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CHAPTER 2

Resilience in the European Union  
External Action

Rosanne Anholt and Wolfgang Wagner

On a rhetorical level, the European Union’s policy towards its Southern 
neighbourhood has undergone a change in paradigm (see chapter by 
Badarin and Schumacher in this volume). From the ‘Barcelona Process’ 
of the 1990s to the European Security Strategy of 2003 (European 
Council 2003, hereafter: ESS), EU policy documents often read like 
contemporary applications of Immanuel Kant’s treatise ‘Perpetual Peace’. 
Just as the enlightenment philosopher, the EU championed democracy, 
multilateral institutions, and trade as the pillars of a blueprint that had 
proven its usefulness for the EU itself and was next to be exported to 
its Southern periphery. The EU portrayed itself as a ‘normative power’ 
(Manners 2002) whose influence was based on being an exemplary 
source of peace, wealth, and democracy. An emulation of the EU by its 
Southern neighbours was assumed to be a common interest, whose reali-
zation appeared as challenging but feasible as the accession of the former 
Warsaw Pact countries in the East.
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In the wake of the ‘Arab Winter’, the optimism and self-assuredness of 
the ‘Barcelona Process’ and the 2003 European Security Strategy seemed 
out of sync with the political and social realities in the MENA region. 
Soon after Federica Mogherini was appointed as the High Representative 
of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy in 2014, 
she began a comprehensive review of the EU’s external policies (Tocci 
2016). The resulting Global Strategy (High Representative of the EU 
2016, hereafter GS) was presented in June 2016 and introduced resilience 
as a new leitmotif (Wagner and Anholt 2016), mentioned far more fre-
quently than the notions of ‘human rights’, ‘democracy/democratization’, 
and ‘human security’ which had dominated previous strategic documents.

In this chapter, we discuss the implications of the advent of resilience as 
a new guiding principle for the EU’s approach to its Southern neighbour-
hood. We first examine how the EU conceptualizes ‘resilience’ (section 
“The EU’s Understanding of Resilience”). We argue that new rheto-
ric notwithstanding, key elements of the EU’s previous approach, such 
as democracy and human rights promotion, have survived the paradigm 
shift and continue to guide EU policy. At the same time, the introduc-
tion of resilience indicates a turn towards local ownership and bottom-up 
peacebuilding. We then examine the broader debate about resilience, 
and review its main merits and shortcomings identified in this literature 
(section “Resilience—Problems and Promises”). We identify three main 
themes from criticism, namely the perceived inevitability of protracted 
crises, the resemblance of resilience-based governance practices with neo-
liberal styles of governance reasoning, and the construction of a ‘resilient 
subject’ onto whom responsibility is shifted (section “Key Criticisms”). At 
the same time, increased attention to local actors and existing capacities 
has been highlighted as a key prospect of resilience-based approaches. In 
addition, resilience provides practitioners, including diplomats, UN and 
NGO staff, with a common language to engage with each other (section 
“Key Prospects”). In summary, resilience appears to aptly capture the two 
major changes in EU policy towards the Southern neighbourhood: the 
acceptance of protracted crises as the new normal, and a key role for local 
actors and practices (section “Conclusion”).

The eU’s UndersTanding of resilience

The 2012 Commission Communication on the EU approach to resilience 
offered a general definition of resilience as ‘the ability of an individual, a 
household, a community, a country or a region to withstand, adapt and 
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quickly recover from stresses and shocks’ (European Commission 2012: 
5). This understanding echoes widespread usage of the concept in ecol-
ogy, engineering, and psychology and is in line with definitions by EU 
member state governments, international organizations, and non-gov-
ernmental organizations. Resilience contrasts with previous paradigms in 
security and peacebuilding by acknowledging the inevitability of shocks 
and stresses. As a practical consequence, efforts are no longer focused 
exclusively on the prevention of shocks, but on the capacity of a commu-
nity to sustain its core functions in the event of a shock, and to recover 
from shocks in a timely manner.

