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Abstract
The shift of responsibility from the state and public authorities to the individual and the local level is one
of the most common critiques of resilience policies. Individuals are portrayed as self-responsible entrepre-
neurs of their own protection. This article proposes a more nuanced reading of this process by arguing
that resilience also entails an emancipatory potential. Drawing on an analysis of the German disaster man-
agement system and its structural marginalisation of care-dependent people, the article discusses the
potential of resilience to make so far neglected needs visible. This visibilisation is the precondition for
the recognition and, subsequently, the societal negotiation of the various needs and resources.
Recognition and material redistribution may then be the yardstick for assessing the legitimacy of a
shift of responsibilities that rests on the appropriate consideration of power, privileges, and abilities of
the respective referent object of responsibility. Taking up the Frankfurt School’s tradition of immanent
critique, security scholars should not restrict themselves to exercise the necessary critique of problematic
resilience policies, but engage in carving out how resilience can contribute to freeing rather than burden-
ing the (precarious) individual.
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Introduction
Resilience has been variously criticised within the academic debate in security studies for being a
manifestation of neoliberal governmentality. It is said to responsibilise the individual while advo-
cating the withdrawal of the state.1 Even if an increasing number of authors question the inevit-
ability of the link between resilience and neoliberalism,2 the general undertone still appears to be
sceptical towards the use of resilience. Thereby, the current debate in security studies tends to
focus on the premises of the ecological understanding of resilience, which deals with complex

© The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the British International Studies Association. This is an Open
Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which
permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

1Mareile Kaufmann, ‘Emergent self-organisation in emergencies: Resilience rationales in interconnected societies’,
Resilience, 1:1 (2013); Mark Neocleous, ‘Resisting resilience’, Radical Philosophy, 178 (2013); Brad Evans and Julian Reid,
Resilient Life: The Art of Living Dangerously (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2014); Jonathan Joseph, ‘Resilience as embedded
neoliberalism: A governmentality approach’, Resilience, 1:1 (2013).

2Jessica Schmidt, ‘Intuitively neoliberal? Towards a critical understanding of resilience governance’, European Journal of
International Relations, 21:2 (2015); Jessica Schmidt, ‘Resilience and the inversion of possibility and reality’, in David
Chandler and Jon Coaffee (eds), The Routledge Handbook of International Resilience (Abindon, Oxon, UK and New York,
NY: Routledge, 2017); Kevin Grove, ‘Agency, affect, and the immunological politics of disaster resilience’, Environment
and Planning D: Society and Space, 32:2 (2014).
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(socioecological) systems while sidelining other theoretical roots, such as those in psychology.3

Due to its ontological multiplicity4 and conceptual fuzziness,5 the analysis is mostly limited to
specific political manifestations of resilience.6 The academic debate in security studies is thus
driven by the hardly countable number of political resilience strategies popping up in several
political fields and arenas. The multitude of disciplinary origins makes it hard to navigate
theoretical assumptions of the term and throws many analyses back to a particular empirical
manifestation of resilience.

This article analyses resilience from another, more abstract angle. It explicitly engages with the
otherwise mostly implicit normative implications of resilience. Instead of criticising resilience for
shifting responsibility, that is, responsibilising actors, I seek to develop criteria for a normative
assessment of those shifts in responsibility that result from resilience. The particular societal con-
sequences should serve as yardstick for evaluating concrete manifestations of resilience. While
this includes the analysis of responsibilising effects or of the pitfalls in devolving responsibility
instead of power,7 such an analysis needs to go beyond holistic assessments that treat the popu-
lation as homogeneous entity and resilience as consistently and inherently problematic. While
there is no doubt that several resilience policies entail morally illegitimate malicious effects,
the mere finding that resilience responsibilises a societal entity, that is, reallocates responsibility,
tells us little about its ethical desirability or the legitimacy of this process. Depending on the
accompanying conditions, a transfer of responsibility can either disadvantage and oppress or
emancipate and privilege the affected societal entity (ranging from the individual to societal
groups to entire societies). The justifiability of a rearrangement of the enacted mode of power
due to a certain resilience approach consequently depends on its effects, that is, whether a respon-
sibilising move fosters marginalisation or emancipation.8

I argue that resilience entails an emancipatory potential, if it can be mobilised to initiate nor-
matively desirable shifts in responsibility. I define emancipation as the dismantling of marginalis-
ing and oppressing societal structures, or, as Ken Booth puts it in his seminal article, as ‘the
freeing of people (as individuals and groups) from those physical and human constraints
which stop them carrying out what they would freely choose to do.’9 Resilience is suited to
address the problematic marginalisation or even exclusion of individuals and societal groups in
current security settings through its focus on coping capacities. Demanding resilience means
to demand agency that rests on a set of capacities. Increasing resilience, thus, requires making
those constraints visible that prevent people from reacting to adverse situations. This visibilisation
facilitated by resilience thinking is then the precondition for a subsequent recognition and soci-
etal negotiation of different needs. While this does not mean that societal discrimination and
injustices are eventually mitigated, revealing the effects of oppressive structures makes it harder
to maintain them. This applies particularly for democracies, as according to Rainer Forst,
democracy ‘must be understood as a process of criticism and justification, both within and
outside of institutions, in which those who are subjected to rule become the co-authors of

3Philippe Bourbeau, ‘A genealogy of resilience’, International Political Sociology, 12:1 (2018); for an exception, see Alison
Howell, ‘Resilience, war, and austerity: The ethics of military human enhancement and the politics of data’, Security Dialogue,
46:1 (2015).

4Kay Aranda, Laetitia Zeeman, and Julie Scholes, ‘The resilient subject: Exploring subjectivity, identiy and the body in
narratives of resilience’, Health, 16:5 (2012); Stephanie Simon and Samuel Randalls, ‘Geography, ontological politics and
the resilient future’, Dialogues in Human Geography, 6:1 (2016).

5Jonathan Joseph, Varieties of Resilience: Studies in Governmentality (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2018).
6Philippe Bourbeau and Caitlin Ryan, ‘Resilience, resistance, infrapolitics and enmeshment’, European Journal of

International Relations, 24:1 (2018); Philippe Bourbeau, ‘Resilience and international politics: Premises, debates, agenda’,
International Studies Review, 17:3 (2015).

7Kaufmann, ‘Emergent self-organisation in emergencies’; Joseph, Varieties of Resilience, p. 189.
8Rainer Forst, Normativity and Power: Analyzing Social Orders of Justification (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press,

2017), p. 10.
9Ken Booth, ‘Security and emancipation’, Review of International Studies, 17:4 (1991), p. 319.
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their political order.’10 Consequently, resilience thinking can be mobilised to emancipate those
who are sidelined in current security settings.

I seek to demonstrate the emancipatory potential of resilience in three steps. First, I briefly
introduce the responsibilisation debate in security studies to lay the ground for further theoretical
reflections. Second, a case study on disaster management structures in Germany illustrates the
argument. Disaster management is a prime policy field to analyse resilience, as resilience thinking
has gained significantly momentum for more than one-and-a-half decades now.11 The role resili-
ence plays in (international) disaster management is aptly depicted by the prominence of the
term within the two most recent UN Frameworks on international disaster management.12

The case study shows that people, who receive homecare either by their social environment or
a nursing service, are currently de facto invisible for state authorities. This lack of visibility trans-
lates into the neglect of care-dependent people’s needs in the making of disaster management
practices and structures. The findings of the case study thereby speak to the broader issue of
how diversity is embraced in disaster management practices in particular, and security practices
in general. This section draws on 24 semi-structured expert interviews with German disaster pro-
fessionals, conducted between October 2016 and September 2017. The experts were chosen
according to their level of experience in past disasters (for example, a winter storm and the sub-
sequent blackout in the region of Münster in 2005 as well as floods of the river Elbe between 2002
and 2013 and in the federal state of Brandenburg).

The findings indicate that current disaster management structures in Germany take self-help
capacities of the population for granted. What sounds like an often (and rightly) criticised resili-
ence approach producing the precarious neoliberal individual13 is actually situated in a classical
security setting that assumes state’s prime responsibility in disasters. Against the backdrop of the
case study, I illustrate how the capacity focus of resilience might entail an emancipatory potential.

Due to a lack of an empirical case in which the emancipatory potential of resilience unfolds,
this article illustrates this potential in a counterfactual analysis. In the case of the German disaster
management system, resilience did neither matter as a buzzword nor as a political concept.
However, exactly such a case allows us to assess resilience’s emancipatory potential, that is,
what resilience could contribute to improve the status quo. This approach runs the risk of legit-
imising resilience as such. Yet, it simultaneously allows for a nuanced debate on the conditions
necessary for causing justifiable shifts in responsibility.

