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Synthesis

Rights for resilience: food sovereignty, power, and resilience in development
practice
Marygold Walsh-Dilley 1, Wendy Wolford 2 and James McCarthy 3

ABSTRACT. Even as resilience thinking becomes evermore popular as part of strategic programming among development and
humanitarian organizations, uncertainty about how to define, operationalize, measure, and evaluate resilience for development goals
prevails. As a result, many organizations and institutions have undertaken individual, collective, and simultaneous efforts toward
clarification and definition. This has opened up a unique opportunity for a rethinking of development practices. The emergent consensus
about what resilience means within development practice will have important consequences both for development practitioners and
the communities in which they work. Incorporating resilience thinking into development practice has the potential to radically transform
this arena in favor of social and environmental justice, but it could also flounder as a way to dress old ideas in new clothes or, at worst,
to further exploit, disempower, and marginalize the world’s most vulnerable populations. We seek to make an intervention into the
definitional debates surrounding resilience that supports the former and helps prevent the latter. We argue that resilience thinking as
it has been developed in social-ecological systems and allied literatures has a lot in common with the concept of food sovereignty and
that paying attention to some of the lessons and claims of food sovereignty movements could contribute toward building a consensus
around resilience that supports social and environmental justice. In particular, the food sovereignty movement relies on a strategy that
elevates rights. We suggest that a rights-based approach to resilience-oriented development practice could contribute to its application
in just and equitable ways.

Key Words: development; food sovereignty; human rights; resilience; social justice

INTRODUCTION
Resilience is an increasingly popular framework for thinking
about rural development, particularly among development
agencies, policy makers, and practitioners. It is a response to the
perception that increased volatility, both social and ecological,
but especially climatic, is a key challenge for development.
Resilience thinking is seen as a dynamic framework for
highlighting interactions and linkages between divisions that
often prevail in development work: between the social and
ecological, between ongoing development work and acute
humanitarian or disaster response, and between systems at
different scales (Walsh-Dilley et al. 2013, Sellberg et al. 2015). It
also provides a way to focus on and reinforce the positive
capabilities and opportunities that abound even in highly
constrained or challenged contexts, looking at vulnerable
populations not simply for what they lack but also for the creative
and situationally appropriate skills and knowledge they possess
(Luthar and Cicchetti 2000, Luthar et al. 2000, Masten 2001,
Miller et al. 2010).  

Despite its widespread and enthusiastic use, there is little
consensus regarding a definition of resilience for use in
development practice or about what factors contribute to
resilience households, communities, or regions (Brand and Jax
2007, MacKinnon and Derickson 2013). In the ecology literature,
resilience is defined as “the capacity of a system to experience
shocks while retaining essentially the same function, structure,
feedbacks, and therefore identity” (Walker et al. 2006; see also
Walker et al. 2004, Folke 2006). Adaptation is identified as the
key mechanism of resilience (Gunderson and Holling 2002, Folke
2006, Folke et al. 2010, Pendall et al. 2010, Gunderson and Folke

2011). Although for social-ecological system (SES) theory
resilience is neither intrinsically positive nor negative, indeed,
undesirable system states can be very resilient, development
practitioners use resilience in a normative sense. Building adaptive
capacity is often taken as a central goal, for example, in the Hyogo
Framework for Action 2005-2015: Building the Resilience of
Nations and Communities to Disaster (UNISDR 2005).
Nonetheless, putting this into practice has proved difficult. For
practitioners, it is unclear how to bound these systems to target
recipients of aid or support. There is little advice in the scholarly
literature about how to identify the scale at which resilience-
building activities should focus. There is also no consensus as to
what sort of hazards or development challenges should be
prioritized in resilience-building efforts. As a result, the resilience
concept is used in a wide variety of ways in development practice
(see Table 1; also Walsh-Dilley et al. 2013).  

To build consensus around resilience, development agencies,
organizations, and practitioners have embarked on individual,
cross-institutional, and simultaneous efforts toward clarification
and definition. This process of collective deliberation has opened
up unique opportunities for a rethinking of development
practices by generating broad discussion of what really matters
for development and how to prioritize it. The emergent consensus
about what resilience means within development practice will have
important consequences both for development practitioners and
the communities in which they work. Incorporating resilience
thinking into development practice has the potential to radically
transform this arena in favor of social and environmental justice,
but it could also flounder as a way to dress old ideas in new clothes
or, at worst, to further exploit, disempower, and marginalize the
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Table 1. Approaches to resilience among select development institutions.
 
