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The concept of resilience in ecology has been expanded into a framework to analyse human-environment
dynamics. The extension of resilience notions to society has important limits, particularly its conceptualiza-
tion of social change. The paper argues that this stems from the lack of attention to normative and episte-
mological issues underlying the notion of ‘social resilience’. We suggest that critically examining the role
of knowledge at the intersections between social and environmental dynamics helps to address normative
questions and to capture how power and competing value systems are not external to, but rather integral

to the development and functioning of SES.
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I Introduction

The global scale and complexity of environmen-
tal change has triggered attempts to understand
the relationships between social and ecological
processes across a range of scholarly disciplines.
One outcome of such interdisciplinary work is the
popular concept of ‘resilience’, which, at its most
basic, refers to the ability of socio-ecological
systems (SES) to absorb disturbance without flip-
ping into another state or phase (Gunderson,
2000). Resilience thinking proposes a systems
approach to human-environment relations that
fits well with attempts to predict or model
social-ecological change. However, it has mainly
evolved through the application of ecological
concepts to society, problematically assuming
that social and ecological system dynamics are

essentially similar. Many attempts at clarifying
the meanings of resilience and associated notions,
such as adaptive capacity and transformability,
have stemmed from this issue (e.g. Brand and
Jax, 2007, Folke et al., 2010). Yet more profound
epistemological and ontological issues remain to
be clearly addressed (Leach, 2008), including the
tensions between a systems framework episte-
mology and normative questions such as ‘resili-
ence of what and for whom’? This paper
proposes to take up this task by moving beyond
semantic concerns to critically examine the use
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of a shared epistemology for understanding and
appraising the resilience of coupled social and
ecological systems. Questioning this approach
through a social theoretical lens helps to shed
light on a number of inconsistencies in the way
SES research engages with normative issues.

Resilience thinking has grown in remarkable
isolation from critical social science literature
on the human dimensions of environmental
change considering overlaps in research inter-
ests. This is both a symptom of and a result of
the lack of attention to processes of social and
political change in adaptive dynamics. Yet
political ecology and related approaches that
focus on coping mechanisms for environmental
change and climate variability have shown that
an examination of sociocultural contexts and
power helps capture underlying heterogeneities
across different social-ecological systems
dynamics (Blaikie et al., 1994; O’Brien et al.,
2007; Ribot, 2010). Our purpose here is to bring
together these issues with the insights of resili-
ence research as a heuristic for thinking about
environmental-social dynamics. We aim to
make a case for situating resilience research and
propose an alternative focus to ‘social resili-
ence’, arguing that while resilience thinking is
auseful heuristic, a shift in conceptualizing nor-
mative issues is required to include the
dynamics of social change in definitions and
analyses of resilience in SES research. More
specifically, we suggest ways in which critical
examinations of the role of knowledge at the
intersections between social and environmental
dynamics help to address normative questions
and to capture how power and competing value
systems are not external to, but rather integral to
the development and functioning of SES.

This paper begins by drawing out the innova-
tive and promising aspects of resilience thinking
in nature-society research. Second, we unpack
the normative assumptions and epistemological
tensions that underlie the notion of SES, partic-
ularly with regard to its conceptualization of
resilient social institutional dynamics. The third

section outlines fundamental questions and
avenues for situating SES research in specific
contexts, The final section draws on social
theoretical and resilience approaches to
knowledge at the interface of social and ecolo-
gical dynamics to demonstrate the added value
of addressing normative questions in resili-
ence research.

Il Resilience thinking: bringing
social and ecological science
together

Resilience thinking emerged directly out of dis-
satisfaction with models of ecosystem dynamics
in ecological science in the 1970s. These older
models relied on the assumption of the ‘balance
of nature’, whereby biophysical dynamics tend
towards stable equilibrium cycles, within which
a single ‘climax’ can be reached (Clements,
1936). Resilience, on the other hand, is closely
related to ‘new ecology’ that proposes ecosys-
tem dynamics should be understood as revol-
ving around multiple stable states (Botkin,
1990; Conway, 1987; Pimm, 1991). This idea
stemmed from observations that variability, dis-
turbance and unpredictability are not exceptions
that ecological dynamics strive to redress, but
rather are the underlying rules for bio-physical
dynamics (Holling, 1987). In this sense, ecolo-
gical resilience is not understood as the amount
of time that systems take to return to an initial
stable state, but the capacity of systems to
absorb disturbance while retaining the same
populations or state variables (Holling, 1973:
14).