The Commission’s definition is by and large silent on the strategies, 
means, and instruments for achieving resilience. To some extent, this 
silence is deliberate and signals an openness towards local practices and 
priorities. Proponents of the resilience paradigm are generally cautious 
with one-size-fits-all blueprints and instead emphasize the importance of 
the context as well as of local knowledge and ownership. Notwithstanding 
its recent appreciation of the local, the EU has of course been develop-
ing its own approach to promote resilience. The Global Strategy of June 
2016 was one of the first key document in this regard, and the Joint 
Communication of the Commission and the High Representative ‘A 
Strategic Approach to Resilience in the EU’s external action’ (European 
Commission and High Representative 2017; hereafter: Strategic 
Approach) published a year later, translates the Global Strategy’s new leit-
motif into tangible priorities and actions. As we will argue in the remainder 
of this section, both documents conceptualize resilience as a continuation 
of previous policies aimed at promoting democracy and human rights. 
However, the Global Strategy in particular also introduces ‘principled 
pragmatism’ as a guidepost, i.e. the combination of a commitment to 
universal values and a pragmatic approach towards implementing them 
(Juncos 2017).

The Global Strategy reveals that key ideas of the 2003 European 
Security Strategy (henceforth: ESS) are still very much alive: The ESS 
held that ‘the best protection of our security is a world of well-governed 
democratic states’. In a similar vein, the 2016 strategy states that ‘at the 
heart of a resilient state’ (GS: 24) lies a resilient society, which is further 
described as ‘featuring democracy, trust in institutions, and sustainable 
development’ (GS: 24). The 2017 Joint Communication reaffirmed that 
EU action ‘will be grounded in the EU’s commitment to democracy and 
human and fundamental rights’ and further elaborates that



20  R. ANHOLT AND W. WAGNER

shortcomings in governance, democracy, human rights and the rule of law, 
gender equality, corruption or the shrinking space for public participation 
and civil society, pose a fundamental challenge to the effectiveness of any 
society’s development efforts. (Strategic Approach: 4)

Continuities vis-à-vis the role of states are also discernable across policy 
documents. While the state is by no means the exclusive addressee of EU 
actions, the 2003 strategy considered ‘state failure’ to be a key threat. 
In a similar vein, the Global Strategy juxtaposes resilience to ‘fragility’, 
which ‘threatens all our vital interests’ (23). Fragility is again linked to 
democracy and human rights, as ‘repressive states are inherently fragile’ 
(25). The 2017 Communication also mentions strengthening of states’ 
capacity as a key strategy but hastens to qualify this strategy, so that 
capacity building should be pursued ‘in a manner that ensures respect for 
democracy, rule of law, human and fundamental rights and fosters inclu-
sive long-term security and progress’ (Strategic Approach: 3).

Regarding the EU’s policy towards its Southern neighbourhood, the 
relationship between resilience and migration is particularly interesting. 
Whereas the Global Strategy made rather vague references to ‘shared 
global responsibilities’ (GS: 28), addressing the root causes of displace-
ment, and the need to ‘stem irregular migration flows’ (GS: 27), the 
Joint Communication mentions migration ‘as a legitimate adaptation 
strategy to severe external stresses’ (Strategic Approach: 10) at an indi-
vidual level. While echoing concerns about the root causes of irregu-
lar migration, the Joint Communication shows more sensitivity to the 
needs of refugees and calls for ‘a new people-centred development- 
oriented approach for the forcibly displaced and their host communi-
ties that supports access to education, housing, decent work, livelihoods 
and services, and aims to end dependence on humanitarian assistance’  
(Strategic Approach: 11) (on the inconsistencies of EU approaches to 
migration, see chapter by Del Valle in this volume).

Although the 2016 strategy echoes several key themes of the ESS, at 
least two differences are worth noting. (from 129ff) “The ESS states that 
‘security is a precondition of development’, whereas the 2016 strategy 
conceives of development as a requirement for resilience: ‘states are resil-
ient when societies feel they are becoming better off and have hope in 
the future’ (GS: 26). Moreover, in the latter strategy, resilience is said to 
echo the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (GS: 24).” The 
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2016 strategy also calls for development policy to be ‘better aligned with 
our strategic priorities’ (GS: 11). Thus, development is simultaneously 
upgraded to a more crucial instrument in and of itself, but also continues 
to retain its instrumental value in achieving resilience.

