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ABSTRACT
The EU is surrounded by areas of limited statehood (ALS) and contested orders (CO) in
its southern and eastern neighbourhood. Resilience has become a focus of attention
in the academic debate on how to successfully deal with ALS and CO. Moreover,
resilience-building is a new cornerstone in the EU’s foreign and security policy.
However, to what extent is resilience a mechanism to cope with ALS and CO? What
are the sources of resilience? To what extent does the EU act as a resilience builder
or spoiler in its neighbourhood? By presenting a new conceptual framework for
analysing the interplay between risks, resilience, and governance breakdown/
violent conflict as well as through in-depth empirical evidence, this special issue
puts forward three key arguments. First, resilience is a key mechanism to prevent
governance breakdown and violent conflict in the EU’s neighbourhood. Second,
three sources are key in building resilience: Social trust within societies and
communities, legitimacy of (state and non-state) governance actors and institutions,
as well as effective, fair, and inclusive governance institutions. Third, if external
actors, such as the EU, seek to build resilience, they need to factor in long-time
horizons, in-depth local knowledge, and a clearly designed strategy.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 5 January 2021; Accepted 7 July 2021

KEYWORDS Resilience; violent conflict; order contestation; areas of limited statehood; governance breakdown;
European Union; external actors; legitimacy; social trust; governance institutions

Introduction

The EU is surrounded by areas of limited statehood at its eastern and southern borders
where central state authorities lack administrative capacities and/or do not fully hold
the monopoly of the use of force. Another frequent phenomenon in the EU border-
lands are order contestations with state, external, and non-state actors challenging
the rules of the political game according to which societies are organized. In short,
areas of limited statehood (ALS) and contested orders (CO) are the default condition
in the EU’s neighbourhood. The unresolved conflicts in Eastern Ukraine and regarding
South Ossetia and Abkhazia in Georgia exemplify these dynamics in the EU’s
eastern neighbourhood. Its southern neighbourhood is equally plagued by limited
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statehood and violent order contestations as developments in Libya and Algeria
demonstrate.

For a long time, democracy promotion and state-building was considered the main
remedy for tackling governance breakdown and violent conflict in areas of limited sta-
tehood. This approach has by now been debunked as both ineffective and illegitimate.1

At the same time, scholarly work has demonstrated that, first, areas of limited state-
hood are neither ungovernable nor ungoverned and, second, effective and legitimate
governance is possible even under rather adverse conditions of limited statehood.2

In the meantime, resilience has become a focus of attention as a way to tackle ALS and
CO. For many years, resilience has been a key topic in other disciplines, including psychol-
ogy or public health.3 Democratization published a first special issue on the “Resilience of
Democracy” already in 1999. A second special issue on “Resilience of Democracies:
Responses to Illiberal and Authoritarian Challenges” came out in 2021.4 These and
other works demonstrate a more elaborate effort to grapple with the concept in the pol-
itical and social sciences.5 This special issue complements the one on “Resilience of
Democracies” by focusing on challenges to societal resilience in areas where statehood
is limited and democracy is contested in the EU’s eastern and southern neighbourhoods.

Broadly understood, resilience is the capacity to cope with, adapt to, and recover
from various external and internal challenges.6 Hence, in order for societies to success-
fully deal with risks that emanate from ALS and CO in a peaceful manner, resilience is
an essential mechanism. More often than not, though, it is unclear what academics
have in mind when they talk about resilience. The concept tends to be undertheorized
and remains vague, meaning different things to different people.7 We also know little
about the sources and consequences of resilience both from a conceptual and from an
empirical perspective.

Resilience-building has also become the EU’s new approach in dealing with ALS
and CO in its eastern and southern neighbourhoods. The EU Global Strategy
(EUGS) turned resilience into one of the cornerstones of EU foreign and security
policy.8 Yet, the EUGS invites for various interpretations of what resilience means
and what the concrete implications are for EU foreign and security policy.

