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Droughts, floods and other natural catastrophes related to
climate change belong to a class of global risks that have
downstream effects on the economy and productivity of settlements, social cohesion and administrational institutions. This
represents growing challenges for adaptation strategies and
disaster management. In order to increase the overall resilience
of socio-ecological systems, civil society will be compelled to
draw from its self-organisation rather than relying on increasingly unstable established structures. Based on the exploration
of 20th century concepts such as “horizontalidad” and “right to
the city”, this article explores characteristics of resilience that
offer possible responses for civil society.

INTRODUCTION
Many Europeans vividly remember the images from the severe 2013
flooding that destroyed large amounts of property and goods in
Austria, Switzerland, Germany, Hungary, Poland and other central
European countries. Such natural disasters are on the rise due to
climate change and are becoming costlier. In 2012, global losses from
these kinds of events totalled €120 billion, of which about 40% were
actually insured losses (MunichRE 2013a, 2013b). Urban areas in
affected regions generally suffer most heavily from losses and
fatalities, as they are trading and innovation hubs, contributing
about 75% of the global gdp.
These topics are one example of how the effects of climate
change are felt across varying temporal and spatial scales, ranging
from local communities to institutions in the global financial system.
Given the rising number of extreme weather and climate events
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2013), policy and
societal coping strategies are increasingly challenged (Coumou &
Rahmstorf 2012). Coping with and adapting to changing environments and new challenges has become part of the transformation
towards sustainability (wbgu 2011). As a result, it is necessary to
develop solutions that address the roots of unsustainable production
and consumption as well as practices that reduce greenhouse gas
emissions (Weisz & Steinberger 2010) in order to empower entire
urban areas and regions and to develop their overall resilience.
High levels of uncertainty about future developments related to
climate change call for flexibility and adaptive capacity. Lengthy
top-down processes require more responsive, communicative and
iterative decision-making structures; this means that bottom-up
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processes from civil society are particularly important. Civil society
therefore needs to develop the tools to implement adaptation tactics
and response strategies considering the possible destabilisations of
economic and political institutions in response to extreme weather
events. This leads to the conclusion that sustainability is not a
straightforward reform programme, but a radical search process that
requires exploring different and so far untested paths (Morin 2011).
As such, studying historical patterns of major socioeconomic changes
can teach us crucial lessons about sustainable development (deVries
2013). In other words, a look back on past societal transformations
provides insights into societies’ capacities to manage events of crisis,
such as extreme drought or flooding, economic meltdown, pandemics
and famine (Costanza et al. 2007). In this context, niche and “utopian” practices such as intentional communities (Andreas & Wagner
2012) can operate in the long run as important transformative
elements within the whole dynamic of change (Fischer-Kowalski &
Rotmans 2009; Jamison 2012).
This article explores such movements from the 20th century as
well as resulting changes in order to better understand how civil
society could be empowered to tackle extreme climate events, thereby
increasing societal resilience and contributing to a sustainability
transformation. It uses the framework of resilience thinking to
explore examples and potentials at the level of civil society’s responses to extreme climate events that address consequences and foster
solution options. In this way, it introduces resilience thinking and
puts into this context past experiences that hold learning opportunities for EU civil society to deal with the extreme weather events
resulting from climate change.

CLIMATE CHANGE THROUGH THE
LENS OF RESILIENCE THINKING
The multidimensionality of global development trends and their
manifestation in social-ecological systems (ses), such as the urban
system, requires a radical rethinking of current development patterns
to successfully navigate towards sustainability. To shift systems onto
this desirable pathway, it is critical to consider the dynamics and
complexity of introduced solutions and their resilience (Westley et al.
2011; Ernstson et al. 2010). Resilience refers to the capacity to
absorb disturbances and withstand stress – such as climate changerelated events – and eventually rebound (Holling 1973; Folke 2006).
Actors deal with constantly changing conditions and contribute to

62

Open Citizenship • Vol. 5, issue 1: 2014

1. Adaptation here is
defined as “changes in
social-ecological systems
in response to actual and
expected impacts of climate change in the context
of interacting non-climatic
changes. Adaptation
strategies and actions can
range from short-term coping to longer-term, deeper
transformations, aim to
meet more than climate
change goals alone, and
may or may not succeed
in moderating harm or
exploiting beneficial opportunities” (Moser & Ekstrom
2010: 22026).