The second difference concerns the assertion that ‘there are many 
ways to build inclusive, prosperous and secure societies’ (GS: 25). 
According to the GS, the EU will pursue a ‘multifaceted approach 
to resilience in its surrounding regions’ (GS: 25). Compared to the 
ESS, such an emphasis on ‘tailor-made policies’ (GS: 25) is new. This 
 resonates with the doctrine of ‘principled pragmatism’, which would be 
set to ‘guide our external action in the years ahead’ (GS: 8). The 2017 
Joint Communication maintains its emphasis that the

EU should … continue to support domestic efforts, tailored to the needs 
and context of each society … The involvement of local governments, 
communities and civil society stakeholders will be given particular atten-
tion. (Strategic Approach: 5)

This again emphasizes not only the recognition of context-specificity, 
but also local ownership. These differences between the ESS and the 
GS echo other changes in the EU’s strategic discourse more broadly. 
One is the emergence of hybrid threats, i.e. ‘those threats posed by 
adversaries with the ability to simultaneously employ conventional and 
 non-conventional means’ (Cusumano and Corbe 2018: 2), as a new 
 concern to the EU strategic community. Just as the concept of resilience, 
the notion of hybrid threats resonates with a ‘comprehensive approach’ 
or a ‘joint up approach’ (GS: 26) that emphasizes collaboration across 
traditionally separated communities.

resilience—Problems and Promises

Despite its ubiquity on the global policy level, the concept of resilience 
is rarely unpacked (Bourbeau 2013). Moreover, there may be, as is sug-
gested by some, a ‘worrying consensus across government, business, and 
some quarters of academia that resilience is an unquestionably “good” 
value to be striven for, invested in, and cultivated throughout society at 
whatever cost’ (Brasset and Vaughan-Williams 2015: 46). In the previous 
sections, we introduced the EU’s understanding of resilience, and indi-
cated how the new paradigm retains key elements of previous strategies, 
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not least in terms of the principles of democracy and human rights- 
promotion. Although the new leitmotif of resilience is thus compatible 
with previous priorities in EU foreign policy, the question remains of 
what the choice for this new term implies. In this section, we review the 
broader debate on resilience in the social sciences to better understand 
the prospects and challenges associated with the EU’s reorientation of its 
foreign and security policy around this concept.

Key Criticisms

Key criticisms of resilience revolve around a number of themes, includ-
ing (i) the implications of assumptions about contemporary risks and cri-
ses that underlie resilience-based approaches to addressing (in)security; 
(ii) the governance practices that define resilience-based approaches and 
their resemblance to neoliberal or even post-liberal styles of governance; 
and (iii) the impact of resilience-based approaches on the normative con-
struction of the ‘resilient subject’.

First, the rise and spread of the concept of resilience in international 
discourses on crisis management and complex emergencies indicates 
both a profound shift in our understanding of the world and a falter-
ing belief in our ability to control it. Contemporary challenges, including 
terrorism, complex and chronic political crises, climate change-induced 
natural disasters, and global financial volatility have engendered the idea 
that our world is increasingly insecure. This understanding is in striking 
contrast with previous EU documents’ rhetoric (Tocci 2017). Whereas 
the ESS opened with the assertion that ‘Europe has never been so pros-
perous, so secure, nor so free’ (European Council 2003: 1), the GS 
opens with the acknowledgment that ‘we need a stronger Europe. This 
is what our citizens deserve, this is what the wider world expects. We 
live in times of existential crisis, within and beyond the European Union’  
(GS, p. 13). Moreover, crisis and instability are increasingly framed as 
normal, and peace and stability as the exception. A 2015 policy memo 
of the European Council on Foreign Relations called on Europeans to 
‘accept that crisis and conflict in their “near abroad” is [sic] the new nor-
mal – and that there is much less they can do about it than they once 
hoped’ (Witney and Dennison 2015: 1).