Institution Definitional Emphasis Supporting Actions

The World Bank† The ability to withstand, recover from, and reorganize in
response to crisis so that all members of society may thrive;
forward moving

Community-driven development approaches; enhancing
social learning; increase diversity of livelihood options;
focus on gender equity

U.S. Agency for
International
Development‡

Facilitating resilience processes rather than outcomes;
integrates livelihoods, disaster risk reduction, and climate
change approaches

Forge partnerships between complementary actors;
implement projects at sufficient scale/time horizon;
promote healthy ecosystems; support effective governance;
promote gender equity; support social protection
programs

Food and Agriculture
Organization of the
United Nations (FAO)§

Resilience to food security shocks; emphasis on stability Measurement tool: income and food access, access to basic
services, social safety nets, assets, adaptive capacity,
stability

World Resources
Institute (WRI)|

Ecosystem approach to wealth creation and resilience;
scaling up of nature-based enterprises

Ownership; capacity; connections
Enabling environment: supportive policy, tax, and
regulatory environment; technical, research, and marketing
support; financial services/funding

Oxfam¶ “People-centered resilience”; building on the rights of
vulnerable farmers to address key institutional issues within
the agricultural system; risk reduction

Restoring and diversifying natural resources; building
responsive institutions; sustainable livelihood options;
gender equality; farmer-driven decision making
Manage four risks: community risk, productive risk
taking, risk transfer, risk reserves

CARE International# Community-based adaptation; “building resilience … from
the ground up”; equity, especially gender equity

Reduce the risk of climate-related disasters; rejuvenate
traditional knowledge; diversify income sources; enhance
local capacity; protection of rights; address underlying
causes of climate vulnerability

† The World Bank (2012), Robin Mearns (15 November 2012, personal communication)
‡ Frankenberger et al. (2012)
§ FAO (date unknown), Alinovi et al. (2010)
| WRI et al. (2008)
¶ Oxfam International (2009), Horn of Africa Risk Transfer for Adaptation (HARITA) project information (http://www.oxfamamerica.org/explore/
research-publications/horn-of-africa-risk-transfer-for-adaptation-harita-quarterly-report-july-2011september-2011/)
# See http://www.careclimatechange.org

world’s most vulnerable populations. We seek to make an
intervention into the definitional debates surrounding resilience
that supports the former and helps prevent the latter.  

We argue that resilience thinking as it has been developed in SESs
and allied literatures has a lot in common with the concept of
food sovereignty that has been developed by peasant and agrarian
social movements around the world. Food sovereignty is the idea
that people have the right to define their own food and agricultural
systems in culturally and ecologically appropriate ways (Vía
Campesina 2009). It emphasizes equitable localized control over
and knowledge about food systems, including resources for food
production such as land and water. Food sovereignty holds in
common with the resilience framework a commitment to take
seriously the interdependence between social and ecological
systems, to local or decentralized governance and natural resource
management, and to building local and lay knowledge, skills, and
capacities. Yet although resilience thinking has been embraced
within development circles, food sovereignty has been largely
ignored. We suggest that paying attention to some of the lessons
and claims around food sovereignty could contribute toward
building a consensus around resilience that supports social and
environmental justice. In particular, food sovereignty movements
use the language of rights to indicate that people should be able
to have more control over the management and government of
food and agricultural systems, a prime site for social-ecological
interaction.  

One of the most salient critiques of the resilience framework
deployed in development practice thus far is that it fails to
adequately account for relations of power or the contradictory
dynamics of capitalist accumulation (Watts 2011:87-88). An
apolitical deployment of resilience leaves unexamined those
structures and processes that generate vulnerability in the first
place and could be used as a justification to blame those who are
most vulnerable and least able to marshal the resources necessary
for developing resilient trajectories. Although resilience
scholarship increasingly asks the questions of resilience by whom,
to what, and for what purposes,[1] there remains little attention
paid to how these questions are themselves a terrain of
contestation and to the fact that some voices, interests, and
knowledges are privileged over others (Leach et al. 2010).  