the system’s adaptive capacity: they utilise knowledge, learn, adjust
their responses and thus increase systemic resilience. In the long run,
when a system faces declining resilience, even small shocks can break
down existing structures of economic, social and natural capital.
During the following phases of development, entrepreneurial social
actors experiment with transferring successful practices into innovative models and exploit niches for dissemination (Folke et al. 2010;
Walker & Salt 2006). These concepts of resilience thinking provide a
lens to observe climate change, but also to mobilise understanding
towards changed development patterns.
Climate change can critically hinder a society’s capacity to
develop on a sustainable pathway. Conversely, a sustainable transformation can reduce vulnerability to climate change while enhancing
resilience and adaptive capacity (ipcc 2012). Climate change dynamically impacts local and regional economies, consequently disturbing
global markets far beyond the short-term costs of reconstruction,
and pushing the societal burden onto future generations (Hallegatte,
Hourcade & Dumas 2007). Adaptation1 actions are undertaken under
conditions of uncertainty regarding effectiveness or even unintended
adverse effects. The complex urban environment in which actors and
socioeconomic processes interact with the natural and built environment requires careful consideration to spot effective leverage points.
Reviews show that enhancing urban resilience as one form of
adaptation to climate change is approached from different angles,
such as (i) urban hazards and disaster risk reduction and (ii) ecological, economic and institutional/governance perspectives (Leichenko
2011). Resilience strategies are embedded in a variety of different
types of institutional modes and mechanisms that mainstream
collective adaptation strategies under policies and plans. In highincome countries, strategies primarily use a top-down approach with
communication across agencies (Wamsler, Brink & Rivera 2013). For
example, projects such as climate-adapt, Climate Friendly Cities
and the European Climate Change Adaptation Strategy (eea 2012) by
the European Environment Agency emphasise a multi-level governance approach that coordinates adaptation and implementation
across scales down to local urban administrations. Studies from
Ireland and Cumbria (Adger et al. 2012), Norway and New Zealand
(Brien, Bronwyn & Berkes 2009) highlight evolving social contracts
relating to new conditions under climate change. Social contracts
legitimate arrangements between civil society and the state and
entail obligations and constraints for all parties (Brien et al. 2009).
Evolving contracts deal with new ways of ensuring citizens’ welfare
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and aim to address the interconnected risks that arise from climate
change, i.e. threatened predominant social and economic structures
as well as increased intergenerational vulnerability. These examples
illustrate how the field of renegotiations for resilience-informed
social contracts is progressing gradually.
Both the Global North and South will experience limits and
barriers to climate change adaptation. Climate change itself will
manifest as a series of smaller and bigger extreme events that
continuously shape and change social-ecological systems (ipcc 2013).
Some extreme climate events may exceed a particular threshold or
tipping point2 and cause regime shifts, accelerated transformations
with fundamental challenges for the social fabric and established
institutional and political processes (Folke et al. 2010; Walker & Salt
2006). Adaptation strategies to these new regimes and surrounding
conditions are still necessary, yet possibilities are difficult to assess
due to uncertainty. Limiting factors to adaptation are mostly framed
around physical and natural borders, technological limits and
economic limits. Yet, the socially constructed character of limits to
adaptation unravels even further when looking at issues such as
values and relationships that underlie actions (Adger et al. 2008).
Consequently, these social constructions are a leverage point when
weighing the potential of resilience characteristics in order to design
climate change adaptation strategies. Thus, to enhance resilience, the
following four characteristics are considered significant:
•

•

•
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Response diversity: Folke (2010) labels this a “portfolio of
responses” that acknowledges the dynamics and networks of
a system (152). The diversity is built through the links
between the processes across sectors. The focus on top-down
institutional organisation and adaptation in planning for
urban areas lacks, especially in the Global North, the variety
of these required combined responses from both ends. This
feature gains importance in the event of regime shifts when
solution options are consolidated under new conditions
(Brien et al. 2009).
Types of knowledge and flexibility: The reorganisation of knowledge, the learning patterns and innovative capacity are vital for
finding and changing to new trajectories. Innovative capacity
depends on a local availability of knowledge e.g. in urban areas
(Ernstson et al. 2010). Flexible solution options promote
learning and break the destructive patterns that contributed to
anthropogenic climate change (Brien et al. 2009).
Self-organisation: A fundamental capacity of adaptive
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2. The terms “tipping point”
and “threshold” describe
limits that, if crossed,
cause major changes for
the system and its characteristics, for example
damage of biodiversity and
loss of resources (Walker &
Salt 2006). The most prominent threshold/tipping
point in this public debate
is the reduction of carbon
emission in order to stay
below the 2°C goal.