Following the Frankfurt School’s tradition of immanent critique,14 I seek the emancipatory
potential of resilience in those principles and norms that are already entangled in resilience dis-
courses and practices. The critique on resilience revolves in many cases around the devolvement
of responsibility and its focus on adaptation to threats rather than their mitigation.15 Yet, neither
is resilience nor is the devolvement of responsibility inherently good or bad. We rather need to
debate the normative implications of particular distributions of responsibility and of

10Forst, Normativity and Power, p. 10.
11Kathleen J. Tierney, Disasters: A Sociological Approach (Cambridge, UK and Medford, OR: Polity Press, 2019); Joseph,

Varieties of Resilience.
12UNDRR, ‘Hyogo Framework for Action: Building the Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disaster’, Extract from

the final report of the World Conference on Disaster Reduction (Geneva: International Strategy for Disaster Reduction, 2005);
UNDRR, ‘Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030’ (2015).

13Evans and Reid, Resilient Life, p. 42; David Chandler, ‘Debating neoliberalism: The exhaustion of the liberal problematic’,
in David Chandler and Julian Reid (eds), The Neoliberal Subject: Resilience, Adaptation and Vulnerability (London, UK and
New York, NY: Rowman & Littlefield International, 2016), p. 14.

14Axel Honneth, ‘Reconstructive social critique with a genealogical reservation: On the idea of critique in the Frankfurt
School’, Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal, 22:2 (2001); Titus Stahl, Immanent Critique (Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield, 2022).

15Joseph, Varieties of Resilience; Evans and Reid, Resilient Life.
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responsibilisation processes in their respective contexts. While critics rightly pointed to problem-
atic effects of several resilience policies,16 the emphasis of capacity and adaptability could also be
used as a normative driver to call for the recognition of so far sidelined needs in society. Such a
critique is not a critique of, but a critique with resilience. Therefore, the third step is to gauge the
room for emancipation opened by resilience. For this end, I turn to Iris Marion Young’s work on
conditions for assessing the acceptability of distributions of responsibility as well as to concepts of
recognition.17 Thereby, I understand recognition as a necessary, yet insufficient precondition for
sparking emancipation processes. Jonathan Joseph writes that ‘discussions of the philosophy of
resilience that are divorced from actual policy-making run the risk of creating an imaginary
world where discussions of resilience are not grounded in actualities.’18 I argue, in contrast,
that exactly those discussions are able to shape actualities. Just as Jonna Nyman demonstrates
for the case of security,19 I claim that studying resilience always involves normative judgements
and should be done with respect to the specific context. Instead of pursuing a new form of ‘hectic
empiricism’,20 the criticism of resilience should not restrict itself to arguably misled policies.
Rather, the study of resilience in general and Foucauldian critiques in particular should analyse
power relations and patterns of justification with the aim of pursuing a constructivist mode of
criticism. Such a form of critique would correspond to how Ben Anderson summarises
Foucault’s dream of a critique that ‘might aim to bring hidden, occluded or foreclosed possibil-
ities to life by multiplying, summoning, and inventing’.21 This article seeks to contribute to this
end.

On resilience and responsibility
The reallocation of responsibility through resilience policies is one of the main points of critique
in the contemporary resilience debate in security studies.22 The devolvement of responsibility to
the local sphere and particularly to the individual, so the argument goes, legitimises the with-
drawal of the state from its obligation to protect its population. Risk becomes then a private
good that is to be negotiated by individuals as entrepreneurs of their own protection.23

Mareile Kaufmann describes this process as follows: ‘As such, resilience places the responsibility
to act out security within the resilient subject, relying upon the subject’s capacity to be affected
and its power to respond to urgency with action.’24 While critics of resilience, such as Jonathan
Joseph, deny its conceptual coherence, the shift in responsibility is identified as an universal fea-
ture of resilience. Moreover, this shift is portrayed as per se morally problematic, since only
responsibility not power is devolved.25 While state bodies still authoritatively define necessary
actions (that is, keep the power) they simultaneously delegate the responsibility to enact the
given requirements to the individual. Those individuals made responsible to organise their
own protection are not granted the means for living up to this demand, though.

16See, for example, Joseph, Varieties of Resilience.
17Iris M. Young, Responsibility for Justice (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2011); Axel Honneth, ‘Recognition or

redistribution?: Changing perspectives on the moral order of society’, Theory, Culture & Society, 18:2–3 (2001).
18Joseph, Varieties of Resilience, p. 188.
19Jonna Nyman, ‘What is the value of security? Contextualising the negative/positive debate’, Review of International

Studies, 42:5 (2016), pp. 833–4.
20Barry Buzan, ‘“Change and insecurity” reconsidered’, Contemporary Security Policy, 20:3 (1999), p. 4.
21Ben Anderson, ‘Critique and ontological politics’, Dialogues in Human Geography, 6:1 (2016), p. 21.
22Kaufmann, ‘Emergent self-organisation in emergencies’; Evans and Reid, Resilient Life; Joseph, Varieties of Resilience.
23Evans and Reid, Resilient Life, p. 42.
24Mareile Kaufmann, ‘Exercising emergencies: Resilience, affect and acting out security’, Security Dialogue, 47:2 (2016),

p. 100.
25Joseph, Varieties of Resilience, p. 189.
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Responsibilisation, in this sense, is an external ascription of responsibility that is imposed
through the power position of the responsibilising actor.26 The ethical acceptability of this
responsibilisation is less relevant. This is problematic, because ‘the discourse talks of putting
local people “in the driving seat” when in reality the direction of the journey has already been
decided.’27

This debate of the distribution of responsibility is based on two central assumptions that I
want to engage with in the remainder of the article. The first, often implicit, assumption is
that the devolvement of responsibility is per se problematic. I doubt that assumption. While
responsibility should certainly be linked to power and capacity, it is not only the shift in respon-
sibility, but more generally, the distribution of responsibility among different societal levels and
actors that should be the subject of analysis. Consequently, the ability to take up the transferred
responsibility is crucial for determining the acceptability of a particular change in the allocation
of responsibility, be it the responsibilisation of state authorities, societal groups, or single indivi-
duals. The picture of the allocation of responsibility is messier than current resilience debates
imply. Marginalised actors might pro-actively want to be resilient, as Caitlin Ryan demonstrated
in the case of Palestinian women exercising Sumud.28 This debate is taken up in the last part of
the article that seeks to sketch out premises for a desirable distribution of responsibility.

The second assumption is closely linked to the claim of the withdrawing state. This implies
that there was a universal (or at least paramount) state-centric allocation of responsibility for
the protection of the population in pre-resilience security regimes. Accordingly, the preferable
clear-cut state responsibility for protection has been eroding through the emergence of resilience
thinking. Yet, there has always been an, at times implicit, distribution of responsibility that also
includes an individual responsibility at least for self-help. The implicit assumption of exclusive or
paramount state responsibility for protection, which often comes with the critique of resilience,
implies that states would comprehensively know and satisfy the different needs of their popula-
tion. This assumption, however, underestimates the unequal consideration of security interests in
the process of allocating resources. This inequality regularly disadvantages particular societal
groups along power frictions and finally creates vulnerabilities. We can see this in past disasters,
when class, race, gender, and ability strongly determined the likelihood of being killed, injured, or
otherwise severely harmed.29 Feminist security scholars criticised the problematic homogenisa-
tion of the population in security theories that lead to a structural neglect of women’s security
interests.30 In a critique on Human Security, Fiona Robinson pointed out how the rights-based
idea of the ungendered individual in Human Security sidelines women’s security issues and rein-
forces existing gender hierarchies.31 Analogous, the discriminating effects of the able-bodied and
able-minded normality in contemporary state-centric security regimes tends to be underesti-
mated. I seek to demonstrate in the following section that selection biases are necessary effects
of the unequal ability to inscribe particular interests into state action. From this point of view,
state responsibility for security becomes not only a part of the solution, but is also a part of
the problem. Resilience might then even become a chance to scrutinise the selection bias of

26Marco Krüger, ‘Building instead of imposing resilience: Revisiting the relationship between resilience and the state’,
International Political Sociology, 13:1 (2019).

27Joseph, ‘Resilience as embedded neoliberalism’, p. 48.
28Caitlin Ryan, ‘Everyday resilience as resistance: Palestinian women practicing Sumud’, International Political Sociology,

9:4 (2015).
29Tierney, Disasters; David Alexander, ‘Disability and disaster: An overview’, in Ilan Kelman and Laura M. Stough (eds),

Disability and Disaster: Explorations and Exchange (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015).
30Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches & Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (London, UK and Sydney,

Aus.: Pandora, 1989); Fiona Robinson, The Ethics of Care: A Feminist Approach to Human Security (Philadelphia, PA:
Temple University Press, 2011); J. A. Tickner, Gender in International Relations: Feminist Perspectives on Achieving
Global Security (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1992).