SES resilience scholarship has been criticized for weakly
theorizing social relations such as power (Miller et al. 2010, Cote
and Nightingale 2012), but these problems become particularly
conspicuous in the deployment of resilience in development
practice. Yet where resilience frameworks undertheorize power,
food sovereignty is essentially and explicitly political (Windfuhr
and Jonsén 2005). Indeed, this may account for why it has been
sidelined in development circles. However, we suggest that lessons
from food sovereignty movements can help to integrate power
into resilience thinking. We highlight, in particular, the food
sovereignty movements’ use of rights as a legitimizing strategy
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and argue that a rights-based approach to resilience could
invigorate resilience in socially and ecologically just ways. We
argue, in particular, that adaptive capacity, and therefore
resilience, relies on access to resources including natural, social,
political, and economic, and that one significant way to build
resilience is to ensure rights to these basic resources. Emphasizing
rights for resilience, we suggest, would go a long way toward
recognizing that resilience knowledge and practice is political and
toward protecting the poor, vulnerable, and silent actors, both
human and natural, from exploitation and further
marginalization.  

Food and agricultural production provides a key site for human–
nature interactions. Some resilience scholarship has focused on
how alternative, marginal, or informal food production and
resources, such as Landraces (Zimmerer 2014), wild edible plants
(Shumsky et al. 2014), adaption strategies of prehistoric small-
scale farmers (Spielmann et al. 2011), and farmers markets
(Milestad et al. 2010), contribute to building resilience. Other
work has looked in a different direction, at how resilience concepts
and frameworks can encourage sustainable land-use change in
agriculture (Jansson and Polasky 2010, Pleininger and Bieling
2013). Recently, Sellberg et al. (2015) used the practical tools in
the Assessing Resilience in Social-Ecological Systems workbook
(Resilience Alliance 2010) to understand sustainability challenges
that were not addressed in normal municipal food security
planning and operations. Nonetheless, it is perhaps surprising that
food and agriculture has thus far not been a significant focus of
SES resilience scholarship, particularly the work focused on
resilience assessment and capacity building. Because agriculture
is a critical space of human–nature interaction and food security
is a principal goal of development, food and agriculture is an
important yet understudied topic in resilience scholarship.  

In what remains of this synthesis essay, we briefly review resilience
thinking as it has developed in various disciplines, identify some
of its key lessons for development, and outline the most salient
critiques of the application of resilience thinking to development
practice, namely, in relation to how issues of power are addressed.
We then look at how power has been integrated within resilience
scholarship but suggest that more is to be done. We introduce
food sovereignty and its potential to invigorate this integration.

RESILIENCE THINKING FOR DEVELOPMENT
SES theories from the field of ecology have exerted the strongest
influence on the resilience frameworks in contemporary
development policy and practice. This literature emerged from
Holling’s (1973) seminal work on resilience, which suggests that
ecosystems are best thought of as characterized by change and
adaptation, multiple possible equilibria, and nonlinear
development. Disturbances are an integral part of development,
and threats and hazards can provide windows of opportunity for
novelty and innovation (Folke 2006, Folke et al. 2010). Thus,
Folke (2006) calls SES resilience theory the “science of surprise.”
A resilient system is able to cope with unexpected changes and
disturbances through adaptation (Gunderson and Holling 2002,
Folke 2006, Folke et al. 2010, Pendall et al. 2010, Gunderson and
Folke 2011). It might not perform as well as others, but it is less
vulnerable to shocks, and its performance will not decline as
readily when subjected to disturbances (Andereis et al. 2004).  

This work initiated a “new ecology” (Zimmerer 1994, Scoones
1999), with far-reaching epistemological and practical
implications. In contrast to old approaches of top-down,
command-and-control optimization strategies, the knowledge,
experience, and skills that contribute to innovation and
adaptation come from a variety of sources (Scoones 1999,
Andereis et al. 2006, Folke 2006). Indeed, the SES resilience
framework privileges local skills, experiences, and knowledge.
Adaptability, or the ability to respond to disturbances, requires a
capacity among actors within the system to learn and self-
organize, and lay and local sources may be better able to respond
to shocks quickly, flexibly, and in a contextually appropriate
manner (Folke et al. 2010). Even the idea of expertise is suspect;
the certainty of unexpected future disturbances to a system means
that scientific expertise must be conceived of as provisional,
incomplete, and fragmentary (see Scoones 1999). Newer
ecological perspectives based on resilience thinking emphasize
informal, on-the-ground adaptive management, and variability,
flexibility, and heterogeneity are expected to lead to a greater
likelihood of system persistence and resilience (Holling 1978,
Scoones 1999, Folke et al. 2010).  