•

systems is their potential to self-organise. In urban systems,
self-organising capabilities lie with actors who actively
shape, as well as continuously respond to surrounding
networks. In models of multilevel governance, state-assumed responsibility to organise and regulate practices could
hinder the emergence of self-organisation (Brien et al. 2009;
Tompkins & Adger 2004).
Redundancy: Loose resources in the system leave opportunities for redundancy. In contrast, high efficiency leads to low
system resilience. This idea applied to planning with highly
optimised infrastructure and streamlined policies illustrates
the lack of open resources in a system. Costs related to the
requirement of redundancy are a trade-off between causing
higher vulnerabilities or causing equity issues in the future
(Wamsler et al. 2013).

The key characteristics of resilience thinking broaden the
discussion on adaptation strategies to climate change. Potentials for
novelty and renewal lie in the ways societies are organised and in the
links between societal processes and institutional arrangements,
even when thresholds are crossed. Utilising these potentials would
promote sustainable, locally adequate and resilience-enhancing
socio-technological innovations (Smith, Fressoli & Thomas 2014).

SELF-ORGANISATION AND
SIDEWAYS TOWARDS RESILIENCE
Frequent and extreme climate events caused by climate change will
sooner or later throw societies into major crises of levels yet unknown. Recent extreme weather events, and societal responses to
them, can offer us only limited perspectives into possible future
challenges. We thus need to look elsewhere in our histories, particularly into such crises that shook institutions and revealed the
inherent resilience capabilities of societies and citizens in extreme
situations, which allows us to ask the following question:
How will urban civil societies in the various areas affected by
climate change be able to seek resilience in the advent of severe
destabilisation of political and economic institutional structures? In
other words, how do urban communities (re)gain the ability to face
growing challenges, even when safety nets from the state and the
market are failing?
Under crisis conditions, politics-as-usual can even worsen the
situation of some local communities, as illustrated by the accelerated
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dismantling of public social housing in post-Katrina New Orleans
(Flaherty 2010).3 As described above, future community resilience
will require something different from the efficient and planned
top-down solutions we are accustomed to in EU countries. It will
thrive on a diversity of redundant, innovative, bottom-up, locally
knowledgeable, self-organised and learning groups. Fortunately,
examples of such movements and groups exist that may serve as a
template for sustainability transition.
Recently, after government agencies and ngos largely failed to
assist the victims of Superstorm Sandy in the USA, which hit New
York on October 29th 2012, a self-organised effort took the reins of
the relief operations on the ground. An offshoot of the “Occupy”
Movement, “Occupy Sandy”, organised a relief effort to assist the
hurricane’s victims. Created as a partnership with local community
organisations, it focused on mutual aid in affected communities, and
eventually shifted from immediate relief to long-term rebuilding for
more robust, sustainable neighbourhoods. This movement raised
“more than $1.5 million [and self-reportedly over 50,000 volunteers,
and] became one of the most widely praised groups working on the
storm recovery” (Nir 2013); yet it struggled to keep the characteristics of flexibility, self-organisation and responsiveness alive (Feuer
2012; Nir 2013; Shepard 2013; West 2013). The emergence of Occupy
Sandy may represent a precursor to a more radical active citizenship
catalysed by climate change. Similarly, Germany, in 2013, saw an
increase in self-organised relief efforts, initiated by Facebook users,
following the flooding of Dresden and Passau, among other areas
(Kinzelmann 2013; Deutscher Bürgerpreis 2013). To understand this
emerging phenomenon, however, and to transfer it to varying shapes
and scales of future challenges, we need to look beyond cases of
climate events and examine the precursors of Occupy Sandy.
Historical examples of severe crises (if not directly climate
change related) have shown that context-specific forms of self-organisation allow creative and self-reliant tactics of adaptation and mutual
aid, enhancing community resilience. The Global North may soon
need to learn from experiences from the Global South, as Occupy has
already started doing (Sitrin 2012). One such experience, which
inspired later movements such as Occupy, emerged in Argentina in
the weeks and years following the country’s economic collapse in
December 2001. The movement known as “horizontalidad” (horizontalism) aimed to shape “directly democratic spaces”. It started with
mass protests that brought on the resignation of the government.
Horizontalism bypasses political parties, representative political
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3. Hurricane Katrina only
accelerated a privatisation trend carried out from
the 1980s onwards with a
perversion of multi-level
governance in the form of
an “alliance of a neoliberal
government, nonprofits,
community activists, and
powerful real estate interests”, according to John
Arena (2012), contributing
to a growing environmental
and social injustice. See
also Johnson 2011.