Underlying this sense of fundamental insecurity is not just the amount 
of crises and threats within Europe and beyond, but also the understand-
ing that they are inherently complex: Today’s crises are characterized by 
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multiple interdependencies, transcending not just geographical bor-
ders, but also technical, political, and disciplinary boundaries, and lack-
ing straightforward solutions—so-called ‘wicked problems’ (Rittel and 
Webbel 1973). This is particularly true for crises of a more protracted 
or chronic nature, characterized ‘by long-term political instability, (epi-
sodes of) violent conflict, and vulnerability of the lives and livelihoods of 
the population’ (Macrae and Harmer 2004: 15). Protracted crises such as 
those across the Middle East and much of North and Central Africa, may 
generate unpredictable but significant spill-over effects. Syria is a case in 
point: violence between an intricate web of international and local, state 
and non-state armed groups caused 5.6 million people to seek refuge 
abroad (UNHCR 2018). Many of Syria’s neighbouring countries were 
ill-prepared to accommodate such large influxes of people—in the case of 
Lebanon, for example, amounting to approximately one-sixth of its total 
population—exacerbating the pre-existing vulnerabilities of host societies. 
It could be argued that exactly these pre-existing vulnerabilities by and 
large determine the impact of shocks (Raineri and Baldaro, this volume).

Current approaches to crises and crisis governance systems seem ill-
equipped to deal with the complexity and unpredictability of contempo-
rary risks and crises. Peacebuilding, emergency relief, and development 
assistance have not fulfilled their promises of a safer, better world, but 
instead have been criticized not only for being ineffective, but also for 
being inappropriate, illegitimate, and having harmful unintended con-
sequences (Paris 2010). Despite the significant growth of financial and 
human resources, the international humanitarian system is ‘falling short 
… in meeting the … needs of populations in chronic crises, which are by 
far the bulk of its caseload’ (ALNAP 2015: 11). Perhaps unsurprisingly, 
the World Humanitarian Summit (WHS) in 2016 saw various commenta-
tors question whether the international system was ‘broken’ (Barder and 
Talbot 2016; Dickinson 2016). Indeed, in a profoundly complex world 
where life exists naturally ‘on the edge of extinction’ (Duffield 2011: 762), 
predicting, identifying, and responding to risks and crises becomes prob-
lematic (Aradau and van Munster 2011). Moreover, it makes modernist 
approaches of accumulating ever more scientific knowledge to continue to 
improve policy outcomes rather redundant (Chandler 2017).

Resilience is not so much about preventing all possible risks, but 
rather about accepting that crises are inevitable precisely because it is 
impossible to prevent them all (Bulley 2013). Resilience moves beyond 
a utopia of security, and ‘preaches the impossibility and folly of thinking 
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we might resist danger, and instead accept living a life of permanent 
exposure to endemic dangers’ (Evans and Reid 2013: 95). It is this fatal-
istic worldview—wherein shocks can only be prepared for, not stopped—
that underlies much of resilience thinking (Joseph 2017).

Second, limited knowledge of catastrophes to come necessitates new 
ways of thinking about security (Aradau and van Munster 2011). New 
modes of security and crisis governance must be ‘attuned to the unex-
pected and unknowable, rather than purporting to prevent, anticipate or 
protect against the unexpected and the uncertain’ (Aradau 2014: 7). Or 
as Schmidt (2015) puts it: ‘in an ontologically complex world, decisions 
must naturally acquire a different character; that is, they can no longer 
be conceived in terms of goal-oriented decisions that make a change in 
the world and are then to be accounted for and evaluated on this basis’ 
(p. 407). Resilience thinking provides this new basis on which to engage 
with complexity and uncertainty (Cavelty et al. 2015: 5).

A key characteristic of resilience-based modes of governance is that 
responsibility for security is shifted away from the state, and onto mem-
bers of society, who become ‘active and responsible contributors to secu-
rity’ (Reid 2012). In more traditional conceptions of security the state 
has the ultimate duty to keep citizens safe, yet resilience decentralizes 
power and shifts responsibility to the local, thereby ‘inverting traditional 
security logics based on state level control’ (Coaffee and Fussey 2015: 
87), and replacing traditional top-down structures with (seemingly) bot-
tom-up ones (Howell 2015a). In other words, inasmuch as governments 
are unable to provide security since they cannot control nor direct the 
external world, citizens are tasked with organizing themselves locally 
to provide for their own communities’ security. Consequently, security 
practices are integrated into the everyday (Coaffee and Rogers 2008), 
while government instead is reduced to the mere ‘administration of life’ 
(Chandler 2013b: 221). In times of austerity and depletion of funds, 
resilience may be used as a justification for further budget cuts. For 
example, the EU Approach to Resilience explicitly states that resilience 
is a cost-effective strategy, not only better for the people involved, but 
also cheaper (EC 2012: 3), underscoring the neoliberal nature of resil-
ience-based governance approaches (Joseph 2017).