Interest in this approach increased in the
1990s promoted by the Beijer Institute in Stock-
holm where a Resilience Alliance was created
to identify possible connections between the
work of C.S. Holling in ecological modelling
and social science, particularly ecological eco-
nomics (Anderies et al., 2004; Ludwig et al.,
1997; Perrings, 2006). The aim in this revita-
lized resilience thinking was to develop a more
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formal analytical framework that emphasized
interactive dynamics between social and ecolo-
gical systems. Drawing on theories about the
co-evolutionary nature of human and biophysi-
cal systems (Norgaard, 1994), the concept of
social-ecological system (SES) was developed.
A resilience approach to components and
dynamics of SES was further elaborated in a
couple of edited volumes combining theoretical
and empirical work by experts reaching from
ecological, economic and social sciences
(Berkes and Folke, 1998; Berkes et al., 2003).
Fundamentally within this work, human-
environment relations are not conceived as sep-
arate systems with conflicting objectives and
trajectories. Rather, the emphasis on feedback
dynamics between social and ecological sys-
tems encourages the view that these cannot be
conceived in isolation, as human systems are a
component of, and in turn shape, ecological
ones. One promising aspect of this work is the
genuine commitment to a holistic approach that
integrates a diversity of scholarly disciplines
and embraces complexity. For example, resili-
ence scholars consider that local ecological
knowledge constitutes a key analytical domain
of SES research (Berkes and Folke, 1998;
Folke, 2006). It is argued that lay observations
and knowledge about ecological change initiate
transformations in the institutions related to the
management of resources, which in turn modify
the ways resources are used and thereby the
landscape itself (Gadgil et al., 2003). For exam-
ple, in the context of local resource management
practices of [raqw’ar Da/aw people in Tanzania,
Tengo and Hammer (2003) show that Iraqw
farmers’ knowledge and understanding of
environmental disturbance (e.g. flood, pest,
drought) has led to the development of land-
management practices, such as the mixing of
land uses and crop types, which help maintain
the value of the agro-ecosystem for farmers
despite disturbance. Studies such as this one
help substantiate arguments about local knowl-
edge by resilience scholars and propose a

valuable intellectual platform for embracing
complexity in human-environment relations
across a diversity of disciplinary interest and
expertise. Indeed, it also coincides with growing
attention to indigenous knowledge in studies of
the human dimensions of environmental
change, not only as an object of study but also
as a tool for scientific inquiry (Fairhead and
Leach, 1996; Fortmann, 2008; Pretty et al.,
1995).

Another innovative aspect of resilience
thinking lies in the emphasis on the fundamental
role of adaptive capacity in the analysis of
human-environment relations. The concept of
SES is based on the idea that adaptive dynamics
are an inherent property of SES. Drawing on
studies of resilience in ecological dynamics and
on ecological economics, a meta-model termed
‘panarchy’ is proposed to represent idealized
SES structures and functions in SES adaptive
dynamics (Gunderson and Holling, 2002). It is
argued that:

coupled socio-ecological systems (SES) grow, adapt,
transform and collapse, at different scales — the stages
of adaptation and collapse are not viewed as alterna-
tive routes but rather as part of a cycle that is driven by
fast and slow, small and big events that can cascade up
the scales. (Lambin, 2005: 177)

So the emphasis is on the importance of internal
change, and more specifically on the unpredict-
ability of change, thus encouraging an approach
to SES dynamics in terms of the ability of their
components to allow change to happen and
adapt, rather than to control or avoid it (Berkes
et al., 2003).

The approach draws on ‘disequilibrium ecol-
ogy’, notions of threshold effects, and feedback
mechanisms whereby a system can undergo
fundamental changes in its functional character-
istics, and flip into a different domain of
attraction. In other words, it is assumed that
some level of stability is achieved unless the
disturbance is sufficient to cause a major phase
shift (Gunderson, 2003; Holling, 1973).
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However, the stability of SES is conceptualized
as a moving baseline made up of multiple
states rather than a static pit in which systems
strive to remain.