processes and the State system altogether. Instead, it experiments
and develops self-organisation through non-hierarchical networks of
self-determined groups to meet local community needs (Sitrin 2006;
2007). Horizontalist practice sees equality as an ever-incomplete
work-in-progress, whereby “everyone who participates has to take
responsibility for continuously limiting power inequalities as they arise
between participants” (Maeckelbergh 2013: 78).
Argentinian horizontalism has already influenced more recent
experimental self-organised forms (in areas such as food, legal support
and medical care) in social movements in the Global North, such as
the “Indignados” movement in Spain and “Occupy” across the United
States and Europe. These new movements are characterised by open
learning processes that allow a radically innovative development of
new types of knowledge and flexibility – a key feature of resilience.
Sitrin (2007), borrowing from Wini Breines, talks of “prefigurative
politics”, whereby the performed practice prefigures and embodies
the desired society. They open up spaces of possibility for the
empowerment and self-fulfilment of citizens in their individual lives
– i.e. the personal dimension of sustainability (Seghezzo 2009).
According to Sitrin (2007), using argumentation dating back to
Immanuel Wallerstein and Charles Tilly, Argentina’s economic
meltdown provided “a spark that help[ed] begin the process of
shifting ways of seeing and being” (47), i.e. a “shift in people’s
individual and collective imaginations ” (44) away from Argentinian
clientelist democracy, and it initiated a redefinition of personal
involvement and responsibilities. Most remarkably, these new
movements “do not organize on the principle of ends and means
given the importance of adaptability of process which enables the
movements to change their objectives” (Sitrin 2007 : 49). In this,
they develop qualities of serendipity that contribute to more resilient
responsiveness (Kagan 2012: 36-38).
The Global North knows no comparably wide-scale developments
of self-organisation. However, smaller-scale examples abound, which
appear to be growing faster over the past few years and are engaged
in the search for sustainability. Probably the fastest-growing contemporary European example is the Transition Towns network, gathering
local initiatives working towards self-made solutions to live sustainably in a post-oil reality (Hopkins 2008; 2011). Started in the town of
Totnes, UK in 2008, the network had reached 1,000 initiatives by
2012. Transition Towns offer a good example of prefigurative politics.
They do not shun communications with public administrators and
elected politicians, but keep them at a distance and do not condition
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their own self-organised initiatives on public support. Other, often
smaller-scale examples include intentional communities such as
ecovillages (Andreas & Wagner 2012; Frémeaux & Jordan 2011),
urban initiatives gathered under the “Right to the City” approach
– e.g. in Hamburg (Kirchberg & Kagan 2013) – and initiatives sharing a
pledge to sustain and (re)develop the “Commons” (Bollier & Helfrich
2012; Müller 2011).
An older example is the perhaps most widespread and radical
network of sociopolitical and economic self-organisation, which
emerged in yet another extreme crisis situation: the Spanish civil war
(1936-1939). In Barcelona, surrounding Catalonia and parts of
Aragon, the top-down Republican institutions practically vanished,
leaving local groups to organise all aspects of social, economic and
political organisation – as well as early fighting against Francoist
military units (Dolgoff 1974; Orwell 1938). This process, which ran
from July 1936 until mid- to late 1937, was not spontaneous, but
rooted in several decades of activism, experimentation and attempted revolutions initiated by the Spanish anarchist movements such as
cnt and fai. These experiments were forcefully terminated through
the Stalinist-influenced central government (from mid-1937) and
soon after through the Francoist political regime (from 1939 onwards). However, at their peak, in year one of the civil war, they
reached a historically unprecedented scale of societal, political and
economic self-organisation that covered entire regions. These
movements established institutions, such as local exchange systems
and currencies for a re-regionalised economy, with a federalised
network of 300 local currencies, thus including all four features of
resilience: self-organisation, diversity and redundancy of currencies,
and a “utopian practice” (Jamison 2012) opening up a bottom-up,
alternative economic knowledge. This case also reminds us that
efforts at a radical self-organisation in times of severe crisis are likely
to be annulled or pushed back if re-established or newly configured
top-down political regimes proceed to undermine them.4
One tricky but important question is what kind of political
culture, or micro-level “polity conventions”, are fostered in different
cases of self-organisation practices. How are different positions,
perspectives, interests and worldviews from different participants
dealt with? How is opposition overcome or maintained? Several of
the self-organised social movements discussed above reportedly
resort to consensus-based forms of deliberation. However, some
authors have stressed the potential risks associated with consensus
mechanisms, potentially causing self-censorship, peer pressure and

68

Open Citizenship • Vol. 5, issue 1: 2014

4. This risk is of course
highest when a representative democracy in crisis
degenerates into a totalitarian political regime. It is
however also very present,
and often experienced,
within representative democracies.