Against this background, this special issue focuses on resilience as the capacity of
societies, communities, and individuals in the eastern and southern European neigh-
bourhoods to anticipate, cope with, adapt to, and recover from various external and
internal challenges in ALS and CO including challenges to democracy and democra-
tization as well as global and diffuse risks such as climate change.9 We hypothesize
that resilient societies should be able to sustain effective governance and peace
under conditions of limited statehood and contested orders. Therefore, the authors
of this special issue ask three interrelated questions:

1. To what extent does societal resilience help prevent violent conflict and governance
breakdown in areas of limited statehood and contested orders in the EU’s eastern
and southern neighbourhoods?

2. What are the sources of resilience?
3. To what extent and under which conditions does the EU act as resilience builder or

spoiler in its eastern and southern neighbourhoods?

The special issue puts forward three key arguments. First, we confirm that societal
resilience constitutes a key mechanism to prevent governance breakdown and violent
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conflict in the EU’s neighbourhood, while enabling effective governance and peace. If
societies display a sufficient degree of resilience, they are able to fend off risks and to
cope with these risks in a peaceful and adaptive way. No or too little resilience allows
risks to become immediate threats leading to violent conflict and/or governance
breakdown. Second, three interrelated sources are crucial in building resilience:
Social trust within societies and communities, legitimacy of (state and non-state)
governance actors and institutions, as well as effective, fair, and inclusive governance
institutions. Third, if external actors, such as the EU, seek to build resilience, they
need to factor in long-time horizons, in-depth local knowledge, and a clearly
designed strategy. Strengthening resilience does not happen overnight, but is a
long-term project due to the deep societal changes it requires. Moreover, local
knowledge is essential to foster resilience and in order to strengthen all three
sources of resilience adequately. If we use these criteria to assess the EU’s resili-
ence-building strategies, the record is decidedly mixed, as the contributions to this
special issue demonstrate.

The core arguments of our special issue speak to several existing research gaps. First,
our theoretical contribution is a deeper understanding of resilience. We provide a con-
ceptual framework on the sources and consequences of resilience. We demonstrate how
resilience is able to push back against risks of limited statehood and order contestations
and helps to avoid violent conflict as well as governance breakdown. While this special
issue focuses on the EU as an external governance actor in its eastern and southern
neighbourhood, the conceptual framework is applicable beyond the EU.

Second, our understanding of societal resilience is directed against interpretations
of resilience focusing predominantly on the state and its capacities to fend off external
and internal challenges. Such conceptualizations have all too often supported the
stabilization of autocratic and repressive regimes, which abound in the EU’s eastern
and southern neighbourhoods. Since state capacity as such might undermine societal
resilience in autocratic and repressive regimes, regime type matters; fostering trans-
parent, participatory, and legitimate governance is key to societal resilience-building.
In other words, the more democratic the state, the more it can enable societal
resilience.10 At the same time, there is a feedback loop between societal resilience
which requires collective action capacities of communities and individuals, and
democratization.

Third, we provide novel empirical insights from both the EU’s eastern and
southern neighbourhood. We show how resilience plays out in diverse empirical
contexts and how a diverse set of state, external, and non-state actors can help
building it. At the same time, we demonstrate how domestic and external gover-
nors can undermine resilience pointing out complex social and political dynamics
for EU engagements in its neighbourhood. Last not least, we draw on our theor-
etical and empirical work to spell out policy implications for the EU and its
member states.

This introduction proceeds in three steps. First, we define our main categories and
present our conceptual framework. Second, we elaborate on how external actors can
act as resilience builders or spoilers with special emphasis on the EU. In this
context, we distinguish the concept of resilience-building from earlier state-building
and stabilization strategies and also discuss how resilience-building relates to democ-
racy and human rights promotion. Third, we outline the structure and contributions of
the special issue.
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The conceptual framework: limited statehood, contested orders, and
societal resilience