In development practice, social-ecological framings of resilience
are complemented by work in psychology and disaster studies.
For example, a shift toward positive psychology and
psychological resilience encourages a focus on strengths and
competencies of individuals, rather than just treating
maladjustment and deficiencies (Luthar and Cicchetti 2000,
Luthar et al. 2000, Masten 2001). The disaster studies field focuses
on prevention and mitigation, where understanding, managing,
and reducing disaster risk is seen as the key to building resilience
(CINRHD 2012, IPCC 2012). In line with SES resilience, recent
work in this field argues that hazard mitigation is improved when
site-specific, indigenous knowledge and scientific knowledge are
integrated and when top-down strategies are linked with
grassroots strategies and local government intervention (Mercer
2010, Mercer et al. 2010).  

These resilience frameworks have the potential to make a
significant contribution to development policy and practice.
Resilience thinking is holistic, taking an ecological approach that
recognizes the linkages between various systems, actors, and
“actants” (Latour 2004), bridging, in particular, the social-
ecological divide. At the same time as resilience thinking casts a
wider net in particular places, it also engages with cross-scalar
interactions, recognizing that particular actors or sets of actors
and actions exist within larger systems and paying attention to
how interactions emerge across time. This is a productive counter
to emphases on either local or global development, placing, for
instance, community-driven development within a nested set of
smaller and larger systems. Resilience thinking also has the
potential to bridge the humanitarian-development divide,
potentially linking relief  and development efforts by emphasizing
how poverty or lack of resources can exacerbate vulnerabilities
to natural and social disasters.  

However, there are also some significant concerns about the
application of resilience thinking to development practice. An
important critique comes out of political ecology and
vulnerability scholarship, a tradition in the social sciences that
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also seeks to link society and ecology, arguing that nature is always
produced by and through human relationships. This perspective
finds that there is very little that is purely “natural” about nature,
and that it is instead shaped in the most intimate of ways by social
interactions, which are all, at their core, political.  

Political ecologists raise this issue of politics and relations of
power as a central component of their critique of resilience
thinking in development. “What is striking in such an integrated
field of theory,” geographer Michael Watts writes about resilience
thinking, “is that there is no point of intersection between system
resiliency and virtually any contemporary account of social power
or for that matter the contradictory dynamics of capitalist
accumulation” (2011:87-88). Watts argues that this is the danger
in attempting to apply complex adaptive systems thinking to
social and economic systems, as is done within the resilience
school. Systems thinking can have the tendency to treat social
dynamics as operating far more deterministically than they
actually do, foreclosing the potential of human agency and
depoliticizing these same social dynamics by treating them as
inevitable rather than as objects of struggle. The SES resilience
assumption that disturbances and threats are external and
unknown, for example, forestalls the possibility that these threats
are frequently related to social phenomena that are both
explicable and potentially alterable through action. Thus, Claudia
Aradau (2014) argues that resilience’s “episteme of surprise”
divorces current circumstances from an analysis of historical
conditions and constraints that led to them. Such a dehistoricized
and depoliticized interpretation of vulnerability limits the
possibilities for political action, potentially justifying an
abdication of responsibility for the systematic vulnerability of the
poor (see also Walker and Cooper 2011, Reid 2012, MacKinnon
and Derickson 2013).  

Approaches that frame resilience as a personal attribute of
individuals or groups are particularly problematic if  they fail to
recognize the ways in which the environment influences the
adaptive capacities of individuals. Such an approach paves the
way for perceptions that some people simply do not have what it
takes to overcome adversity or toward blaming those who do not
possess the characteristics needed (Luthar and Cicchetti 2000,
Luthar et al. 2000). This tendency was particularly evident in early
approaches to resilience in psychology (see Murray and Zautra
2012, Ungar 2012), but it is also apparent in approaches in
international development that use resilience thinking to extend
neoliberal ideas into poverty reduction and humanitarian
assistance (Watts 2011). The danger, for development policy and
practice, of errantly interpreting the concept of resilience as a
characteristic of individuals or groups is that it could be construed
as a justification to blame those who are most vulnerable and least
able to marshal the resources necessary for developing resilient
trajectories. Such an approach fails to adequately recognize the
ways in which the adaptive capacity of individuals and groups is
constrained by a variety of structures and organizations, as well
as the entrenched dynamics of power (see Cooper 2008, Reid
2012).  