This framework of SES dynamics has impor-
tant potential as a ‘counter-narrative’ to conven-
tional human-environment analyses that
emphasize principles of ‘maximum sustainable
yields’ and ‘carrying capacity’. These approaches
conceptualize change and surprise as exceptions
and therefore ‘noise’ that must be analytically
suppressed, and the role of ‘good’ natural man-
agement institutions is to ‘command and control’
disturbance to return to an initial stable state.
Although these principles have long been found
inadequate (Noy-Meir, 1973; Reij et al., 1996)
they continue to be in wide circulation in natural
resource management research (Breman et al.,
2001; Homer-Dixon and Blitt, 1998). Thus, resi-
lience thinking plays an important heuristic role
in shifting the focus away from the quantitative
availability of resources, and towards the scope
of available response options. Interestingly, this
shift has important similarities with related work
on the human dimensions of environmental
change and variability (Broch-Due and Schroe-
der, 2000; Gausset et al., 2005; Mortimore,
2005), although these cannot be elaborated within
the scope of this paper.

Resilience thinking is therefore appealing
because it offers a dynamic and forward-
looking approach to human-environment change.
Its holistic perspective and the emphasis on
unpredictability, change and complexity across
scales create avenues for better integrated work
across a diverse range of scientific work and
with lay epistemologies. While it is therefore
useful as a heuristic for thinking about human-
environment dynamics, its applications as a
stand-alone formal theoretical framework are
more problematic (Folke et al., 2010). We find
it inadequate in part because it repeats the weak-
nesses of earlier approaches in risk and hazard
science that overemphasized the role of physical
shocks and undertheorized that of political

economic factors in conceptualizing vulnerability
(Watts, 1983)." In the following section we
develop this point further, highlighting the episte-
mological tensions at the core of this issue, and
pointing to the need for critical engagement with
normative questions of social difference and
inequality in SES research that focuses on govern-
ance and social institutional dynamics.

11l Examining the notion of SES:
normative questions

In the last 10 years, interest in extending the-
ories and concepts of ecological resilience to
SES resilience has boomed (Janssen, 2007),
specifically giving rise to the concept of ‘social
resilience’, defined as ‘the ability of groups or
communities to cope with external stresses and
disturbances as a result of social, political, and
environmental change’ (Adger, 2000b: 347).
According to this definition the notion of ‘social
resilience’ is a descriptive concept that refers to
the social factors that allow change to happen
while retaining similar feedbacks and functions
of the SES. However, analyses of social resili-
ence that have focused on the comparative per-
formance of different management regimes
faced with social or ecological disturbance have
also been used to determine which forms of
environmental governance are best (Adger,
2000a; Tompkins and Adger, 2004). Thus,
while SES frameworks are applied as a (meta)-
model of social-ecological interactions (Adger,
2000a; Cumming et al., 2005; Holling, 1973),
they are also used as a policy tool for social-
ecological systems management, broadly gath-
ered under the notion of adaptive governance
(Anderies et al., 2004; Folke et al., 2002; Olsson
et al., 2004).

However, the slippage from descriptive to
prescriptive domains in social resilience analy-
ses, particularly in research on governance, is
risky if its treatment of social action is flawed.
Walker et al. (2006), for example, point out that
‘some system regimes may be considered
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desirable by one segment of society and unde-
sirable by another. In addition, some regimes
that are considered undesirable can also be very
resilient, e.g., harsh dictatorships and deserti-
fied regions of the Sahel’ (p. 3). Indeed there are
fundamental processes that underlie the tension
between stability and change in social dynamics
which must be elucidated before we start ana-
lysing what governance characteristics promote
resilient SES. In this domain, the treatment of
ecological and social dynamics with a single
epistemology is an important challenge. More
specifically, the reliance on ecological princi-
ples to analyse social dynamics has led to a kind
of social analysis that hides the possibility to ask
important questions about the role of power and
culture in adaptive capacity, or to unpack nor-
mative questions such as ‘resilience of what?’
and ‘for whom?’ when applied to the social
realm.

