
Resilience: from adaptation 
to transformation 

 

 

Renato Miguel do Carmo 



Resilience has become a buzzword  
• In a recent article entitled  “Can resilience be redeemed? Resilience 

as a metaphor for change, not against change” (DeVerteuil, G., & 
Golubchikok, 2016), the authors summarize the various critiques to 
the concept of resilience under three rubrics: 

• “Resilience is not ideologically neutral (even if it appears so) but 
necessarily props up the dominant system, which today is decidedly 
neo-liberal in its ideology”. 

• “Resilience lacks progressive potential, is inherently conservative yet 
appears politically anodyne, and thus serves the ‘powerful interests 
to protect against ... a dynamic or adaptive strategy’”. 

• “‘Needy’ people and regions can be cast off under the cynical 
pretence that they are ostensibly resilient”. 

 



Resilience and adaptation 
• The concept of resilience was initially proposed and developed in the 

physical and ecological/environmental sciences (Martin, 2012; Davoudi 
2012). 
•  According to this approach resilience is based on the idea that when faced by a 

given shock (particularly an environmental disaster that causes a change in the 
physical structure of the territory), which in turn leads to dysfunctionalities and deep 
imbalances, systems and communities present a capacity to rebalance themselves 
and recover. 

• They can either regain the situation they were in just before the shock hit them, or 
the system balance can evolve in a way that does not necessarily result in a return 
to the initial configuration. 

• In the case of the social sciences and system complexity theories, the 
notion that is emerging is that of adaptation, which considers both the 
evolutionary capacity of systems to react to crises with far-reaching 
impacts on societies, and the ability to anticipate risks in such a way as to 
minimise their impact. 
 



Resilience and transformation 

• One interesting idea behind this approach is that the adaptive 
mechanisms underlying resilience can possess more than just a 
function of ensuring that systems persist or reproduce themselves 
(Pelling, 2011; Pelling, O’Brien & Matyas, 2015). 
• Those mechanisms can also possess a capacity to transform, in the sense that 

they can alter forms of organisation and practices targeted at change into 
systems that are more sustainable, and in that sense more consolidated and 
more permeable to external shocks. 

• This idea presents an interesting analytical potential that can fit within 
the framework of the analysis of social relations and practices in 
certain territorial contexts, by attributing a multidimensional logic to 
the concept of adaptation or adaptability (Pike et al. 2010). 



Resilience and a transformative agenda 
• Can resilience incorporate a transformative agenda? 

• Regarding DeVerteuil and Golubchikok (2016): (i) resilience can sustain alternative 
and previous practices that contradict neo-liberalism; (ii) resilience is more active 
and dynamic than passive; and (iii) resilience can sustain survival, thus acting as a 
precursor to more obviously transformative action such as resistance.  

• Regarding rural studies, certain analysis tend to emphasise that some rural 
communities, in which forms of social solidarity and engagement are 
reproduced, possess a greater capacity for resilience (Besser, 2013; 
McManus et al., 2012).  
• But most of these studies lack this notion of resilience as a transformative process. 

• This round table could be a crucial opportunity to go deeper on this 
approach that looks at resilience as a driver for transformation in rural 
areas.  
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