31Robinson, The Ethics of Care, pp. 50–1.
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security authorities by pointing to adaptation and the therefore necessary coping capacities on
various societal levels. The case study in the subsequent section presents the neglect of care-
dependent people in German disaster management as a case in point for this emancipatory
potential of resilience.

The neglected others: The marginalisation of care-dependent people in disaster
management
The distribution of responsibilities in a state-centric disaster management system

Resilience is still a rather recent phenomenon in the international security arena. Where politics
are grounded in resilience thinking, they are more often than not problematic, as several analyses
demonstrate.32 The endeavour to demonstrate how resilience could contribute to the emancipation
of marginalised individuals works best by looking at a case in which resilience remains an absent
political concept. This counterfactuality lends the analysis the scope to think about hitherto unreal-
ised potentials instead of being limited to the pitfalls of the existing manifestations of resilience
thinking. The German disaster management system is such a case, since it is characterised by a
strong focus on state responsibility and public obligations. The concept of resilience, which is prom-
inent in British and US strategies, islargely missing on the German political agenda in disaster man-
agement.33 In fact, a report by the German federal government from 2019 extensively elaborates on
the labour division between the federal government, the 16 ‘Länder’ (federal states) and the muni-
cipalities. It describes subsidiarity as the underlying idea of the German disaster management frame-
work.34 Like previous risk analyses by the federal government,35 the 2019 report echoes the primacy
of state responsibility for disaster protection. The mode of German disaster management is inher-
ently statist, as its official characterisation in the 2010 rationale for risk analyses demonstrates:

The protection of the population against special threats is one of the most urgent tasks of the
modern state. Germany has traditionally established a vertically structured, subsidiary system
of emergency planning and assistance for emergency response that is predominantly based
on voluntarism, in which the federal government, the federal states and municipalities work
in close cooperation with the huge relief organisations and the fire departments.36

Volunteerism means in this context primarily the organised, permanent, yet voluntary engage-
ment in aid organisations, volunteer fire brigades, and other established organisations. Societal
resilience is thus regarded as the result of a successfully integrated risk management between dif-
ferent institutional actors in civil protection rather than a task of civil society, let alone the indi-
vidual.37 However, the German civil protection strategy also emphasises the need to improve
self-help abilities within the population. Self-help is thereby thought of as a temporary substitute
for state bodies’ capacity during a crisis. The German Federal Office for Citizen Protection and
Disaster Support, a central state agency in the field of disaster relief, assumes the reasons for

32Kevin Grove, ‘Hidden transcripts of resilience: Power and politics in Jamaican disaster management’, Resilience, 1:3
(2013); James A. Malcolm, ‘Project Argus and the resilient citizen’, Politics, 33:4 (2013); Joseph, ‘Resilience as embedded neo-
liberalism’; Joseph, Varieties of Resilience; Peter Rogers, ‘Rethinking resilience: Articulating community and the UK riots’,
Politics, 33:4 (2013); Evans and Reid, Resilient Life.

33Joseph, Varieties of Resilience, pp. 98–104.
34Deutscher Bundestag, ‘Bericht Zur Risikoanalyse Im Bevölkerungsschutz 2018’ (Berlin, 2019), p. 3.
35Deutscher Bundestag, ‘Bericht Über Die Methode Zur Risikoanalyse Im Bevölkerungsschutz 2010’ (Berlin, 2010);

Deutscher Bundestag, ‘Bericht Zur Risikoanalyse Im Bevölkerungsschutz 2011’ (Berlin, 2011); Deutscher Bundestag,
‘Bericht Zur Risikoanalyse Im Bevölkerungsschutz 2016’ (Berlin, 2016).

36Deutscher Bundestag, ‘Bericht über die Methode zur Risikoanalyse im Bevölkerungsschutz 2010’, p. 9; all quotes from
documents in German language are translated by the author.

37Deutscher Bundestag, ‘Bericht zur Risikoanalyse im Bevölkerungsschutz 2018’, p. 27.
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deficits in society’s self-help capacity in the lack of sensitivity, motivation, knowledge, and per-
sonnel resources to transfer knowledge.38 In its state of affairs report, the scientific service of
the German Bundestag likewise affirms that the population generally shall be encouraged to
increase its self-help abilities. This, however, is not a general shift of responsibility but an
acknowledgement of the demographic change and the eventual decline in numbers of volunteers,
which will diminish the state’s capacity.39

The emphasis of self-help is the result of witnessed limitations in civil defence and public dis-
aster management abilities, for example in the case of Saxony; a federal state in the Eastern part of
Germany that experienced several major floods between 2002 and 2013. In August 2002, numer-
ous mountain rivers swelled rapidly due to heavy rainfalls and caused vast destruction. The main
river of the region, the Elbe, burst its banks and hit additional parts of Saxony during the sub-
sequent days. During these events, 20 people died, 110 were injured and some tens of thousands
needed to be evacuated.40 Several interview partners in responsible positions agreed that all dis-
aster management institutions involved were overwhelmed by the task the flood set.41 Despite a
broad range of problems, the evaluation by the Saxon state government mentions an increased
demand for the population’s self-protection only once.42 Additionally, the responsibility of the
population is only addressed insofar as the need for improved disaster communication is articu-
lated as a precondition for enhancing self-help abilities.43 Eleven years and two major floods later,
the Saxon state government published another evaluation report of the so-called ‘Kirchbach
Commission’ in 2013. This report assesses the implementation of the recommendations from
2002 during the 2013 floods. Notwithstanding its longer duration and a larger affected area,
the water level remained slightly under the level in 2002 with less destruction caused by
mountain rivers.44 The floods in 2013 caused significantly less damage and no casualties.45

The report expresses the commission’s satisfaction with the effects of the flood protection
measures implemented as lessons learned after 2002.46 This assessment is echoed by several
interview partners who confirmed the tremendous improvements since 2002.47 In line with
the disaster management policies on the federal level and the flood report from 2002, the 2013
report mainly refers to the state responsibility for flood protection. In its conclusion, however,
it calls for the identification of means to bring the population as well as economic actors to
take more responsibility.48 This call is seconded by the reconstruction committee that calls in
its report several times for an increase in self-provision.49

38BBK, ‘Neue Strategie Zum Schutz Der Bevölkerung in Deutschland’ (Bonn, 2002), pp. 40–1. BBK is the acronym of the
German translation of the German Federal Office for Citizen Protection and Disaster Assistance (Bundesamt für
Bevölkerungsschutz und Katastrophenhilfe).

39Wissenschaftliche Dienste des Deutschen Bundestags, ‘Sachstand: Zivilschutz in Deutschland’ (2017), pp. 3–4 While
other key regulations like the Federal Law for Civil Defence and Disaster Assistance (ZSKG) see self-protection as a central
feature in civil defence (§ 1 ZSKG), the responsibility to develop self-protection within the population is delegated to the
municipal administrative level, rather than to the civil society or single individuals (§ 5 ZSKG).

40Sächsische Staatskanzlei, ‘Bericht Der Unabhängigen Kommission Der Sächsischen Staatsregierung: Flutkatastrophe
2002’ (2002), p. 13.