Within resilience and SES thinking, the rec-
ognition that a dichotomous view of nature and
society is problematic has given way to a focus
on feedbacks and on the symmetrical properties
of ‘ecosystems’ and ‘societies’ (Low et al.,
2003). The aim is to draw out the theoretical
implications of using ecological resilience con-
cepts, such as threshold effects, that refer to the
structural and functional characteristics of eco-
systems, from a social science perspective
(Tompkins and Adger, 2004; Walker et al.,
2006). Studies of social resilience draw on the
panarchy model to identify structural govern-
ance related attributes (e.g. flexibility, diversity,
cross-scale connectivity) that enhance the resili-
ence of SES. Lebel et al. (2006), for example,
find some empirical support for improved resi-
lience in cases where participatory, deliberative,
multilayered and accountable institutions gov-
ern natural resource use. In synthesizing their
results, they note the limitations of analysing the
trade-offs and management decision aspects of
governance within narrowly framed models of
social and environmental priorities. However,
we argue this point should be central to problem

definition about the resilience of SES.
Dynamics of adaptive (or any other kind of)
governance is embedded in historic and place-
specific cultural and political contingencies that
render attention to design alone incomplete to
understand the scope of social responses to
change and disturbance (Blaikie, 1985; Cleaver
and Franks, 2005; Fincher, 2007; Leach et al.,
1999). Specifically, an understanding of resili-
ent or vulnerable systems in terms of abstract
structural properties masks the necessity to ask
normative questions to analyse the adaptive
capacity of social-ecological systems that
involve different sets of stakeholders at various
scales, with multiple approaches to resource
valuation and leadership, and the heterogeneous
social networks of relations that underlie and
shape management practices.

This latter theme has been touched upon by
resilience approaches to the crossing themes
of vulnerability, climate adaptations and devel-
opment interventions (Adger et al., 2005;
Lemos et al., 2007; Nelson et al., 2007; O’Brien
et al., 2007). For example, Adger et al. (2005)
argue that issues of social inequality and legiti-
macy should be included in evaluating the adap-
tive capacity of institutional configurations.
However, their approach to legitimacy and
equity is essentially instrumental as they focus
mainly on showing how these social factors
ensure the functionality of institutional struc-
tures. In addition, these considerations are
problematically based on the assumption that
institutions which are inequitable and illegiti-
mate “‘undermine the potential for welfare gains
in the future and ... have less chance of full
implementation (Adger et al., 2005: 83). How-
ever, work in environment and development has
shown that there can be trade-offs between
equity and legitimacy where legitimacy emerges
from the maintenance or enactment of highly
hierarchical and exclusionary social relations
(Agrawal, 2005).

Simply changing the ‘rules of the game’ into
fairer and more just distributive institutions is
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difficult; it may lead to violent opposition or
co-option by those who stand to lose from such
institutional changes (Berry, 2009; Lund, 2007;
Sikor and Lund, 2009). In some cases, introdu-
cing more participatory and inclusive manage-
ment that draws on existing flexibility can
initiate a kind of social and political change that
exacerbates existing vulnerability or creates
new ones (Chhatre, 2007; Ribot, 2009). Exam-
ples are countless among work on the impacts
of participatory and decentralized natural man-
agement initiatives, which shows that far from
giving greater rights and decision-making
power to disadvantaged groups, these initiatives
often create opportunities for further exclusion
at different scales, the effects of which range
from local elite capture to expanded territorial
control by the state (Nelson and Agrawal,
2008; Peet and Watts, 2004; Peluso, 1996). Fail-
ure to recognize these processes undermines the
relevance of a resilience approach to human-
environment dynamics, and as a policy tool.
The overemphasis on the similarities
between social and ecological dynamics in resi-
lience thinking masks the necessity to include
these normative factors to understand social
change and governance issues within SES adap-
tive dynamics. Social resilience work focuses
on the functionality of institutions and considers
normative issues as outcomes of institutional
designs or structures, thereby, and paradoxi-
cally, adopting a conservative approach to
social change in nature/society dynamics. By
contrast, we argue, along with others, that nor-
mative factors, including power relations and
cultural values, are integral to social change and
to the institutional dynamics that mediate
human environment relations (Nightingale,
2003b; Parks and Roberts, 2010; Peet and
Watts, 2004; Schroeder and Suryanata, 1996;
Shove, 2010). In order to gain access to ques-
tions of resilience of what and for whom, greater
efforts are required to include these factors —
which do not lend themselves well to modelling
— in framing the scope of possibilities available

to individuals, groups or societies to respond to
change.