Areas of limited statehood and contested orders

Areas of limited statehood (ALS) and contested orders (CO) constitute the environ-
ment in which we analyse the role of resilience and the relationships between the
central variables of this special issue. ALS are areas in which central government auth-
orities and institutions are too weak to set and enforce rules and/or do not control the
monopoly of the use of force.11 ALS can refer to parts of a country’s territory or to par-
ticular policy areas in which state authorities are incapable to enforce the rules. The
Donbas region of Ukraine partly controlled by Russian separatists or the Libyan terri-
tories not controlled by the Libyan state, but by Khalifa Haftar and the Libyan National
Army (LNA), are prominent examples of ALS. As to policy areas, the Covid-19 pan-
demic has turned many parts of the EU neighbourhood, but also highly industrialized
countries into areas of limited statehood, since it overwhelmed the capacities of public
health services. The common discourse surrounding so-called “failed” or “fragile”
states overlooks that areas of limited statehood where state authorities are too weak
to provide effective governance, are ubiquitous in the contemporary international
system, while consolidated statehood constitutes the exception to the rule.12 This is
particularly true for the EU’s eastern and southern neighbourhoods. There are very
few consolidated states in the EU’s neighbourhood where central state authorities
are able to enforce central decisions in most of the territory and with regard to
most policy areas. In Ukraine, Georgia, Syria, or Libya, the state has partly even lost
the monopoly of the use of force. In sum, ALS serve as a context condition for our
inquiry in the EU’s southern and eastern neighbourhood.

Contested orders (CO) refer to situations in which state and non-state actors chal-
lenge the norms, principles, and rules according to which societies and political
systems are or should be organized. In other words, CO are incompatibilities
between two or more competing views about how political, economic, social, and ter-
ritorial order should be established and sustained. At the global and regional level,
powers such as Russia, China, and increasingly Turkey challenge democratic and
rule of law-based orders. Domestically, Western and non-Western societies struggle
with the rise of populist forces that question their current political and legal order
from the inside. Poland and Hungary only constitute the tip of the iceberg within
the EU.13 CO might not be as ubiquitous as ALS in the contemporary international
system; but they are fairly common, particularly in the EU’s eastern and southern
neighbourhoods. CO constitute the second context condition for our analyses.

We contend that neither ALS nor CO have to necessarily result in governance break-
down or violent conflict. Some degree of order contestations is constitutive for liberal
democratic states, as long as they are dealt with in a peaceful manner. By the same
token, ALS are neither ungoverned nor ungovernable. As we have shown elsewhere in
detail, some areas of limited statehood are reasonably well governed by a whole variety
of actors – state and non-state, domestic/local and international, while others are not.14

In many cases, international organizations, (I)NGOs, and even private companies as
well as rebel groups and other violent non-state actors step in where the state authorities
fail to deliver common goods and services.15 The EU’s eastern and southern neighbour-
hoods are no exception in this regard, as the case studies in this special issue demonstrate.
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It follows that the challenge for EU foreign policy is to foster conditions in which
order contestations do not contribute to governance breakdown or violent conflict
in areas of limited statehood. ALS and CO are the default context condition in the
EU’s eastern and southern neighbourhood. Neither limited statehood nor contested
orders are likely to go away. They create vulnerabilities and pose risks, but ALS or
CO do not in themselves amount to immediate threats for the countries and regions
in question or for European security in general. Only if and when areas of limited sta-
tehood and contested orders deteriorate into governance breakdown and violent
conflict (as, e.g. in Libya), do the risks turn into threats for the respective country
or region, but also for the EU. For much of the 2000s, state-building has been
the main paradigm for external actors to deal with ALS and CO. The strategy has
failed – examples in the EU’s neighbourhood abound from Libya to the Western
Balkans to Ukraine.16 The EU’s record as a democracy promoter is also decidedly
mixed.17 Most recently, this has contributed to the EU’s change of strategies
towards resilience-building.18 This leads us to our third concept in our framework,
(societal) resilience.