41Interviews 1–4, 6, 7, and 10.
42Sächsische Staatskanzlei, ‘Bericht der Unabhängigen Kommission der Sächsischen Staatsregierung’, p. 249.
43Sächsische Staatskanzlei, ‘Bericht der Unabhängigen Kommission der Sächsischen Staatsregierung’, p. 185.
44Sächsische Staatskanzlei, ‘Bericht Der Kommission Der Sächsischen Staatsregierung Zur Untersuchung Der

Flutkatastrophe 2013’ (2013), pp. 26–7.
45Sächsische Staatskanzlei, ‘Bericht der Kommission der Sächsischen Staatsregierung zur Untersuchung der

Flutkatastrophe 2013’, p. 5.
46Sächsische Staatskanzlei, ‘Bericht der Kommission der Sächsischen Staatsregierung zur Untersuchung der

Flutkatastrophe 2013’, p. 58.
47Interviews 3, 4, 5, and 8.
48Sächsische Staatskanzlei, ‘Bericht der Kommission der Sächsischen Staatsregierung zur Untersuchung der

Flutkatastrophe 2013’, p. 58.
49Freistaat Sachsen, ‘Der Wiederaufbau Im Freistaat Sachsen Nach Dem Hochwasser Im Juni 2013’ (2013), pp. 34–8, 84–5.
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While the 2002 report was arguably published prior to the emergence of resilience as a popular
buzzword in civil protection, the 2013 report came out at a time when resilience has already
claimed a prominent position on the agenda in disaster management and contingency plan-
ning.50 However, neither the 2002 nor the 2013 report advocated for a devolvement of responsi-
bility to the individual and the withdrawal of public institutions. Quite the opposite, the centrality
of state institutions’ responsibility for civil protection are emphasised. This reflects the general
modus operandi in the German disaster management system. Moreover, experiences from
other disasters like the winter storm and subsequent blackout in the German region of
Münster or several floods in the state of Brandenburg confirm this finding.51 In all these inci-
dents, state institutions, along with volunteers and professional disaster relief workers from sev-
eral disaster organisations, were the backbone of disaster relief. The population was expected to
stockpile and make some personal provisions as advised by state bodies.52 In this vein, self-
determined practices, such as spontaneous ad hoc volunteering, was seen as an ambivalent phe-
nomenon that might increase relief capacities while running the risk of undermining state author-
ity and control in disaster relief operations.53

To sum up, German disaster management policies emphasise state responsibility and do not
seek to legitimise the withdrawal of the state. The emphasis on necessary individual self-help cap-
acities rather results from the insight that limited state capacities restrict the ability of public dis-
aster management to comprehensively protect the population. Self-help is thus not an end in
itself. However, the pursued top-down approach, the focus on specific risk scenarios54 as well
as the dominant reliance on expert knowledge led to a selection bias in the consideration of
needs and finally to the structural discrimination of those whose needs are not considered.
The described state-centric policies rest on implicit assumptions about capacities in and needs
of the population. They produce a notion of normality that privileges the anticipated needs
over those that are deviant from the assumptions. Consequently, deviance leads to neglect and
eventually to marginalisation, as will be subsequently shown using the example of care recipients.

The neglected others: Care recipients’ invisibility in disaster management policies

Care recipients are largely sidelined in current disaster management structures. They are either
treated as mere objects or even completely absent in disaster relief policies. The German Red
Cross explicates that ‘[e]xperiences from disaster relief operations make clear that this group is
not explicitly taken into account and that their special care requirements are often unknown
to disaster relief forces.’55 This lacking knowledge translates into their marginalisation in case
of a disaster, since care recipients in many cases do not fit the anticipated and imagined normal-
ity disaster relief measures are designed for. One interview partner, who works as a disaster man-
ager on the municipal level, illustrates this neglect by stating that

50Joseph, Varieties of Resilience; Grove, ‘Hidden transcripts of resilience’; Kathleen J. Tierney, The Social Roots of Risk:
Producing Disasters, Promoting Resilience (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2014), p. 87; Jeremy Walker and
Melinda Cooper, ‘Genealogies of resilience: From systems ecology to the political economy of crisis adaptation’, Security
Dialogue, 42:2 (2011).

51Interviews 14, 15, and 18.
52BBK, ‘Disasters Alarm: Guide for Emergency Preparedness and Correct Action in Emergency Situations’ (Bonn, 2017).
53Sächsische Staatskanzlei, ‘Bericht der Kommission der Sächsischen Staatsregierung zur Untersuchung der

Flutkatastrophe 2013’.
54Deutscher Bundestag, ‘Bericht zur Risikoanalyse im Bevölkerungsschutz 2011’; Deutscher Bundestag, ‘Bericht Zur

Risikoanalyse Im Bevölkerungschutz 2014’ (2014); Deutscher Bundestag, ‘Bericht zur Risikoanalyse im
Bevölkerungsschutz 2016’; Deutscher Bundestag, ‘Bericht zur Risikoanalyse im Bevölkerungsschutz 2018’.

55Deutsches Rotes Kreuz, ‘Die Vulnerable Gruppe “Ältere Und Pflegebedürftige Menschen” in Krisen, Großschadenslagen
Und Katastrophen: Teil 1: Wissenschaftliche Erkenntnisse Und Herausforderungen Aus Der Praxis’ (Berlin, 2018), p. 9.
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the municipality is able and obliged to provide emergency shelters. These emergency shelters
are of course only intended for normal citizens – well, normal citizens in quotation marks –
who are able to self-rescue.56

This Janus-faced disaster management provides help only to those who fit the assumed norm.
Others are disadvantaged, as the interviewee confirms by continuing that:

We had a beautiful gymnasium in service and it turned out that it was handicapped access-
ible. However, handicapped accessible meant the existence of one elevator, and you always
need to go one story down. The access to the hall was in the basement. … That does not
work, that is not made for the accommodation of a huge number of persons with a limited
ability to self-rescue.57

After realising that the gymnasium did not fit its purpose, the municipal authority managed to
organise an unused reception centre of the German Red Cross to accommodate persons with
disabilities. The interviewee further stated that the municipal administration (in form of the
fire brigade) felt indeed to be in charge of transporting impaired people. However, they needed
to be told whereto to be able to execute this task. The lack of adequate equipment for helping care
recipients continued when it came to camp beds, which were not suitable for many care recipi-
ents as they would not be able to get out of bed, according to one experienced disaster relief
worker from an aid organisation.58 However, nursing camp beds were, in many cases, not avail-
able and only purchased after the witnessed incidences.59 Moreover, there is a lack of trained
volunteers to nurse care-dependent people while accommodated in emergency shelters.
Adequate care could only be provided spontaneously through the evacuation of nursing homes
and the take-over of their staff60 or the availability of some trained staff employed by relief orga-
nisations.61 However, none of the analysed cases showed a systematic approach to ensure an
appropriate accommodation and treatment of care-dependent people. While centralised facilities
like nursing homes could be evacuated in the analysed cases, the authorities had little or even no
knowledge of the number of people receiving homecare, let alone of their needs during a disaster
and their available resources. The complexity of anticipating the location and diverse needs of
care-dependent people is exacerbated by the broad spectrum of homecare arrangements. These
are very heterogeneous, ranging from care as a service, provided by professional nursing services,
to private care that is exclusively carried out by the care recipient’s social environment. Between
these poles, a broad continuum of hybrid care arrangements exists, with different degrees of pre-
carity, fragility, and eventually of vulnerability to disturbances. In a representative survey on needs
during a winter storm with a temporary blackout, one in two care recipients answered that (s)he
would need medical assistance.62 The majority of care recipients and their care-giving social
environment consider either state institutions or, if applicable, nursing services to be responsible
for the necessary support.63

In contrast to this reliance on state institutions, those interviewees being in relevant positions
stated that they had no information on the needs or the whereabouts of homecare recipients,

56Interview 4; all interviews were conducted in German language. Quotes are translated by the author.
57Interview 4.
58Interview 7.
59Interviews 6 and 8.
60Interviews 8 and 20.
61Interview 7.
62Katja Schulze, Julia Schander, Andrea Jungmann, and Martin Voss, ‘Bedarfe Und Ressourcen in Extremsituationen Mit

Fokus Auf Hilfs- Und Pflegebedürftige Menschen: Deskriptive Darstellung Der Ergebnisse Einer Deutschlandweiten
Befragung’ (Berlin, 2019), p. 19.

63Schulze et al., ‘Bedarfe und Ressourcen in Extremsituationen mit Fokus auf hilfs- und pflegebedürftige Menschen’, p. 69.
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since there was no central database available for disaster relief workers.64 A disaster-experienced
interviewee doubted the usability of a database due to the tremendous efforts to keep them up to
date. An outdated database, in contrast, would run the risk of wasting scarce resources in an
emergency.65 The interviewees had only vague ideas of what institution might possess relevant
datasets, such as health insurances or nursing services. However, there is no established routine
to systematically gather information on a given vulnerable group in order to assist in case of an
emergency. Moreover, the majority of care recipients in Germany is nursed by their relatives at
home without the involvement of any professional nursing service.66 Bearing in mind the poten-
tially high demand of assistance, the satisfaction of the care recipients’ needs in these cases
depends on their ability to organise a support structure by themselves.