We argue that an epistemological shift is
necessary to start integrating these factors in
resilience thinking. In the following section,
we draw lessons from a social theory critique
of how institutions and governance at the inter-
face of social and ecological dynamics are con-
ceptualized in resilience analyses. We show that
situating resilience analyses within the opera-
tion of power/knowledge relations in institu-
tional dynamics opens up issues around
values, but also about equity and justice, which
allows us to formulate questions about which
resilience outcomes are desirable, and whether
and how they are privileged over others.

IV Towards a ‘situated’ resilience
approach

In a recent paper, Adger et al. (2009) note that
the limits to adaptation are often explained
through the ecological, economic and technolo-
gical limits of SES to the detriment of inherent
contextual aspects of social systems that con-
strain adaptive mechanics. We argue together
with them that analyses of the capacity to adapt
to change must be framed within an understand-
ing of cultural values, historical context and
ethical standpoints of the kinds of actors
involved. Yet the solutions proposed by Adger
et al. (2009) and in similar work continue to
be based on structure and function of institu-
tions — getting the rules right. We argue, how-
ever, that to adequately capture adaptation
limits requires an epistemological shift in con-
ceptualizing nature/society relations, in particu-
lar through a move away from attention to
institutional configurations alone, and towards
the processes and relations that support these
structures. Here, drawing from the extensive lit-
erature on political ecology and nature-society
geographies provides tools for conceptualizing
those dynamics (Elmhirst and Resurreccion,
2008; Forsyth, 2003; Nygren and Rikoon,
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2008; Peet and Watts, 2004; Prudham, 2004;
Shove, 2010; Sundberg, 2003; Swyngedouw,
2010; Turner and Robbins, 2008).

These approaches contrast with the kind of
institutional economics and rational game the-
ory that inform understandings of human action
in social resilience research, which has been
criticized for being too firmly rooted in a meth-
odological individualistic approach to agency
(Cleaver and Franks, 2005). Cleaver (2000:
363) argues that in institutional economics
‘social norms are seen to occupy a secondary
place to economic rationality’ and ‘social rela-
tions are explained as instrumental in securing
access to particular resources’; whereas politi-
cal ecology work on the management of com-
mon property resources has shown how
institutions that govern resource use are ‘partial,
intermittent and indeed often invisible, being
located in the daily interactions of ordinary
lives’ (Cleaver, 2000: 366). In other words,
attention to the design of explicit use rules has
limited explanatory power to understand pat-
terns of resource extraction because the applica-
tion of rules also varies according to the
different contexts in which they are enacted
(Leach et al., 1999; Peet and Watts, 2004).

In this sense, the conceptual framing used in
analyses of social resilience has obscured the
recursive dynamics at work between structural
properties of a system, and decision-making
processes and practices, because the emphasis
has been on finding out the precedence of the
former over the latter through causal relation-
ships. The kinds of questions asked by resilience
scholars are heavily influenced by a modelling
‘culture’ that is preoccupied with determining
ecological outcomes, paying attention to the
variety of social institutional factors that give
rise to the depletion or conservation of resources
(Adger et al., 2009; Berkes, 2002; Brown and
Rosendo, 2000; Ostrom et al., 2007). On the
other hand, social scientists have argued that
the extent to which ecological outcomes
constitute a problem is a product of politicized,

social-cultural processes, emphasizing the posi-
tionality and subjectivities of actors involved
(Castree, 2001; Ribot, 2010; Warren, 2002). As
such, we advocate to situate our inquiries — resili-
ence cannot be ‘seen from nowhere’ (Haraway,
1991) —based on the recognition that power oper-
ates in and through socio-environmental systems
in ways that link together the social and environ-
mental at conceptual as well as empirical levels.