ELSEWHERE IN OC
“Sustain: Festival concept
inspires citizen involvement for
sustainable development”

This issue
page 158

in extreme cases, a form of “soft totalitarianism” implicitly imposed
on potentially dissenting minorities. These authors stress instead the
qualities of compromise-based deliberation, to develop forms of
democracy that keep open the spaces of contestation (Kagan 2011:
439–444). Horizontalism as practiced by Occupy “involves incorporating conflict into the decision-making process … leav[ing] room for
multiple solutions and courses of action” (Maeckelbergh 2013: 79). If
this observation is valid for the whole movement then the participatory modes of horizontalism allow a promising form of self-organised
“polyarchic polity conventions” (Kagan 2011) to emerge.
Characteristics necessary for resilience are lacking to varying
degrees under the largely top-down political regimes of highly
technocratic multi-level governance in the Global North. As Occupy
Sandy suggests, self-organisation may be already simmering, if not
yet boiling, among the citizenry affected by early climate change.
However, the examples above suggest that, in the Global South and
to a lesser extent in the Global North, these resilience-enhancing
characteristics are being developed in diverse forms of self-organisation under crisis conditions.
These practices develop a diversity of self-organised adaptive
responses to crises, which do not emerge spontaneously but are
inspired by both small-scale experiments and alternative types of
knowledge: horizontalism gathered insights from the 20th century
movements and theories such as anarchism and social ecology’s
libertarian municipalism. Horizontalism also reflected critically upon
earlier experiences from Argentina and took inspiration from other
Latin American movements (such as the Mexican Zapatistas in
mostly rural and indigenous Chiapas from the mid-1990s onwards,
active in the self-organisation of e.g. alternative food, education and
health systems). The year of anarchist self-organisation in the
Spanish civil war was nourished by prior decades of libertarian
self-education and social-experiential movements across these
regions. The Transition Towns movement highlights the importance
of alternative knowledge, as it builds upon insights from permaculture, “peak oil”, resilience and psychological research on addictions
(Hopkins 2008; 2011).
Resilience requires a diversity of responses to crises. Therefore,
in the coming age of climate change, with its largely unknown and
probably regionally differentiated challenges, self-organisation
should not take one single political form – it should have many faces.
Even the co-existence of several such forms may be expected and
desirable, increasing the resilience feature of redundancy.
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All these movements use network organisations, rather than
staying isolated and scattered or relying on hierarchical structures.
This encourages both a diversity and partial redundancy which
“allow[s] for people to collectively coordinate multiple and divergent
courses of action and produce multiple solutions to a problem”
(Maeckelbergh 2013: 78), and a synergy between different areas of
alternative organisation, “placing them in a larger dynamic of transition” (Rumpala 2013: 17). As Rumpala suggests, further networking of
these initiatives would be a prerequisite to sustainability transition.

CONCLUSION
Facing barriers and limits to climate change adaptation, resilience
thinking offers a perspective to understand phases before and after
crossing thresholds. With global changes threatening especially
urban areas, civil society is compelled to (re)gain the ability to
address growing challenges and to pro-actively find new ways to
increase resilience for settlements. Through the lens of resilience
thinking, this article explored the potential of existing approaches at
the level of civil society, drawing upon a variety of severe crises and
emergent self-reliant bottom-up responses.
To increase resilience, four features are considered to play a
major role in strategies for climate change adaptation: (i) response
diversity, (ii) types of knowledge and flexibility, (iii) self-organisation
and (iv) redundancy. The varying manifestations, operationalisations
and declinations of these features, as described in the examples
above, carry learning opportunities for social transformation.
Self-organisation is the strongest of the features seen in the discussed examples, often stimulating development of the three other
features. Self-organisation is not only a basic characteristic of the
networks of living systems, allowing them to reach high degrees of
resilience, but also an opportunity to change and improve the
capabilities of an open society. Predominant institutional cultures
influence the extent to which citizens are able to activate their
inherent ability to self-organise.
These examples highlighted some of the conditions under which
self-organisation can thrive or wither, such as the contexts of crisis
situations, civil society’s resort to radical or pragmatic agendas, the
modalities of participatory processes, the degree of networking and
integration of social movements and the influence of an evolving
institutional context. Political institutions have to choose whether
they will passively witness (or even resist) these emerging
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developments, or whether they will proactively support new forms of
open citizenship. The further maturation of these kinds of movements requires opening up spaces of experimentation, where
learning opportunities empower EU citizens, already ahead of a
regime shift. A more active approach to fostering informal learning
processes would empower citizens to transfer these competences
– from mere awareness to lived praxis, and from single neighbourhoods to regions – crossing administrative and other borders. Only
approaches that reach across spatial scales really deploy the potential
for innovative solutions and precipitate transformation towards
sustainability.
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