This became a salient issue during another disaster, namely the 2005 snowstorm in the region
of Münster, situated in the Western part of Germany. The storm caused the most serious black
out in the German postwar history affecting around 250,000 people for up to four days. The
blackout hit primarily rural areas around the city of Münster. It sparked a reflection process
about the potentials and limits of German disaster relief forces.67 An interviewed official from
the regional disaster authority confirmed that some needs of people in need of care are simply
invisible for disaster relief authorities. The location of the increasing number of people in need
of artificial respiration living in shared flats was widely unknown to the relief forces.68 The inter-
viewee described this precarious situation as follows: ‘If there is a black out in the area of a huge
town and the [ventilator] machines start to struggle after three or four hours due to empty bat-
teries, no crisis staff would know it.’69 Institutions in the health and care sector are designed for
functioning daily routines. Disturbances of these routines are regularly considered as ‘uncontrol-
lable’ events.70 Pushing disturbances beyond the limits of the controllable and manageable
deprives them of their actionability and leaves the affected care recipients on their own.
Neither professionals in the health sector nor disaster relief structures feel able or responsible
to effectively provide help in case of an emergency.

The example of the treatment of homecare recipients in German disaster management demon-
strated the neglect of care-dependent people as a heterogeneous group with various needs that are
beyond disaster management’s notion of normality. However, due to the high demand for exter-
nal assistance, care recipients are particularly vulnerable. Although state institutions consider
themselves as main authority for disaster relief, the distribution of support appears to be selective
and excludes those with a high demand for assistance. This precarious situation is exacerbated by
their below-average economic situation. The above-cited representative survey states that about
one of three care recipients feels not able to stockpile food for economic reasons.71 The structural
marginalisation of care-dependent people in disaster management is thus amplified by their
underprivileged economic position. This omission has not changed, although regions like
Saxony significantly improved their overall disaster management structures after the repeated
occurrence of floods. However, care recipients as well as impaired people have apparently not
been able to inscribe their needs into disaster management routines.

This is not a matter of bad will by the rescue forces, but a result of the structural problem to
account for the broad range of diverse needs of more than 3.3 million people receiving homecare

64Interviews 3, 12, 15, 17, and 24.
65Interview 3.
66Destatis, ‘Pflegestatistik 2019: Pflege Im Rahmen Der Pflegeversicherung – Deutschlandergebnisse’ (Statistisches

Bundesamt, 2020).
67Thomas Deutschländer and Bodo Wichura, ‘Das Münsterländer Schneechaos Am 1: Adventswochenende 2005’, in

Deutscher Wetterdienst (ed.), Klimastatusbericht 2005 (Offenbach, 2005), p. 163.
68Interview 17.
69Interview 17.
70Interview 15.
71Schulze et al., ‘Bedarfe und Ressourcen in Extremsituationen mit Fokus auf hilfs- und pflegebedürftige Menschen’, p. 60.
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in Germany.72 The result is that care recipients are disproportionally burdened, since they are
urged to organise disaster relief on their own to be prepared for an emergency. Care recipients
are thus not responsibilised by the rise of resilience thinking, but due to their invisibility and
the strategic selection bias of state-centred security politics.73 In the remainder of this article, I
argue that resilience has something to offer to improve the situation of care recipients and
other so far neglected societal groups. The resilience discourse shifts the attention to personal
needs and capacities. Those whose needs are sidelined by public disaster management are respon-
sibilised anyway. An increased shift to people’s needs and capacities can help to shed light on
societal diversity. This form of visibilisation is the precondition for the recognition and the sub-
sequent deliberation of so far neglected needs.

On responsibility, responsibilisation, and justification
The neglect of care recipients’ needs in German disaster management is just one example of the
treatment of societal diversity in security politics. It leads to a situation in which people are ren-
dered vulnerable through societal marginalisation and exclusionary processes. In this context, the
vulnerability of societal groups, such as care recipients, is less the result of missing bodily abilities
for self-help, but rather of societal structures that miss to take their particular needs into account.
In other words: Those whose needs are considered shape security policies, while those whose
needs are not considered need to struggle to adapt to state security policies or are thrown back
to self-help. This marginalisation process is not limited to care recipients but occurs as an inter-
sectional phenomenon along different sociodemographic markers. Kathleen Tierney defines
intersectionality as a concept ‘to refer to the ways in which multiple dimensions of stratification
and inequality come together to shape people’s life circumstance and life chances’.74 She identi-
fies social class, race, and gender as main categories, but also acknowledges the role of age and
(dis)ability in influencing someone’s vulnerability. In this reading, vulnerability is not an onto-
logical feature of a demographic group, but the result of societal processes and power hierarchies
that privilege some while disadvantaging others. The case study demonstrated that care recipients’
need of help cannot be reduced to personal limitations, but also results from structural factors as
shown above.

Tierney gives another example for the effects of intersectionality and stratified levels of affect-
edness. Post hoc disaster management measures after Hurricane Katrina discriminated against
renters who suffered from increased rental costs while not profiting from loan programmes.
They were thus structurally disadvantaged and rendered more vulnerable to the hurricane by
public policies. Moreover, these programmes were designed in a manner that privileged those
homeowners, who lived in more expensive neighbourhoods. Not quite surprisingly, these relief
structures disadvantaged persons of colour, women, and disabled people who were marginalised
pre-disaster and the more so during as well as in the aftermath of a disaster.75

Societal power structures effect that some people are more able to inscribe their interests into
state structures than others. Those who are not able to make their voices heard will find it hard to
put their security concerns or needs on the agenda, particularly if they differ from what is con-
sidered ‘normal’. This finding is not new and has been addressed, for example, by feminist
approaches to security studies.76 However, it points to the ethical necessity of asking whose

72Destatis, ‘Pflegestatistik 2019’, p. 19.
73Bob Jessop, The State: Past, Present, Future (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2016).
74Tierney, Disasters, p. 127.
75Tierney, Disasters, pp. 124, 140–2.
76Lene Hansen, ‘The Little Mermaid’s silent security dilemma and the absence of gender in the Copenhagen School’,

Millenium, 29:2 (2000).
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security it is that we are actually talking about.77 The choice of the referent object is crucial, since
it determines on what level and with whom in mind security – and likewise resilience – is nego-
tiated. The omission of that reflection leads to the reproduction of prevailing power hierarchies
and therewith of a normality that provides means of protection to those who are most able to
make their voices heard. This distributional injustice of security measures follows the Matthew
effect,78 as observed for decades, for example, in disaster management.79 While security practices
are shaped to help those who are privileged anyway, those who are deviant from the imagined
normality are neglected and, due to the lacking possibility to influence political outcomes, even-
tually marginalised. Consequently, since state policies take insufficiently account of their needs,
marginalised individuals and groups are de facto made responsible to take care of themselves.
The case of the Vietnamese Catholic community’s self-help during Hurricane Katrina in New
Orleans in 2005 demonstrated how the social capital of an otherwise marginalised societal
group can contribute to disaster resilience and compensate for the lack of other sources of resili-
ence.80 Despite being economically underprivileged, this community proved to be unexpectedly
resilient against the hazard.81 Yet, the resilience of the Vietnamese Catholic community was not a
product of state support policies in the first place, but of their social capital and their ability to
mobilise help that eventually led to a political recognition of their needs.82 Looking at margin-
alised groups thus shows us that, depending on what referent we are analysing, responsibility
for protection has been allocated at the individual and local level for quite some time; even before
the emergence of resilience. However, it has mostly remained invisible due to the affectedness of
mostly neglected or marginalised groups.

These existing de facto distributions of responsibility are problematic, since they are the result
of a particular selection bias of state policies determining whose needs are seen and whose needs
remain neglected. However, this de facto distribution of responsibility has rarely been addressed
when assessing either the effects or the potential of resilience. Quite the opposite, critics of resili-
ence have emphasised the shift of responsibility for protection from the national to the local level
and from the community to the individual in International Relations in general and security stud-
ies in particular.83 While in many cases justified, the generality of the critique is problematic due
to a threefold flaw. First, it misses to make the referent object of resilience explicit by asking, ‘Who
is responsibilized through resilience?’. Rather, critics speak of ‘neoliberal subjects’84 or ‘resilient
subjects’85 and therewith homogenise ‘the individual’.86 This is a pitfall, since the power positions
of individuals differ fundamentally, as famously argued by Fiona Robinson in the critique of
Human Security’s blindness for gender differences.87 In fact, those who have been marginalised,
whose voices have been silenced and whose needs have been ignored before resilience gained
momentum, cannot be additionally responsibilised through resilience. They had already been

77Matt McDonald, ‘Whose security? Ethics and the referent’, in Jonna Nyman and Anthony Burke (eds), Ethical Security
Studies: A New Research Agenda (Oxon, UK and New York, NY: Routledge, 2016).

78The Matthew effect (or Matthew principle) refers to a distributional injustice, whereby those who are in a socio-
economically privileged position gain the greatest advantage from a particular decision while less privileged others gain
less or are even disadvantaged.