A reconciliation of pragmatist and construc-
tivist methodological arguments may be elabo-
rated by opening up the range of outcomes
assessed in such a way that it is not only the
impacts of certain institutional designs that are
investigated, but also the nested political and
social processes that give rise to the production
and reproduction of these designs. For example,
much would be gained from investigating the
kinds of cultural commitments and political
relations that underlie the persistence of certain
policy framings that are locked into equilibrium
views and individualistic logics of many
environmental and development policies.
However, this is not simply a case of ‘adding’
cultural and historical factors in feedback mod-
els. Along with others (Leach, 2008) we suggest
an engagement with social theories about struc-
ture/agency as a way to formulate questions that
were previously invisible from a systems theory
standpoint. From this, knowledge and institu-
tions emerge as central conceptual anchor
points for including the role of power and cul-
ture in adaptation dynamics.

Fundamentally, situating resilience research
requires moving away from an inference
approach whereby abstract institutional criteria
(such as flexibility, diversity, connectivity) are
determined in advanced and tested on the
ground. Rather, principles of resilience must
be drawn out of situated systems where socio-
cultural issues and social relations of power
mediating environmental decision-making are
observable (Berry, 2009; Lund, 2006; Peters,
2006). An engagement with these issues means
that the questions that need to be asked include
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the following.? Does the resilience of some
livelihoods result in the vulnerability of others?
Do specific social institutional processes that
encourage social inequalities have implications
for the resilience of these groups? These ques-
tions help to bring normative issues to the centre
of our analyses, and emphasize the political
dimensions of response options available to dif-
ferent actors. Such problem formulation is cen-
tral to analyses of adaptation strategies and their
theorization must be integral to the kind of
approach to SES that resilience thinking offers.
In the last section of this paper, we offer an illus-
tration for this methodological argument by
contrasting a conventional and a ‘situated’ resi-
lience approach to the role of knowledge in SES
research.

V Situated knowledge in SES
dynamics: resilience in context

In resilience thinking, questions about uncer-
tainty and indeterminacy in human-environment
dynamics extend beyond empirical results to also
encompass the limits of scientific knowledge —
the technical limitations of science and the inher-
ent unpredictability of future conditions (Holling,
1993: 553). This openness to unknowability in
resilience thinking has been crucial for creating
legitimate space for the incorporation of other
types of knowledge into scientific inquiry.
Reflecting the influence of common property
theory (Ostrom, 1990) and the empirical focus
on rural contexts, it is argued that the unique
vantage point of indigenous peoples long estab-
lished in specific geographical spaces makes
their observations and knowledge (content and
categories) of environmental processes invalu-
able for the scientific inquiries about response
options to change (Berkes and Folke, 1998;
Berkes et al., 2003). This is particularly useful
in places where long-term data are lacking, or
where experiments cannot be replicated and the
generalizability of results is limited (Chalmers
and Fabricius, 2007). By emphasizing the

limitations of science both in terms of the impli-
cations of uncertainty and problems related to
scientific measurement, resilience scholars sug-
gest that openness to lay knowledge is as good a
way as any to acquire information about environ-
mental processes; better still, it can draw atten-
tion to certain variables previously overlooked
by scientific knowledge, in particular those per-
taining to the socio-environmental nexus.

However, long-standing concerns remain in
environmental social science disciplines about
the epistemological conflict between scientific
and indigenous knowledge, although these
concerns have been neglected in resilience
scholarship. It has been argued that overarch-
ing rules about appropriate integration of sci-
entific and indigenous knowledge are not
relevant because the dichotomy is only proble-
matic depending on the context (Agrawal, 1995;
Fernandez-Gimenez et al., 2006; Fiissel, 2007).
The question of whether knowledge is a process
(Haraway, 1991; Longino, 1990) or a ‘thing’ that
can be captured and stored (cf. Agrawal, 1995) is
at the centre of this debate. We argue that when
knowledge is conceptualized as process, per-
formed in the everyday (Niemeijer and Mazzu-
cato, 2003; Nightingale, 2003a, 2005), it brings
it fundamentally into conflict with current efforts
to insert some form of homogenized, uniform
‘indigenous knowledge’ into social ecological
systems. If knowledge cannot be divorced from
its context without fundamentally changing it
(Agrawal, 1995), then seeking to ‘discover’ and
‘use’ indigenous knowledge as a static ‘thing’
within resilience studies leads to a problematic
instrumentalization of such knowledge. The goal
in conventional resilience research seems to be to
get the facts right so they can be inserted into a
(modelled) system. On the other hand, situating
resilience problem formulations in contestations
over knowledge brings to the fore questions about
whose resilience we are concerned with, and to
what end.

