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Introduction 
This contribution is about applying PST to a single word. Who defines the meaning of the 
word resilience? Resilience is widely used in the Anthropocene discussion on climate change. 
Originally it was used as a concept or metaphor to describe a potential increase in strength 
for children who grew up in adverse conditions. Resilience in its primitive meaning was used 
as a concept for a recovery process nobody really understood. Nowadays the meaning is 
about the contribution of society that has to deal with the adversities of climate change. The 
concept is used in an analytical and a performative manner, depending on who’s talking. 
Scientists tend to use it in an analytical way, politicians see themselves as magicians who can 
turn a lethargic society in a resilient community.  
 

Pluralising boundary concept 
The meaning of resilience differs per scientific discipline, see the table below for some 
indications. We indicated some ambivalences, that may cause innovations in the periphery 
of a polysystem.  

 

 
Discipline 
 

Resilience 
conceptualisation 

Ambivalences 

Developmental psychology Happy and strong because 
of adversities 

Mental and social system 

Health care Utilize personal force 
instead of caring for 

Risk- and protection factors 

Agriculture Use local knowledge for 
sustainability issues 

Farmers knowledge and 
institution-based knowledge 

Health Lifelong buffer Positive negative adaptation 

Antropology Live close to nature in 
primitive conditions 

Ecosystem boundaries and 
traditionality of (agri)culture 

Climate Change Sustainability for the next 
generations 

Adaptation and mitigation 

Organisational science Dealing with bureaucracy, 
capacity to self-organise 

Social learning and 
innovating 

 
 
 

Linking boundary concept 
It’s Anthropocenic meaning is the result of a sheer itinery of marriages with other scientific 
concepts. It moved from one scientific canon to another. One of the first steppingstones has 
been chaos theory. If the world primarily consists of chaos, resilience then must be the 
result of self-organisation. The next step was about systems theory. Resilience was 
considered a useful concept to bridge the gap between the social and environmental 



systems, and it was coupled to the concept of social-ecological system. This coupling to 
sociology enabled a further connection to the theory of commons, based on the assumption 
that communities that suffer the tragedy of the commons aren’t resilient in any way. The 
journey goes on to innovation theory. Self-organisation was now coupled to complex 
adaptive systems, the organisational expression of resilience. A further step was made to 
connect it to ecological disequilibrium theory and theory of change. Here the complex 
adaptive system was taken up in a larger framework of Panarchy. This Panarchy theory 
presupposes that, due to a continuous process of conservation, release, exploitation and 
reorganisation, resilience is a key concept of system integrity. If the system is intruded by a 
powerful stress factor from its environment, this cycle defines if it keeps its main identifying 
structures or passes a certain tipping point after which a new dynamic state emerges. Here 
the itinery ends for now. It started as an innocent metaphor and ends a heavily loaded 
scientific concept.   
 

Unifying boundary concept 
The idea of resilience bridging the gap between social and environmental sciences gave rise 
to a tremendous amount of research efforts and subsequent publications. The notion of co-
management has been introduced to address the intertwinement of both systems. It is 
interesting to see the emergence of repertoire on the meaning of resilience and a mere 
conceptual use of the social-ecological system. For some reason the social-ecological system 
is more difficult to conceptualize or has less room for performative interpretations. At best 
one can find the notion of feedback mechanisms between society and climate. The most 
advanced conceptualisations can be found in the Stockholm Resilience Centre. Here 
planetary boundaries are researched for aspects like biogeochemical flows, freshwater use, 
ocean acidification and stratospheric ozone depletion. This is based on socio-economic 
trends (such as world population, energy use, fertilizer consumption, transportation) and 
earth system trends (such as carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide, surface temperature, tropical 
forest loss), which together could be viewed at as a socio-ecological model. How the 
feedback mechanisms function, remains unclear.  
 

Steppingstone power structures 
Various scientific communities adopted the resilience concept and wrapped it up in their 
specific theories. But what exactly is power in science? Can it be measured by the amount of 
citations? Or by the way policies adopted such a specific conceptualisation? One can see a 
remote influence of the Nobel price environment, especially by the presence of Elinor 
Ostrom in the network. Is it a coincidence that the theories emerged in Europe and America? 
The question of power in science raises several other questions, such as those on innovation, 
heterogeneity and consensus.  
 



 
 

Discussion 
With this short paper we intended to show a little bit of the complexity of the polysystem 
around resilience. We left out the information on science-policy-interfaces but included a 
part of the polysystem that functions within science itself. Moreover, we tried to show the 
power of a combined boundary analysis and polysystem analysis, see the illustration below.  
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Based on our analysis we have not been able to identify the steward in the conceptual 
evolution of resilience. What we do know is the supremacy of the initial Resilience Alliance 
in Sweden, that became the influential Stockholm Resilience Centre and the even more 
influential centre for the Anthropocene. A further step in our analysis would be to explore 
the evolutionary pathways of the concepts that have been coupled to resilience, such as 
socio-ecological system and Anthropocene. An inspiring question that could ignite a good 
discussion is what we are looking at. Does the analysis of resilience show pluralisation or the 
opposite? You tell us….  
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