79Tierney, Disasters, p. 127.
80Shinya Uekusa, ‘Rethinking resilience: Bourdieu’s contribution to disaster research’, Resilience, 6:3 (2018).
81Uekusa, ‘Rethinking resilience’, pp. 186–7; Daniel P. Aldrich and Michelle A. Meyer, ‘Social capital and community

resilience’, American Behavioral Scientist, 59:2 (2015), p. 260.
82Tierney, The Social Roots of Risk, p. 117.
83Evans and Reid, Resilient Life; Kaufmann, ‘Emergent self-organisation in emergencies’; Joseph, ‘Resilience as embedded

neoliberalism’; Jonathan Joseph, ‘Governing through failure and denial: The new resilience agenda’, Millennium: Journal of
International Studies, 44:3 (2016).

84Joseph, ‘Governing through failure and denial’, p. 371.
85Evans and Reid, Resilient Life, p. 42; Chandler, ‘Debating neoliberalism’, p. 14.
86The flaws of such a generalisation is well demonstrated by Fiona Robinson’s The Ethics of Care.
87Robinson, The Ethics of Care.
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urged to take responsibility for their own protection before the rise of resilience started, as the
example of care recipients in German disaster management demonstrates. The process of respon-
sibilisation only accounts for those, who were previously able to make their needs heard in the
process of shaping security policies. The responsibilising effect of resilience policies hits those,
whose needs have so far beenconsidered most, the hardest. The critique of resilience thus (uncon-
sciously) reproduces a problematic notion of normality of the able-bodied and able-minded
middle-class referent object by generalising the claimed shift in responsibility.

Second, and building upon the first point, although resilience does not necessarily lead to a
general shift in responsibility, it generally legitimises the allocation of responsibility at the indi-
vidual and local level by drawing from the connection between resilience and complexity.88

Following this line of thought, David Chandler rightly states that ‘[r]esilience is a key concept
within neoliberal discourse, denoting a positive internal attribute of being able to positively
adapt to change.’89 However, although adaptability is regarded as inherently positive, the resili-
ence discourse blurs the allocation of responsibility rather than causing a simple shift. This can be
seen in the discussion of disaster resilience on the level of the UN. The Hyogo Framework90 as
well as the Sendai Framework91 emphasise the key responsibility of the nation-state for disaster
relief, while responsibilising both the subnational and the international sphere.92

Third, the way in which the term responsibilisation is used insinuates the illegitimacy of a poten-
tial devolvement of responsibility. However, this does not meet the ethical core of responsibility.
The acceptability and desirability of a certain constellation of responsibility depends on the respect-
ive context and is less clear-cut as current critics imply. A shift in responsibility might be justified
and even desirable depending on the contextual circumstances. Thus, the next section sketches out
criteria for a more nuanced assessment of the legitimacy of distributions of responsibility.

Responsibility and emancipation
In the tradition of the Frankfurt School’s Critical Theory, Iris Marion Young argues for the rec-
ognition of difference, thus of deviant needs and perspectives, as precondition for societal just-
ice.93 A recognition of different societal perspectives and positions is key for identifying a
desirable distribution of (political) responsibility. Such a distribution is in turn crucial for ascrib-
ing legitimate expectations of actions to different actors in order to mitigate existing injustices.
Consequently, responsibilisation is prima facie a description of the process of shifting responsi-
bility by declaring someone responsible for something. Assessing the legitimacy of such a move is
a subsequent step and needs to be based on normatively justifiable categories. First, this section
proposes an understanding of responsibility and how it is related to societal justice. Second and
drawing on Young’s94 work, it seeks to lay out criteria for a justifiable distribution of responsi-
bility that neither objectifies nor unduly burdens societal actors.

In her concept of shared responsibilities for creating social justice, Young argues that respon-
sibility in complex social structures needs to be distributed between the various actors involved.95

Responsibility has different temporal reference points and includes a retrospective and a

88David Chandler, Resilience: The Governance of Complexity (Abindon, Oxon, UK and New York, UK: Routledge, 2014).
89Chandler, ‘Debating neoliberalism’, p. 14.
90UNDRR, ‘Hyogo Framework for Action’.
91UNDRR, ‘Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030’.
92Friedrich Gabel and Marco Krüger, ‘From Lisbon to Sendai: Responsibilities in international disaster management’, in

Hannes Hansen-Magnusson and Antje Vetterlein (eds), The Routledge Handbook on Responsibility in International Relations
(Oxon: Routledge), pp. 203–16.

93Iris M. Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990).
94Young, Responsibility for Justice.
95Ibid.
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prospective dimension.96 In its retrospective dimension, responsibility can be thought as referring
to a past event or development and is mostly used in the context of past wrongdoings.
Responsibility for future action then results from past failures or omissions that led to the existing
injustice. In its forward-looking perspective and in the context of societal justice, responsibility
means the moral obligation to alter or at least challenge those societal conditions that are iden-
tified as being unjust.97

Young proposes to assess the ethical acceptability of the distribution of responsibility based on
the four parameters power, privilege, interest, and collective ability.98 Such an assessment neces-
sarily differs from lopsided calls for either the caring state or the resilient subject and provides
the basis for a more fine-grained ethical analysis. Although Young developed these parameters
in the context of social justice,99 her arguments are equally helpful to analyse distributions of
responsibility in other policy areas in which justice plays a crucial role. Security is such a field.
In Young’s reasoning, powerful agents (be it institutions or individuals) bear greater responsibil-
ity than less powerful agents. Furthermore, the more one is privileged by certain structures, the
greater is the respective responsibility for the outcomes and side effects those structures create.
Collective ability is another parameter and means that the greater the ability to rally people to
act jointly, thus, to pool power, the greater the responsibility (not) to change certain structures
and situations. According to Young, this means that ‘[u]nions, church groups, and stockholder
organizations, to name just a few, sometimes can enact significant power not because they can
coerce others to do what they decide, but because they have many members who act together.’100

Also those, who are negatively affected by certain structures, do carry at least some responsi-
bility, since they have an interest to remedy these grievances. This parameter sounds counter-
intuitive, if not cynical, as it shifts responsibility to those suffering the most from injustice.
Young defends this claim by arguing that

victims of injustice should take some responsibility for challenging the structures that pro-
duce it. It is they who know the most about the harms they suffer, and thus it is up to them,
though not them alone, to broadcast their situation and call it injustice.101

In fact, on a closer look, negating victims’ responsibility to name a situation or structure unjust
means to deny their agency. Notwithstanding the responsibility of the powerful, the privileged,
and the connected, victims of injustice need to name problems from their perspective in order
to avoid undue paternalism. A legitimate distribution of responsibility nonetheless needs to
assure that the ascribed responsibility to voice problems does not overwhelm the affected
individuals’ capacities. In the worst case, this would equally lead to silencing this perspective.
Young’s parameter interest, thus, needs to be assessed against the backdrop of the capacities
that are available to live up to the ascribed responsibility. A lack of the ability to issue one’s
interest should then be read as a problematic, and certainly unjust, exclusion. However, this
stance on responsibility does not release the beneficiaries of societal power structures from
reflecting on those who might be disadvantaged by the same structures.

Sticking further to the Frankfurt School’s tradition of Critical Theory, enhancing societal
justice can be thought in terms of enhancing the recognition of so far neglected needs and

96Regina Ammicht Quinn, ‘“No soul to damn, no body to kick”: Fragen Nach Verantwortung Im Kontext Der Herstellung
Von Sicherheit’, in Christopher Daase, Stefan Engert, and Georgios Kolliarakis (eds), Politik und Unsicherheit: Strategien in
einer sich wandelnden Sicherheitskultur (Frankfurt am Main and New York, NY: Campus, 2014), p. 123.

97Robin Zehng, ‘What kind of responsibility do we have for fighting injustice? A moral-rheoretic perspective on the social
connections model’, Critical Horizons, 20:2 (2019), pp. 122–3.

98Young, Responsibility for Justice, pp. 142–7.
99Ibid., p. 142.
100Ibid., p. 147.
101Ibid., p. 146.
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interests102 or of material redistribution,103 whereby recognition may be considered as the
precondition for redistribution. Either way, the just consideration of neglected or marginalised
perspectives is to result in the emancipation of the disadvantaged. In line with Ken Booth,
I understand emancipation as

the freeing of people (as individuals and groups) from those physical and human constraints
which stop them carrying out what they would freely choose to do. War and the threat of
war is one of those constraints, together with poverty, poor education, political oppression
and so on.104

This emancipation process is linked to increased power and privilege. As argued by Young, the
degree of legitimate responsibility correlates with the respective ability to live up to the require-
ments (that is, power and collective ability) and the degree to which the referent of responsibility
takes advantage from a current social structure (that is, privilege).105 While emancipation miti-
gates oppressing structures and unjust inequalities, it increases autonomy and therefore creates
‘socially, morally, and politically autonomous subjects of justification or as authorities within a
normative order’.106 Following this ideal of a just distribution of responsibility, the emancipation
of so far marginalised individuals or groups would legitimise a shift in the distribution of respon-
sibility towards the now more emancipated social entity.