Indeed, the synergies between resilience-oriented development
practices and liberal and neoliberal ideologies are readily noted
by critics (Cooper 2008, O’Malley 2010, Walker and Cooper 2011,
Cote and Nightingale 2012, Reid 2012, Joseph 2013, Aradau

2014). Watts (2011) argues that the rising interest in resilience
thinking not only reflects the depth of neoliberal ideology in
development but is in fact generative of such thinking. Using the
jointly authored report Roots of Resilience (WRI et al. 2008) as
a primary example, he argues that the application of resilience to
development extends neoliberal ideas into poverty reduction and
humanitarian assistance in new ways. This report suggests that
markets in ecosystem services are a key mechanism to “create self-
interest that leads to an improved natural resource base,”
generating “income from sustainably managed ecosystems … as
a stepping stone in the economic empowerment of the poor”
(WRI et al. 2008:viii). Not only does such a framework contribute
to the expropriation of natural and other resources from poor
communities, but Watts argues that resilience in this sense
becomes a mechanism of governance within which life becomes
nothing more than permanent readiness and flexible adaptation.
O’Malley (2010) calls this a “resilience subjectivity.” Spontaneous
market order has become a form of sustainable development
within which any poor person becomes “‘an entrepreneur of
himself,’ a hedge-fund manager for his own impoverished life”
(Watts 2011:90). The concern is that resilience will be used to
justify the further retreat of the state, where poor, vulnerable, and
marginalized people and groups are expected to self-organize
without the protection, support, and resources of more powerful
governance institutions.  

These critiques highlight the relations of power at multiple scales.
On one hand, they seek to make visible how the assumptions of
consensus about and universal benefit of resilience that are
pervasive in development policy are flawed (Hornborg 2009,
Beymer-Farris et al. 2012). Pursuing resilience necessarily involves
trade-offs and compromises at different scales (Coulthard 2012)
in what is often a highly uneven process. Second, however, they
reveal how resilience may be used to perpetuate ideologies that
abdicate state responsibility to the least powerful and discourage
collective political action. Making visible the politics of resilience
is the first step; the second step it to build conceptualizations of
resilience that force us to contend with these tensions,
contestations, and relations.

INTEGRATING POWER INTO RESILIENCE THINKING:
WHAT FOOD SOVEREIGNTY ADDS
Recently, in response to such critiques, there has been a notable
shift within resilience scholarship as resilience theory has become
more diversified and integrative (Miller et al. 2010). Increasingly,
attention is paid to issues of power and social differentiation as
elements from political ecology, political economy, and
vulnerability approaches are integrated into the field (Miller et al.
2010, Ratner et al. 2013, Whaley and Weatherhead 2014). Indeed,
practitioner guides, tool kits, and workbooks generated by
resilience scholars incorporate power as a central part of assessing
and understanding resilience and adaptation. For instance,
Assessing Resilience in Social-Ecological Systems: Workbook for
Practitioners encourages practitioners to specify resilience by
asking “Resilience of what, to what?” and to map power relations
and conflicts as part of a resilience assessment (Resilience
Alliance 2010:5; see also Resilience Alliance [date unknown],
Walker and Salt 2006, 2012). These works have proved useful in
conducting resilience assessments on the ground, although they
treat power in broad strokes and could do better to provide
practical guidance on how to deal with trade-offs and other issues
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(Sellberg et al. 2015). Whaley and Weatherhead (2014) suggest a
“politicized” institutional analysis and development framework
wherein the broader political economy of a system and the
discourses that “sustain or challenge existing power structures”
are treated as exogenous variables influencing, in their case,
adaptive comanagement. Ratner et al. (2013) suggest paying
attention to how power is distributed in SES governance via
questioning representation, authority, and accountability.  

These recent examples notwithstanding, even scholars within the
resilience field suggest that more work is to be done, particularly
in relation to informal and unorganized power dynamics and the
recognition of social diversity and related conflicts (Vink et al.
2013, Fabinyi et al. 2014). Furthermore, the critical scholarship
outlined previously pushes us to consider how resilience thinking
might lose its systems perspective when taken up by development
practitioners, using the “episteme of surprise” (Aradau 2014) and
valuation of lay and indigenous knowledge to individualize
adaptive capacity building.  

