subjective motives of individual entrepreneurs blinds them to the
emergent effects of their activities, so too does the discourse of resilience
divert scholarly and policymaking attention away from structural contra-
dictions by framing causality in terms of universal contingency.

In the final section, we set about the task of explaining how resilience
as a governmental technology works in practice. This, as Alison Howell
suggests, ‘is a matter of empirics: of sorting out what, empirically, resili-
ence-oriented reforms are doing’ (Howell, 2015, p. 67). However, empiri-
cal work without theoretical grounding is blind, just as theory without
empirics is empty (Bhaskar, 1989, p. 44). Hence, we made the case in
this section that resilience itself, as an ideational framework, works in
accordance with an epistemic and discursive selectivity which favours
the vested interests of the NTC over those of vulnerable populations.
For this reason, as a mode of governing it is committed to utilising the
discourse of resilience to encourage people to either absorb processes
which render them vulnerable, adapt to them by becoming more
flexible, or to transform their livelihoods in a more radical fashion
through the realignment of their attitudes and motivations so that they
are compatible with political-economic forces deemed inevitable, irre-
pressible, and unidentifiable.

In the case of resilience, the injunction to adapt is aimed at creating
new systemic and agential capacities to deal with ongoing crisis. It
forms new identities by operationalising a scaffolding which predisposes
agential actions through the injunction to absorb, adapt or transform,
and draws on complexity ontologies to render people’s perceptions of
their own material realities compatible with the interests of capital and
state. Emotional management in the face of adversity, as Eva Illouz
suggests (2008, p. 209), has become

a widespread and even dominant notion because it corresponds to the ideology of
social groups that are key to the production process and because it corresponds
quite well to the requirements made on the self by new forms of capitalism.

We specifically defined this ‘social group’ as the NTC. Indeed, as a cul-
tural emergent – that is, as a body of ideas about vulnerability derived
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from historically determinate condensations of class relations – resilience
helps, as noted above, to discursively reframe relations of contradiction
into relations of ‘mutual adaptation’. It is only by rejecting this defanged
discourse of the political, however, that progress can be made in actually
addressing the root causes of vulnerability.

Note

1. Although, obviously, in other academic subjects resilience discourse emerged
far earlier. See Jonathan Joseph’s excellent historiography of its emergence in
other fields, such as, psychology and ecology (Joseph, 2018, pp. 12–16).
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