Resilience, visibilisation, and emancipation
The differentiation between a general notion of responsibilisation, i.e. shifting responsibility, and
legitimising a certain distribution of responsibility, which happens to burden the individual while
releasing the state from its responsibility for protection, is ethically crucial. As argued above,
essentialising resilience as facilitator of undue responsibilisation processes is a misleading gener-
alisation. Rather, resilience can contribute to emancipation. The academic discourse in critical
security studies that rejects shifts in responsibility turns a blind eye on the question of what
might be an acceptable portion of responsibility for whom. A general denial of this question
unduly homogenises the population and implies that there was the right portion of responsibility
everyone could legitimately bear. However, this implication obscures the unequal distribution of
power, privilege, interest, and collective ability within the population. It runs the risk of
reproducing the Matthew principle by obscuring that a shift of responsibility is de facto
only for those people possible who were ex ante privileged enough to delegate a certain
responsibility for their own protection to the state. Defining resilience as a strategy to legitimise
a neoliberal modus operandi of protection, in contrast, at least implicitly justifies the ex ante dis-
tribution of responsibility. This is problematic in itself. It would be more sensible to criticise the
(un)intended consequences of resilience policies by showing unfavourable consequences, rather
than condemning a policy just because it redistributes responsibility.

The justification for the deployment of resilience as an organising principle points to the limits
of knowledge,107 the necessity to introduce a possibilistic rationality in security thinking108 and

102Honneth, ‘Recognition or redistribution?’.
103Nancy Fraser, ‘Societal justice in the age of identity politics: Redistribution, recognition, and participation’, in Nancy

Fraser and Axel Honneth (eds), Redistribution or Recognition: A Political-Philosophical Exchange (London, UK and
New York, NY: Verso, 2003).

104Booth, ‘Security and emancipation’, p. 319.
105Young, Responsibility for Justice.
106Forst, Normativity and Power, p. 11.
107Chandler, Resilience; John Urry, ‘The complexity turn’, Theory, Culture & Society, 22:5 (2005).
108Louise Amoore, The Politics of Possibility: Risk and Security Beyond Probability (Durham, NC and London, UK: Duke

University Press, 2013).
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thus the need for a decentral allocation of the responsibility for protection. This serves as justi-
fication for resilience to become increasingly important in political life.109 Particularly in disaster
management, a policy field that deals per definition with the unknown and the inevitable (though
influenceable), resilience appears to be a plausible concept to mitigate vulnerability and thus the
high toll disasters are regularly claiming.110 However, the approach of resilience still needs to be
supplemented by a normatively acceptable justification.

Herein lies the pitfall of those current resilience policies limiting themselves to devolving
responsibility while keeping power at the state level.111 These policies call for increased capabil-
ities without providing the means to live up to the transferred demands. This transfer of respon-
sibility is undue, since it disregards structural injustices and individual capacities while calling for
individual capabilities. In this context, Rainer Forst argues that the ‘problem appears most clearly,
when it is proposed to compensate the effects of such injustice through benevolent conduct by
individuals’.112 Many political resilience strategies do exactly this. They call for building individ-
ual capabilities to compensate for the adverse effects of unjust, yet unaddressed, societal struc-
tures. This reveals a justice problem of resilience policies that is exacerbated by the tendency
to hold the most structurally disadvantaged individuals and groups now responsible for their
incapacity to live up to the requirements of self-help.

Notwithstanding these problematic resilience policies, there might be room for an emancipa-
tory resilience approach. In the first place, such an approach would address the preconditions for
legitimately calling for a more resilient population. This requires asking: (a) How resilient is resili-
ent enough; (b) What is needed to be resilient?; and (c) How and by whom can the required cap-
abilities be obtained? Drawing on the case study, such a resilience approach would make
necessary capabilities explicit. It would be critical towards empirical observations of what is called
resilience and flourish in the realm of the possible, yet currently contrafactual. It would pursue
the premises of critical theory as

a connection between reflection in philosophy and in social science informed by an interest
in emancipation. It inquires into the rational form of a social order that is both historically
possible and normatively justified in general terms. At the same time it asks why the existing
power relations within (and beyond) a society prevent the emergence of such an order.113

Such a resilience approach would create an irritation, as it would challenge both, those
approaches that are criticised for unduly shifting responsibility without enquiring the
preconditions for its enactment and the well-travelled general criticism of any responsibilisation
linked to resilience. In short, it would question established truths and thus be performed
critique.114 Such a form of critique could be subsumed as immanent critique, since it seeks to
unveil the emancipatory potential within a certain concept rather than contrasting it with the
ideal utopia.115 It therewith represents an ‘affirmative critique of resilience’,116 understood as a
way to use resilience in a subversive manner beyond its current, in many cases neoliberal

109James Brassett, Stuart Croft, and Nick Vaughan-Williams, ‘Introduction: An agenda for resilience research in politics
and international relations’, Politics, 33:4 (2013), p. 222; Kevin Grove and Peter Adey, ‘Security and the politics of resilience:
An aesthetic response’, Politics, 35:1 (2015), p. 78.

110UNDRR, ‘Hyogo Framework for Action’; UNDRR, ‘Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030’; Aldrich
and Meyer, ‘Social capital and community resilience’, pp. 254–5.

111Joseph, Varieties of Resilience, p. 189.
112Forst, Normativity and Power, p. 12.
113Ibid., p. 1.
114J. P. Burgess, ‘The insecurity of critique’, Security Dialogue, 50:1 (2019), p. 98.
115Richard Wyn Jones, ‘On emancipation: Necessity, capacity, and concrete utopias’, in Ken Booth (ed.), Critical Security

Studies and World Politics (Boulder, CO and London, UK: Lynne Rienner, 2005), p. 220.
116Chris Zebrowski, The Value of Resilience: Securing Life in the Twenty-First Century (London, UK and New York, NY:

Routledge, 2016), p. 152.
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manifestations. If we accept that there are unknown, unexpected, or inevitable malicious events
that might result in catastrophic consequences harming the neglected and underprivileged the
most, then resilience appears to have something to offer to remedy injustice. The merit of
resilience is its capacity focus that is foundational for the demanded adaptability.

I call this contribution of resilience visibilisation, the process of making capacities and the lack
thereof visible in the public debate and thus to power structures. The visibilisation of diversity and
plurality as structural features of a society are then necessary steps to subsequently recognise
individual needs and constraints and to potentially foster resilience, either as a value,117 an
‘ideal type’118 or a concept.119 Neither visibilisation nor recognition necessarily lead to resilience
or even emancipation. Yet both steps represent preconditions for a meaningful debate about how
resilience could be facilitated and nurtured in society. If we follow Axel Honneth’s understanding
of recognition as a precondition for a socially just society,120 then visibilisation is its epistemic
foundation. In other words, the emancipatory potential of resilience lies in the chance to visibilise
so far marginalised perspectives.

This stands in contrast to how resilience policies currently operate.121 Yet, this shortcoming of
today’s manifestation of resilience is not an inevitable given.122 Therefore, exercising immanent
critique on resilience is to unfold its emancipatory potential. Developing categories to analyse the
legitimacy of a shift of responsibility appears as one way of doing so. Iris Marion Young’s criteria
for a just distribution of responsibility are such a basis to assess the legitimacy of a certain dis-
tribution of responsibilities. To illustrate how this emancipatory potential might work in practice,
I want to return to the case study.

Visibilisation, recognition, and redistribution: The contingency of legitimate
distributions of responsibility
People receiving homecare are in a precarious situation in disasters, except if they prove resilient
and organise help via their social bonds and networks. In the current institutional setting, it is
their social capital that lends them protection and increases their ability for self-help by making
security authorities aware of their situation. But even if they manage to do so, it is far from being
granted that disaster relief forces will have the know-how to satisfy the needs of a care-dependent
person. The ambulatory care provider, in contrast, might neither be able to take care of their
patients during a disaster nor to adequately and timely inform security authorities about the
problematic situation.123 The insufficient link between welfare and security bureaucracies results
in a blank spot that leaves care-dependent people in the worst case on their own.