Thus, although contemporary development practice might apply
resilience in uncritical or apolitical ways, food sovereignty is an
explicitly political approach to development (Windfuhr and
Jonsén 2005). Food sovereignty is a framework used by agrarian
social movements around the world to address issues of poverty,
rural underdevelopment, and the domination of the agricultural
system by agricultural policies of the United States and Europe.
Vía Campesina is the transnational organization behind the food
sovereignty concept, bringing together millions of peasants,
farmers, rural residents, and agricultural workers from around
the world to defend “small-scale sustainable agriculture as a way
to promote social justice and dignity” (http://viacampesina.org/
en/index.php/organisation-mainmenu-44). Underlying food
sovereignty is the idea that people deserve to live dignified and
meaningful lives with suitable livelihoods, not just coping at a
basic level. Many agrarian movements use the term “living well”
or “a good life” to express this goal. In so doing, social movements
struggle against the structural conditions of poverty and
insecurity.  

The principal contention of food sovereignty is that people should
be able to have more control over their own food and agriculture
than the current global food system allows. In fact, food
sovereignty is defined in terms of “the right of peoples to healthy
and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically
sound and sustainable methods and their right to define their own
food and agricultural system” (Vía Campesina 2009:673; see also
Vía Campesina 1996). It is oriented toward creating food systems
that (1) provide sufficient, healthy, nutritious, and culturally
appropriate food for all; (2) protect consumers’ ability to
determine what they consume and how; (3) value and support
food providers, with a particular focus on small-scale family
farmers and peasants; (4) localize control over and access to
natural resources and ensure democratic participation in
agricultural policy decision making; (5) protect the access of
smallholder farmers, pastoralists, fisherfolk, and landless people
to important resources such as land, seeds, livestock breeds, and
credit; (6) value and contribute to local knowledge and skills; and
(7) value agroecology as a way to achieve environmental integrity
and sustainable livelihoods (Windfuhr and Jonsén 2005, Vía
Campesina 2009). Clearly, the food sovereignty concept

prioritizes local agricultural production and resource governance,
emphasizing local autonomy, local markets, and community
action (IAASTD 2009), that is, local capacity to produce and
consume socially and ecologically appropriate food.  

One of the important tools that food sovereignty and other
agrarian social movements use to pursue these claims is the
framework of rights (Patel 2009, Vía Campesina 2009). This is
not just a matter of the right to food itself, but the right to the
social, political, and natural resources that allow them to
determine and define their own systems of food production and
consumption. Patel writes: “If  we talk about food sovereignty, we
talk about rights, and if  we do that, we must talk about ways to
ensure those rights are met, across a range of geographies, by
everyone, in substantive and meaningful ways” (2009:671). The
use of a rights-based framework by food sovereignty movements
is strategic on two counts. First, the language of rights available
through the United Nations framework has allowed these groups
to make disparate claims and concerns more legible to a broader
audience and to gain access to dominant political and social
institutions (Casas 2011). However, it also allows these social
movements to simultaneously sue for greater autonomy and direct
control and insist on the state’s role in supporting and protecting
these claims (McKay et al. 2014). At the same time, however, these
social movements are redefining the liberal notion of rights
(Kabeer 2002), for example, ascribing rights to nature, to
collective or cultural entities, and to food. The strategic use of
rights ensures that the focus on local capacity does not devolve
into an individualizing logic wherein both the responsibility and
blame for poverty are placed on poor people’s shoulders without
attention to the systems within which poverty comes about and
is patterned.  

In addition to rights, food sovereignty movements emphasize
equity and the equitable distribution of resources and
opportunities across populations as both a central goal for food
sovereignty and a factor contributing to it. They pay special
attention to the most marginalized, vulnerable, or disadvantaged
populations, focusing on the structural forms of marginalization
embodied in gender, caste, and ethnic relations. Thus, food
sovereignty attends to power both across scales, i.e., between local
and state institutions, and within them, i.e., attending to
differentiation within the local level.  

The resilience and food sovereignty frameworks coincide in a
number of key ways. Like the resilience framework, the approach
championed by food sovereignty movements represents a radical
epistemic shift (Ishii-Eiteman 2009, Scoones 1999, Wittman
2011), valuing and privileging the capacities and concerns of local
populations. These frameworks thus both advocate for a
decentralized governance structure, with direct and close-to-the-
ground resource management. For both, maximizing growth or
output is not the goal, but rather sustainability, identity, and
buoyancy over the long run are prioritized. They both explicitly
recognize the interactions and mutual constitution of natural and
social spheres and recognize diversity as a significant asset in
protecting these linked systems. Both frameworks incorporate a
commitment to equity, food sovereignty very explicitly as a
political project and the resilience framework as a recognized
contributor of resilience (Nelson et al. 2007). Finally, both
frameworks emphasize the processual nature of healthy and
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balanced systems: neither food sovereignty nor resilience is
considered a finite or objective outcome, but rather a continually
contested process of responding, adaptation, and livelihood
making.  