Resilience also conforms to other neoliberal governance practices, 
such as regulation from a distance (Duffield 2012). Here, citizens 
are not completely left to their own devices, but rather, states ‘nudge’ 
(Chandler 2013b; Coaffee 2013) citizens towards self-organization 
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and control through protocols, as a kind of regulated self-organization 
(Kaufmann 2013). The state steps back and encourages certain behav-
iours from a distance, such as competitive conduct and entrepreneurial 
skill through public–private partnerships, networked governance, and 
active citizenship (Joseph 2017). For example, in its Supporting Horn 
of African Resilience (SHARE) and l’Alliance Globale pour l’Initiative 
Résilience Sahel (AGIR) projects, the EU promotes local ownership 
(Joseph 2014)—an ideal also widely embraced at the WHS. The risk 
here however, is that ‘rather than genuinely devolving powers and letting 
local actors decide for themselves, [resilience] represents a devolution of 
responsibilities, instructing us on how we ought to behave backed up 
with a strict interpretation of what constitutes “best practice”’ (Joseph 
2017: 164). Resilience thus runs the risk of being no more than (exter-
nal) interventions reconceptualised as empowerment (Chandler 2012).

On the other hand, Schmidt (2015) argues that ‘resilience … 
 originates from but no longer operates within the neoliberal problematic 
of epistemological complexity’ (p. 419). Whereas neoliberal governance 
employs self-governing techniques to achieve desired policy outcomes 
because of the known limits to our knowledge—‘known unknowns’, 
resilience instead operates on the basis of ontological complexity 
(Chandler 2017) and ‘unknown unknowns’. Resilience-based approaches 
are therefore ‘a radically distinctive approach to governing  complexity 
(bringing complexity into governmental reason), through reposing 
complexity as an ontological rather than an epistemological problem’ 
(Chandler 2017: 142). Although neoliberalism first brought complexity 
into the sphere of governmental reasoning (Chandler 2017), resilience 
should perhaps be understood as a response to neoliberalism’s inherent 
frustrations, rather than a continuation of it (Schmidt 2015).

Third, another line of critique is concerned with how resilience cre-
ates vigilant, entrepreneurial, and de-politicized subjectivities responsible 
for non-resilient outcomes: how it normatively constructs the ‘resilient 
subject’. In a dangerous world, where states cannot provide final security, 
we are asked to ‘accept that one is fundamentally vulnerable’ (Evans and 
Reid 2013: 84), and subsequently to prepare for, adapt to, and live with 
a spectrum of possible—but unknowable—risks (Brasset et al. 2013). 
This fear of vulnerability within societies may however, be instrumen-
talized by governments (Duffield 2012; Lentzos and Rose 2009), for 
example to increase the credibility of state leaders’ claims that they are 
keeping citizens safe (Coaffee et al. 2009), or to secure public support of 
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increasingly pervasive security technologies. A rhetoric of imminent dan-
ger may also encourage citizens to report anything they find suspicious 
(Coaffee and Fussey 2015), turning citizens into micro-vigilantes tasked 
with policing their locales (Evans and Reid 2014).

Resilience is not only vigilance, but is also about using danger, or 
crises, as ‘an opportunity for transformation’ (EC 2013: 3). As learn-
ing is understood to result from exposure (Rogers 2013), it is through 
exposure that can one develop the ‘desirable attributes of foresight, 
enterprise, and self-reliance’ by which ‘the ability to change and adapt 
becomes a virtue in itself ’ (Duffield 2011: 757). This raises the question 
of whether resilience presupposes the necessity and positivity of human 
exposure to danger (Evans and Reid 2013): do we have to expose our-
selves to danger, to embrace risk, and ‘thrive on chaos’ (O’Malley 2010: 
489)? Here, resilience may risk becoming a neo-Darwinist measure of 
the fitness to survive (Duffield 2012; Walker and Cooper 2011).