More specifically, we want to challenge the
focus in social analyses of resilience on how the
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content of knowledge influences the elaboration
of ‘rules in use’. We argue instead that decision-
making processes cannot be usefully understood
by decontextualizing knowledge in such a way.
Theories of structure and agency point to the
fact that while the content, or ‘information’, of
knowledge orients decision-making, the context
of knowledge production crucially frames the
scope of human action (Bourdieu, 1977). If
knowledge is multidimensional and proces-
sional, culture, world-views and axes of social
differentiation such as gender, class and race are
crucial starting points to understand the posi-
tions from which actors become enrolled in
decision-making processes.> These kinds of
positionings give rise to multiple rationalities
whereby the interrelation of structure, knowl-
edge and agency takes shape (Cleaver and
Franks, 2005; Larson and Soto, 2008; Nightin-
gale, 2011a; Sending and Neumann, 2006).
Indeed the latter begs us to unpack the norma-
tive assumptions underlying resilience of/for
social systems: who defines what states/thresh-
olds are desirable, and for whom?

For example, in a recent study, Nielsen and
Reenberg (2009) explored why there are differ-
ences in preferred resource management strate-
gies for adaptation to declining soil fertility
between Rimaybe and Fulbe groups, two ethni-
cally differentiated agropastoralist groups, in
northern Burkina Faso. One important adapta-
tion strategy to the decrease of cereal yields in
the region is the zai, a farming technique elabo-
rated in the central part of the country and later
disseminated more widely through participatory
Soil and Water Conservation (SWC) projects.
They find that despite the widely acclaimed
results of the zai technique, Fulbe groups tend
not to practise it, compared to neighbouring
Rimaybe groups. Nielsen and Reenberg pointed
out that because the former have a stronger pas-
toralist identity they place less importance on
resolving problems related to farming, and pay
little attention to zai as a farming option. Here
it is not so much the content of knowledge that

shapes decision-making but the conditions of its
production; world-views and ethnic differentia-
tion intersect in the emergence of adaptive deci-
sion-making.

This point brings us to the final element of a
situated resilience approach. Knowledge col-
lides with power structures when we try to
understand ‘the right way of doing things’. In
the same study, Nielsen and Reenberg (2009)
show that the Fulbe cultural commitment to liv-
ing in the bush on the outskirts of villages means
that they tend not to get involved in participa-
tory SWC projects. This process of marginaliza-
tion comes both from the fact that SWC projects
privilege sedentary villages as administrative
sites to coordinate their initiative, and from the
culturally determined suspicion of Fulbe
towards ‘village affairs’ which they normally
have limited power over. The neglect of zai as
a response to decreasing soil fertility does not
emerge from specific rules informed by envi-
ronmental knowledge. Rather, relations of
power between socially differentiated groups
and their cultural representations help illumi-
nate the processes through which individuals
and groups come to understand their scope of
response options and to act in relation to
socio-ecological change (Agrawal, 2005;
Harris, 2006).

We want to make it clear, however, that easy
identification of decisions that can be seen as
‘rational’ within a particular cultural framework
(as in this case) are not always possible. Work
in environment and development has shown
resource management contexts to be potent for-
ums where domination is contested and rein-
forced (Gururani, 2002; Neumann, 2004;
Nightingale, 2005; Sundberg, 2004). The exer-
cise of power and culture emerges out of the
performance of everyday identities and subjectiv-
ities* (Butler, 1997). Central to this approach is
the need to go beyond an emphasis on ‘rules’ and
institutional designs that reflect logics of eco-
nomic maximization, and to broaden our consid-
eration to subjective identities and affective
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relationships, through gender, class and ethnicity,
for example, that shed light on the role of multi-
ple, complex and contested rationalities in ecolo-
gical decision-making processes. But such a
broadening is not simply a case of adding in the
‘irrational’; it requires a more fundamental shift
in how knowledge is understood to operate
(Nightingale, 2011b) and the consequences of
this for the kinds of questions we formulate prior
to our analyses of socio-ecological systems.
Human adaptation to change emerges from het-
erogeneous processes that must be understood
through the recursive relationship between
knowledge, agency and context as mediated by
power, culture and history.