However, what food sovereignty and the larger literatures in
political ecology and vulnerability studies force us to reckon with
is how these processes of adaptation and livelihood making take
place within a terrain of power and contestation. This requires
us to pay attention to the social structural elements that condition
the distribution of resources and opportunities people and
systems have for building resilience. A rights-based framework
suggests that seeing access to these resources as a matter of rights
(rather than markets) will go a long way to ensuring that resilience
practice in development addresses the structural, distributional,
and political factors shaping adaptive capacities and resilience
potential. Rights-based approaches have already been applied to
watershed and fisheries management (Allison et al. 2012) and
through that linkage are beginning to have an influence in
resilience scholarship as well. As Ratner et al. (2013) note:
“building social, political and economic rights is an integral
element of poverty reduction, and a necessary foundation for
efforts to build resilience and adaptive capacity.”

CONCLUSION: RESILIENCE FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE
Centralizing food production, access, and control, as is done in
the food sovereignty framework, can help to build a
conceptualization of resilience that serves both social and
ecological justice. Paying attention to food sovereignty necessarily
requires attention to relations of power as a key component for
understanding and ultimately building resilience within a
development context. A rights-based approach helps us to
foreground these issues; people need access to the resources with
which they might build resilience. Inspired by food sovereignty, a
rights-based framework helps to generate the expectation that all
people should have access to the resources they need to build
resilience. Although such an approach supports local capacity
and governance, it also highlights the role of states and other
institutions in social support and protection, meaning resilience
will not ever be used as justification to blame the poor or abdicate
responsibility to them.  

There are several corollaries to a rights-based approach to
resilience, some of which have already been highlighted in the
resilience and critical literature but have not always been
translated into development practice. First, equity is central to a
responsible, social-justice approach to resilience (Nelson et al.
2007, Bahadur et al. 2010). Lack of equity is not just an outcome
of failed resilience; inequality itself  diminishes the possibilities
for resilience building. Of course, how we measure equity in this
context and how much equity is necessary are questions deserving
of more research. Second, to build resilience in a particular
context, we cannot just look forward but must also look back to
understand what social structures and relations of power have
created contemporary outcomes. That is, we must understand the
social and political structures that facilitate or inhibit resilience,
those formal and informal mechanisms through which power
flows (Watts 2011, Reid 2012). Supporting resilience involves
efforts to uncover and work against the root causes of
vulnerability and poverty, and efforts to support individual and
group adaptive capacity must be accompanied by efforts aimed

at structural change. Third, resilience is a contested process, both
in terms of the priorities and distribution of benefits within
particular locations and with regard to how it is defined and put
into practice (Leach et al. 2010). There are multiple actors in any
given community and across scales with different ideas about the
form of resilience that is most desirable. People are in different
positions with varying abilities to pursue resilience.  

Food sovereignty attends to these issues through the language of
rights, namely, that people must have the right to define their own
food and agricultural system, which means, of course, that their
rights to the resources necessary to do so must be protected.
Similarly, we argue that people must have the rights to the
necessary resources to build resilient livelihoods. We have argued
elsewhere that there is a broad spectrum of necessary rights for
building the adaptive capacities of the poor, including political,
ecological, social, and civic rights (Walsh-Dilley et al. 2013). What
remains unknown is which particular rights and in which
combination are most important. Ostrom (1990) suggests a set of
rights necessary for the resilience of common property
institutions, including the right of participants to contribute to
defining the rules of the system and the protected right to
organize, both of which we anticipate would contribute to
building resilience livelihoods as well. A fruitful future direction
of research would be further work that examines which rights are
most important for building resilient SESs. This work might ask
whether the necessary portfolio of rights varies across
agroecological and political systems or which rights are necessary
versus sufficient in different SESs. SESs and agroecosystems are
very diverse, and different rights may be needed to enhance
resilience within these diverse systems. Understanding how rights
contribute differentially to resilience across these systems would
contribute to our ability to integrate resilience thinking into
development practice.  

__________
[1] For instance, during the Resilience 2014 conference in
Montpellier, France, one of the conference themes was “Whose
development, whose resilience?” (see http://www.resilience2014.
org; also Cretney 2014).
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