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Foreword

Julian Reid
University of Lapland

Resilience saturates contemporary discourse. From NATO to self-help
literature, from climate adaptation strategies to mental health interventions,
the imperative to be resilient shapes how we are governed and how we govern
ourselves. For scholars of social science, this saturation presents a problem:
how to engage with it without becoming part of the problem? How to write and
speak about it without reproducing its myths? How to achieve a critical
distance from the concept while at the same time being attuned to the
conditions which have engendered its rise?

This volume approaches these kinds of questions not by claiming to resolve
resilience’s conceptual and discursive difficulties. Such a feat would, in any
case, probably be impossible at this point in time. What this volume does do is
to offer its reader something more modest and yet useful: a mapping of
resilience discourse’s current terrain across multiple disciplinary sites and
empirical contexts.

The editors have assembled perspectives from law, anthropology, sociology,
and social work, examining resilience as it appears in diverse settings: among
migrants navigating hostile legal regimes, farmers adapting to ecological
change, LGBTQ+ workers confronting workplace discrimination, entrepreneurs
weathering economic crisis. This breadth is instructive. It demonstrates
resilience’s conceptual diversity and its capacity to travel across contexts.
Reading it, we learn that resilience means different things to different subjects,
and serves varied and often contradictory purposes.

What strikes me about this collection is less its theoretical coherence than its
ethnographic attentiveness. The strongest contributions show us resilience as
it is actually lived and practiced rather than as it is abstractly theorized. We see
people doing resilience: buying dollars and hiding them “under the mattress”
in Argentina, cultivating support networks in Swedish church cafés, navigating
the gap between official immigration law and its arbitrary implementation in
Russia. This is useful scholarship. It refuses the abstraction that allows
resilience discourse to float free of the material conditions and power relations
that make it necessary in the first place.
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That the volume does not achieve tight theoretical integration between its
various chapters may itself be telling. Resilience resists coherence because it
operates across incommensurable scales and serves contradictory political
projects. It names both individual psychological endurance and collective
social transformation, both adaptation to existing conditions and
transformation of those conditions. A volume that perfectly synthesized these
tensions might be more conceptually satisfying but less honest about
resilience’s actual functioning.

The editors acknowledge in their introduction the neoliberal undertones of
resilience discourse. Scholars of resilience are very familiar with the ways it can
be said to individualize responsibility for systemic failures, celebrate
adaptation to conditions that should not be tolerated, and transform
vulnerability from a political problem into a personal deficit. This critical
awareness runs through several chapters, though unevenly. Some contributors
remain more firmly within resilience discourse than others, treating it primarily
as a capacity to be built or a resource to be mobilized rather than as a discourse
of governance to be interrogated.

This unevenness, too, is instructive. Even scholars committed to critical
analysis struggle to think beyond resilience’s terms. The concept has become
so deeply embedded in how we understand and respond to crisis that
alternatives remain difficult to articulate, for scholars, as much as for
everybody else subject to its influence. What would it mean to reject resilience
entirely? What other frameworks might we deploy for thinking about human
endurance, adaptation, and transformation without reproducing resilience’s
problematic assumptions? These are questions which will not go away easily,
precisely because they are difficult to answer well.

For students and researchers entering this contested terrain, the volume
provides a useful introduction to resilience’s multiple deployments and the
debates surrounding them. It will be particularly useful for those seeking
empirical grounding for resilience’s operations across different social contexts
and for anyone wishing to understand how the concept travels between
academic discourse, policy implementation, and everyday life.

The question that haunts this volume, as it haunts all resilience scholarship,
remains unresolved: Why should people be resilient rather than replace the
regimes that demand resilience from them in the first place? Until we can
sustain that question without immediately translating it back into the language
of resilience-building, we remain trapped within the very discourse we seek to
critique.

This volume contributes to an ongoing conversation without claiming to
settle it. That modest ambition may be all we can reasonably expect at this stage
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of resilience scholarship’s evolution, or devolution, depending on our
perspective.
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