Transferring the responsibility to organise help to the state is not an easy task. Even if some
interviewees proposed to set up a central register of some form that make the information on
home-cared persons actionable, such a database would suffer from two crucial disadvantages.
First, several interviewees confirmed that the efforts to keep such a database up to date would
exceed their current administrative capacities.124 Second, care recipients who actively refuse or
unconsciously miss to feed sensitive personal data into the database might witness disadvantages

117Zebrowski, The Value of Resilience.
118Chandler, ‘Debating neoliberalism’, p. 14.
119Philippe Bourbeau, On Resilience: Genealogy, Logics and World Politics (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,

2018).
120Axel Honneth, Kampf Um Anerkennung: Zur Moralischen Grammatik Sozialer Konflikte (Frankfurt am Main:

Suhrkamp, 1992), p. 198.
121Joseph, Varieties of Resilience.
122Schmidt, ‘Resilience and the inversion of possibility and reality’; Bourbeau, ‘Resilience and international politics’.
123Interview 17.
124Interviews 3, 17, and 24.
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in a disaster situation. Such a procedure would, again, responsibilise care recipients to reveal their
data and thus render them subject to a discriminatory treatment due to their inability to self-help.

An emancipatory resilience approach, in contrast, would come from another angle. It would
not put the potential disaster, but the capacities to be granted for keeping the population adaptive
and resourceful centrepiece. An emancipatory resilience approach, firstly, needs to politicise the
level of capacities different actors are required to have at their disposal. Is it up to state institutions
to supply the population with groceries or are citizens supposed to stockpile? If that is the case,
then for how many days? Are there state emergency shelters for everyone or do particular groups
need to care for themselves? How fast does an ambulance or firefighter need to be at the site of
operation? All these questions are inherently political and linked to capacities. They thus need to
be deliberated to exchange perspectives and to scrutinise the justifiability of the different claims.

This justifiability is then, secondly, directly linked to the degree to which the different actors
are privileged or disadvantaged by a certain distribution of responsibilities, and, above all, if they
can live up to the ascribed responsibilities. Therefore, the capacities, needs, and constraints that
either enable or prevent people from being resilient need to be balanced with the ascribed respon-
sibilities. In accordance with the findings of the case study, David Alexander pointed out that dis-
aster relief practices are simply not made for people with bodily needs or impairments that differ
from the majority of the population.125 The lack of inclusivity we witness already in daily life is
exacerbated during crises and results in the above-described marginalisation of some societal
groups such as care-dependent people. Some first attempts to make so far neglected needs visible
were undertaken by Katja Schulze et al. whose research findings showed that those care recipients
who do not stockpile do so disproportionally often due to a lack of economic capacity.126 An
effective politics of protection for disabled and care-dependent people alike is based on such a
visibilisation of needs. This visibilisation is best done through the involvement of affected people,
in the sense of Young’s criterion interest. The therefore necessary level of participation, represen-
tation, and inclusion can be facilitated by the capacity-focus of resilience.

The visibilisation of needs is the precondition for their recognition. However, recognition is
more than visibilisation. Recognition encompasses to actively take a perspective into account.127

The process of recognition results in the negotiation of the different individual and collective
resources and constraints as well as of granted privileges and existing needs. Comparing needs
and resources is then the basis for an assessment of the actual capacities that allows for deliber-
ating on just distributions of responsibility. It links these responsibilities to a possibly necessary
material redistribution as quintessence of recognition in order to increase societal justice, just as
Nancy Fraser argues.128 In this reading, the level of available resources, for example in form of
social, economic, or cultural capital or in the level of inclusivity and accessibility of public spaces
and means, need to be adequate to the ascribed responsibility. Young’s four parameters collective
ability, power, privilege, and interest could be a possible yardstick to assess the acceptability of a
given distribution of responsibility.129 Such an analytical measure, however, forbids to condemn
the devolvement of responsibility as such or to treat the individual as a homogeneous category.
Bringing Young’s categories into practice means to contextually assess who can be legitimately
held responsible for what and to what degree.

Due to capacity limitations on all societal levels, ranging from the individual to the whole soci-
ety, a distribution of responsibilities is almost inevitably necessary. Yet, if the legitimacy of a dis-
tribution of responsibility depends on the level of available resources, then there is not the one
right allocation of resources, but various principally justifiable distributions that might require

125Alexander, ‘Disability and disaster’.
126Schulze et al., ‘Bedarfe und Ressourcen in Extremsituationen mit Fokus auf hilfs- und pflegebedürftige Menschen’,

p. 60.
127Honneth, Kampf um Anerkennung; Honneth, ‘Recognition or redistribution?’.
128Fraser, ‘Societal justice in the age of identity politics’.
129Young, Responsibility for Justice.
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the redistribution of resources to those who carry responsibility in order to be ethically
acceptable.

Chandler argued that resilience is a relative term that needs to be assessed against a particular
situation.130 If there is no state of absolute resilience, how resilient is resilient enough and what
capacities would therefore be necessary becomes a political decision. The visibilisation of needs
and therewith also of societal marginalisation or even exclusion enables a more informed debate
of what resources are necessary to achieve a level of resilience that is deemed appropriate. Such a
political process would facilitate an emancipation in Ken Booth’s terms as the ‘freeing of peo-
ple’131, because it needs to take structural constraints into account and lend the affected people
agency. The recognition of so far unconsidered needs in the process of shaping security routines
would increase the privilege of care recipients in disasters. Be it through the redistribution of
responsibilities or the enhancement of capacities, this recognition would thus be an act of eman-
cipation; and the visibilisation of these needs its precondition. Resilience might be used to actual-
ise this visibilisation. Herein lies its emancipatory potential.

Conclusion
This article sought to demonstrate that resilience has the potential to tackle pitfalls in current
security policies. Taking the example of the German disaster management system as a case in
which the resilience discourse is hardly developed, the article demonstrates that people receiving
homecare are marginalised also in a traditional security environment. Due to public neglect, they
are de facto responsible for their own protection. These people cannot be additionally responsi-
bilised by resilience. Rather, the responsibilisation claim works in the first place for those, whose
societal prerogatives make them visible for current modes of disaster management and who thus
can rely on the helping hand of state security practices.

Despite the various shortcomings of resilience policies, there is an emancipatory potential in
resilience that might subvert the rationality of its current deployment by contrasting the call for
resilience with a call for inclusivity and resourcefulness. Means for increasing resilience thus need
to be found in fields such as inclusion and social-welfare politics that have little to do with the
security realm, but play a huge role for determining individual capacities. Those capacities
need then to be negotiated against the backdrop of a political debate on what capacities should
be granted in order to be resilient enough. Such a debate, in turn, rests on the knowledge of
individual and collective capacities and constraints. It thus requires a politics of visibilisation
that rests on participation, representation, and inclusivity.

Yet, there are clear limits to the argument brought forward in this article. The form of
visibilisation that I advocated in the article is demanding with regard to its framework conditions.
Only in those cases in which state institutions seek to improve the living situation of the people,
visibilisation is desirable. In contrast, making one’s needs visible for oppressive regimes might
even exacerbate the vulnerability of those who already live in a precarious situation. Moreover,
in order to be able to meet the visibilised needs, states need to have appropriate economic
means at their disposal. Consequently, visibilisation is not a panacea against societal injustices.
Yet, it might be a first step for recognising needs and identifying actual distributions of
responsibility.

Furthermore, I have argued that responsibilisation is not necessarily bad. Its legitimacy
depends on the level of capacities that are at the disposal of the respective referent object.
Young offered a helpful framework of how we can think about legitimate constellations of
distributions of responsibility.132 In her normative assessment of security, Nyman argued that

130Chandler, ‘Debating neoliberalism’, p. 14.
131Booth, ‘Security and emancipation’, p. 319.
132Young, Responsibility for Justice.
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‘we cannot and should not avoid normative judgements when we study security.’133 The same
applies to resilience. Even more, we should bear in mind that the general rejection of resilience
or its simple equation with neoliberalism falls short of using resilience’s potential to issue a form
of immanent critique that might help to subvert not only the way resilience is currently
enacted,134 but also the marginalisation of people who are deviant from an imagined normality.
Even if this creates an imaginary world, it would be one that policymakers would need to engage
with and that does not foreclose the potential of resilience but seeks to exploit it. Resilience, thus,
offers academics the possibility to exercise immanent critique, that is, to think it differently and to
develop and promote those ‘“mutant rules” of resilience’135 that go beyond the criticism of resi-
lience’s current appropriations in the political discourse and to point to its potential benefits. One
step in this direction is to take up the debate about the preconditions for legitimate acts of respon-
sibilisation that do not lead to increased precarity, but to emancipation.
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