VI Conclusion

What are the implications of this discussion for
advancing research into the social dimensions
of resilience? First, we want to reiterate the
important contributions of resilience thinking
for bringing together scholars with a common
interest in addressing environmental change.
This has been a vital step towards engagement
with the ‘messy’ nature of social systems, high-
lighting the importance of multiscalar interac-
tions driving change, and acknowledging
unpredictability inherent to socio-environmental
change. Second, resilience thinking has been a
crucial middle ground between social and envi-
ronmental science, but also between science and
policy, opening up space for engagement with
indigenous and other knowledges that can signif-
icantly enhance our understanding of social envi-
ronmental challenges.

As such, resilience thinking is a body of
thought worth developing and extending. Yet,
as we have argued above, resilience approaches
(and the field of sustainability science more
widely) need to engage with the insights and
critiques from the social sciences about agency,
power and knowledge. When power and knowl-
edge are conceptualized as dynamic and situated
processes — inherent to socio-environmental

systems rather than externalities that need to be
controlled — and agency distanced from self-
determining, rational actors, the focus of empiri-
cal investigations and theoretical development
shifts to political and ethical questions as crucial
drivers of social-ecological outcomes rather than
‘inconvenient’ politics that can be simply sorted
out through institutional design.

We suggest that a key reason why the con-
ceptualization of social change in SES research
is so problematic is in part because it allows too
much focus on the structures and ‘functionality’
of an institutional system, devoid of political,
historical and cultural meaning. Greater efforts
at situating definitions and question formulation
about resilience within political and cultural
heterogeneities helps address both this issue and
underlying normative concerns. As an example,
we illustrate how shifting our empirical focus
away from the content of knowledge and
towards the context of its production helps cap-
ture multiple rationalities and the role of power
imbalances in adaptive dynamics. Our aim is to
show that a move away from the inference of
abstract criteria such as flexibility and diversity,
and towards situated systems and the cultural
and political categories of specific contexts,
helps capture more realistically the scope of
options available to specific SES to respond to
change and variability.

As a concluding comment, we want to point
out that situating resilience has important polit-
ical implications with regard to overlapping
descriptive and prescriptive applications of resi-
lience thinking. Like other sustainability
approaches, the latter is not only a framework
advancing scientific knowledge about human-
environment dynamics, but it also provides
tools to orient the governance of SES. However,
when we tread into the domain of what ‘ought’
to be, we have moved firmly out of the science
of description and prediction as it is understood
today and into moral and ethical terrain. In this
sense resilience thinking is a power-laden fram-
ing that creates certain windows of visibility on
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the processes of change, while obscuring others.
Situating empirical studies of SES dynamics, as
elaborated in this paper, draws our attention
onto such issues of power, authority and com-
plex rationalities, which allows us to ask diffi-
cult questions about whose environments and
livelihoods we seek to protect and why. Only
by placing these concerns in the centre of our
analysis can we begin to address issues such
as ‘resilience for whom and at what cost to
which others?’.
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Notes

1. We are grateful to one reviewer for helping us articulate
this point. See also the interesting comments in Turner
(2010) about a critical engagement with resilience from
a political ecological perspective.

2. We are grateful to William M. Adams for helping us to
articulate these questions more clearly.

3. Here we want to make it clear that ‘gender’, ‘race’ or
‘class’ positions should not be used as proxies for
understanding subjectivity. Rather, such identities pro-
vide a starting point from which to understand how peo-
ple become enrolled in particular kinds of SES.

4. Subjectivity is often conflated with identity, but it is
important to distinguish between a conception of the
subject and the identities people embrace and enact.
The subject is constituted by power, both power over
and the power to act, and often refers to the discursive
ways in which people become subjects of states or other
types of authority (A. Allen, 2002; J. Allen, 1999; But-
ler, 1990, 1997; Foucault, 1995) The concept of subjec-
tivity is also used to understand the operation of power
in society more generally (Butler, 1997; Mahoney and
Yngvesson, 1992; Probyn, 2003). Feminist theorists
often refer to the ways in which people are ‘hailed
by’ or subjected by, for example, gender and race,
which, while they may resist, they find very difficult
to escape (Bondi and Davidson, 2003; Gibson, 2001;
Longhurst, 2003; Probyn, 2003).
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