Resilience itself is portrayed as a learnable skill rather than a  natural 
capacity, a human attribute that can be reconfigured into coping 
 strategies and skills that can be learned by anyone, making resilience 
‘a technology of the self that can be both learnt and taught’ (Duffield 
2012: 487). If resilience can be learned however, it can also be failed to 
learn. For example, in the US military, resilience training is used to pre-
vent military personnel from developing (symptoms of) post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD) following deployment—effectively making them 
responsible for their own mental well-being (O’Malley 2010; Walklate 
et al. 2014). Doing so erases the moral basis upon which veterans can 
claim healthcare entitlements (Howell 2015b), because subjects are made 
responsible for their own vulnerabilities (Bulley 2013)—regardless of 
whether these stem from their inherent weaknesses, or from socio-eco-
nomic and political inequalities. With a view to conflict-affected socie-
ties, resilience seems to assign responsibility for threats and insecurities to 
affected societies themselves, and disregards the role of outside actors—
including western governments—in their instability (Chandler 2013a).

Despite these concerns, resilience conceives of subjects as active agents 
rather than passive or lacking agency (Chandler 2012). Indeed, resilience 
is about the ‘agential capacities to turn inner lives and inner workings 
into the site of effective, intentional and transformative agency based on 
the stimuli received from environments one is embedded into’ (Schmidt 
2015: 420). However, in a world that is fundamentally complex and 
uncertain, and over which little control can be exerted, agency is limited 
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to choosing whether or not to adapt to the conditions of our suffering 
(Reid 2012). Or as Chandler and Reid (2016) put it, ‘the resilient sub-
ject is a subject that must permanently struggle to accommodate itself to 
the world: not a subject that can conceive of changing the world’ (p. 53).

As such, resilience has a profoundly depoliticizing effect (Cavelty et al. 
2015). By disavowing ‘the transformative capacity of collective political 
action’ (Aradau 2014: 15), politics become a mere ‘technical practice’ 
(Evans and Reid 2014: 91). Within the resilience paradigm, address-
ing (in)security is about enhancing the ways in which affected systems 
respond to risks and crises, rather than interrogating the structural 
 factors that drive them.

Key Prospects

Aside from the critiques discussed in the previous section, there are also a 
number of important prospects related to the concept of resilience. This 
section will address these by first highlighting the functionality of the 
conceptual ambiguity that still surrounds resilience, and then by exam-
ining how it has allowed for new practices and forms of cooperation to 
emerge, particularly within the field of humanitarian action and develop-
ment assistance.

There is no uniform understanding (Walklate et al. 2014), and 
perhaps not only multiple, but also competing logics of resilience  
(Coaffee and Fussey 2015). The ambiguity of resilience is not  necessarily 
due to conceptual obscurity, nor a product of diverse genealogies 
(Zebrowski 2012). Rather, in abstraction, resilience might mean as little 
as an ontological fact (Schmidt 2015: 419) or ‘a capacity of life itself ’ 
(Evans and Reid 2014: 33). Ambiguous concepts do not necessarily 
make for useful analytical tools, but conceptual ambiguity is useful inso-
far it facilitates collective action (Paris 2001). Ultimately, the search for 
a conceptual agreement should not come at the expense of doing things 
differently to address vulnerabilities of crisis-affected populations (Levine 
2014). Because it is a highly context and issue specific concept, resilience 
first requires specifying the answers to questions like ‘resilience to what?’, 
‘resilience of whom?’, and ‘resilience by what means?’ As the concept can 
be interpreted differently according to the answers to these three ques-
tions, resilience is fluid enough to be applied to various contexts, adapted 
to different institutional visions, and translated into diverse strategies.
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Indeed, resilience may fulfil the role of a ‘lingua franca’—a  common 
language able to effectively cross disciplinary boundaries (Duffield 
2012). For example, resilience provided a common ground for tradi-
tional donors to engage with ‘non-traditional donors’ (e.g. the BRICS, 
Turkey, Indonesia, and the Gulf States), who rejected the term ‘failed 
state’ (Pospisil and Kühn 2016). Resilience instead helped to ‘empha-
sise … commonalities, while downplaying policy differences’ (Pospisil 
and Kühn 2016: 7–8). As a convening concept, resilience has a broker-
ing capacity ‘to bring people (practitioners, policy makers), organizations 
with different initial agendas, and communities of practice from differ-
ent sectors, together around the same table with the shared objective of 
“strengthening resilience”’ (Béné et al. 2012: 45). Besides providing a 
unifying rationale for greater international cooperation (Flynn 2011), 
resilience also creates opportunities to think more creatively about hybrid 
solutions and to build on what already exists (de Weijer 2013). Exactly 
because of this conceptual ambiguity, resilience has been abstract and 
malleable enough to incorporate different research and policy domains 
(Walker and Cooper 2011), allowing it to enable new practices and 
forms of cooperation—for example, within the field of humanitarian 
aid and development assistance. This notably includes, first, a focus on 
local ownership, foregrounding and building upon the response capacity 
of national and local actors within crisis-affected societies, and second, 
the cooperation between a diverse set of actors as crucial to building 
resilience.

First, the so-called ‘resilience paradigm’ enables renewed attention to 
be focussed on national and local actors as first responders and providers 
of aid (Hilhorst 2018). Strong national and local ownership is described 
in the New Way of Working, one of the WHS outcome documents, as 
a ‘shift to “reinforce and do not replace” the roles of national and local 
actors in the prevention and delivery of assistance … [that] is central 
to the change in mindset and behaviour required to sustainably reduce 
need, risk and vulnerability’ (UNOCHA 2017: 7). In a study of the 
UN Development Programme (UNDP) Infrastructures for Peace pro-
gramme, resilience enabled a focus on developing the capacities of poor 
or fragile states to deal with, and overcome, the circumstances that block 
their development—thereby recognizing and respecting local agency, 
institutions, and systems (Ryan 2012).

Similarly, the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) places 
national plans and decision-making central to emergency response. 
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In this consortium co-led by the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) and 
UNDP, the governments of Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq, and Egypt, 
with the help of some 270 partners, including UN agencies and interna-
tional and local NGOs, lead the response to both the assistance and pro-
tection needs of Syrian refugees, and the stabilization and resilience of 
host societies (3RP 2018). While this represents a move away from more 
paternalistic approaches that frame aid recipients as passive victims, the 
‘renewed appreciation of state control of humanitarian responses’ within 
the resilience paradigm (Hilhorst 2018: 6) also carries with it certain 
dangers, such as the politicization and manipulation of aid. Moreover, 
national control of crisis response may not necessarily mean that affected 
communities themselves (i.e. refugees and vulnerable host communities) 
are in the lead of the response. Whereas former UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-Moon wrote in his WHS report that ‘any effort to reduce the 
vulnerability of people and strengthen their resilience must begin at 
the local level, with national and international efforts building on local 
expertise, leadership and capacities’ (UNGA 2016: 30), it remains to 
be seen whether this holds true in the context of responses to insecurity 
caused by political violence and armed conflict.

Second, the cooperation between a diverse set of actors is understood 
to be crucial to resilience-building. For example, in the Action Plan for 
Resilience in Crisis Prone Countries, the EU asserts that achieving resil-
ience ‘requires all EU actors (humanitarian, development, political) to 
work differently and more effectively together’ (EC 2013: 4), echoing 
the GS’ emphasis on a comprehensive or joint-up approach. Similarly, 
the new European Consensus on Development asserts that ‘the EU and 
its Member States must be united in diversity, using a variety of expe-
riences and approaches, bearing in mind their respective comparative 
advantages’ (EC 2017: 6). Indeed, the resilience paradigm ushers in a 
more systematic attention to a plurality of actors—not only local or 
national, but also humanitarian, peacebuilding, and development actors, 
as well as the private sector (Hilhorst 2018). Underlying this perceived 
need to include a diverse set of actors in response to insecurity and pro-
tracted crises, is the sense that achieving different (better) outcomes, 
requires doing things differently:

We operate in silos created by mandates and financial structures rather 
than towards collective outcomes by leveraging comparative advantage. We 
measure success by projects achieved, people deployed, structures set up 
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and funds released, rather than the results they produce. Achieving ambi-
tious outcomes for people, particularly in fragile and crisis-affected envi-
ronments, requires a different kind of collaboration among Governments, 
international humanitarian and development actors and other actors: one 
that is based on complementarity, greater levels of interoperability and 
achieving sustainable, collective outcomes rather than the coordination of 
individual projects and activities. (UNGA 2016: 29)

Some of these actors—notably, humanitarian and development actors—
are, and have been throughout history, significantly distinct from each 
other: Humanitarian action, as a rapid response mechanism to crisis, and 
the more medium and long-term development action, are two fields of 
action that differ not just in term of time horizons, but also in terms 
of instruments and measures, and principles and values (Stamnes 2016). 
So much so that, when the former UN Secretary-General called for the 
international aid system to ‘transcend the humanitarian-development 
divide by working towards collective outcomes’ (p. 29) at the WHS, 
Médecins Sans Frontières, a decidedly humanitarian organization, walked 
out of the summit (MSF 2016). Whereas strengthening the humanitar-
ian-development nexus may be understood as a clearer delineation of 
the roles of actors involved in responding to crisis as well as an under-
standing and appreciation of how they may be complementary, the above 
shows that this will not be without challenges. Notably, humanitar-
ian organizations may be concerned that such partnerships will put the 
humanitarian principles of neutrality, impartiality, and independence in 
jeopardy.

As a final note on the key prospects for resilience, some authors 
observe that resilience thinking is taking a turn towards more transform-
ative notions of the concept (Weichselgartner and Kelman 2014). As 
one of the few definitions to acknowledge this transformative potential, 
a position paper by the United Nations Development Group (UNDG) 
describes resilience as ‘the ability of households, communities and socie-
ties to cope with shocks and stresses, to recover from those stresses, and 
to work with households, communities and national and local govern-
ment institutions to achieve sustained, positive and transformative change 
[emphasis added]’ (UNDG 2014: 13). Such understandings may pro-
vide an opening, both theoretically as well as practically, for resilience 
to start engaging with notions of equity, power, and justice. These are 
issues that the concept of resilience tends to avoid when regarding risks 
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and crises as inevitable and crises-affected individuals and communities as 
having to adapt to existing structures rather than challenge and change 
them. This is an important point in particular because the potential of 
resilience is to decrease disparities between those who have/have not, 
and those who survive/survive not by increasing protective factors and 
decreasing risk factors (Jennison 2008).

conclUsion

Over the last 25 years or so, the EU’s policy towards its Southern neigh-
bourhood has changed considerably. The concept of resilience can cap-
ture two of the most significant of such changes. First, the concept 
cautions expectations. Rather than suggesting the EU will help over-
come protracted crises tout court, the new resilience-inspired approach 
suggests that crises will persist, but the EU may help affected states and 
societies to cope with them. Consequently, policies may increasingly 
focus on resilience at the expense of understanding and addressing the 
root causes of (protracted) crises. Second, the new leitmotif of resilience 
signals a shift in responsibilities. Rather than promoting a one-size-
fits-all, made-in-Brussels blueprint, resilience suggests an appreciation 
for local actors and the development of existing capacities. This is not 
without challenges. For example, in 2016 the EU eased trade regula-
tions with Jordan in order to encourage trade and investment, as well 
as create jobs for both Jordanians and Syrian refugees (EC 2016). In 
return, the Jordanian government pledged to issue 200,000 work per-
mits for Syrian refugees. Whereas these and other measures are presumed 
to help Jordan cope with hosting some 1.3 million Syrians—including  
655,000 refugees registered with UNHCR (Hashemite Kingdom of 
Jordan, Ministry of Planning & International Cooperation 2018), in 
terms of job creation, resilience may prove difficult to realize in a coun-
try with an unemployment rate of over 18%—even over 37% for people 
aged between 20 and 24 (Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, Ministry of 
Labour 2018). Another challenge with regard to localization concerns 
who or what is meant by ‘local actor’: The ‘local’ is not one, uniform 
entity, but consists of diverse actors at different levels with divergent and 
possibly conflicting interests. Equating ‘local’ with national (host) gov-
ernments, may risk sidestepping those directly affected, i.e. refugees and 
vulnerable host communities. Finally, only a thin line separates a genu-
ine appreciation for local capacities from attempts to relieve the EU of 
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expensive commitments. The overall message that is conveyed to the 
EU’s Southern neighbourhood therefore seems ambivalent. While the 
local receives more appreciation than before, the Southern neighbours 
are also expected to accept prime responsibility for ‘wicked problems’ 
that are expected to persist.
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