Resilience

While the concept of resilience has entered the political discourse including the EU’s
Global Strategy (see below), it increasingly risks becoming an empty signifier which
can mean anything. However, as mentioned above, there has been a long discussion
on resilience and its sources in the social sciences which is compatible with our two
main context conditions of ALS and CO.19 As Korosteleva and Flockart point out, resi-
lience “is about having the necessary elements in place that can facilitate reflexivity and
self-organization, to amplify an entity’s inherent strength, awareness of the outside
[…] and its purpose and ambition”.20 Moreover, “resilience ought to be seen as a
form of ‘self-governance,’ which places the emphasis on the ‘local’ and the ‘person’
in inside-out processes of learning and capacity-building to help a self-referential
agency to find its own equilibrium”.21 Thus, we conceptualize (societal) resilience as
the capacity of societies, communities, and individuals to deal with opportunities and
risks in a peaceful manner. While this understanding is rather general and abstract,
it has important implications.

First, non-resilient societies and/or authoritarian states can be stable. Efforts to
support these societies and state institutions would lead to stability, but not to resili-
ence precisely because they do not have the ability to peacefully transform and
adapt. Resilience produces the capacity to cope with risks and to manage social
change peacefully.22 Hence, resilience must not to be confused with stability.

Second, while the state might contribute to societal resilience, we emphasize (local)
communities, non-state as well as external actors. This means that there can be resilient
societies without the state. This is particularly significant in areas of limited statehood
where the state is too weak to implement and enforce decisions and where other actors
have to provide governance and public services in the absence of viable state insti-
tutions. Resilience enables societies, communities, and individuals developing the col-
lective action capacity to provide governance in the absence of a functioning state, i.e.
effective rule-making and the provision of common goods and services. Resilience also
empowers them to cope with external and internal order contestations in a peaceful
manner and to ensure effective governance despite these contestations.
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Finally, societal resilience is not static. It is first and foremost about change as well as
pro-active adaptation and the ability to anticipate and to deal with risks, including
“unknown unknowns”. It follows that societal resilience cannot be measured indepen-
dently from the risks it is supposed to deal with, e.g. humanitarian disasters, health
crises such as Covid-19, large-scale cyber-attacks, and the like.23

Three sources of resilience

Social trust: We hold that in order to arrive at resilience, three sources are essential.
The first source is social trust. We understand trust as “a cooperative attitude
towards other people based on the optimistic expectation that others are likely to
respect one’s own interests”.24 Social trust can be subdivided into three components:
individual trust, group-based trust, and generalized trust. While individual trust
relies on regular face to face interaction, group-based trust builds on shared group
identity and membership, and generalized trust works independently of face to face
interaction and group membership.25 Moving from individual trust to group-based
trust to generalized trust, trust relationships become more inclusive in terms of “ima-
gined communities” where members do not know, but trust each other.26 This also
means that out-group biases decrease and the in-group grows larger.27 For resilience,
trust relationships that are as encompassing and as inclusive as possible are most rel-
evant, since they enable societies to engage in peaceful change in the face of risks.
Moreover, social trust enhances the capacity of communities to overcome collective
action problems and ensure effective governance, even in the absence of a functioning
state.28

Legitimacy: Legitimacy of governance actors and institutions is a second source of
resilience, whether state or non-state. Legitimacy bestows the “license to govern” to
particular actors and institutions. The empirical legitimacy of governance actors
understood as the social acceptance they enjoy among the governed population29 is
key in preventing governance breakdown and violent conflict.30 If people accept gov-
ernance actors and institutions as legitimate, they will comply with their rule and
orders even if they do not agree with every action or order in all instances. If govern-
ance actors are considered legitimate, they do not have to rely on more costly mech-
anisms for compliance and cooperation, such as coercion, since legitimacy renders
permanent monitoring of compliance obsolete.31 Legitimacy is of particular relevance
for governance actors in areas of limited statehood to acquire compliance and
cooperation in the absence of effective enforcement capacities.32 Legitimacy as a
source of resilience also provides the link to democracy and democratization. Auto-
cratic governance by definition must rely mostly on “output legitimacy” through
effective service provision, since its “input legitimacy” through citizens’ participation
and the like is extremely limited.33

Institutions: The design of (particularly non-state) governance institutions is a
third source of the resilience of societies and communities. Here, we concentrate on
political or governance institutions, that is, institutions designed for rule-making
and/or the provision of public goods and services. Governance institutions – from
(non-state) judicial systems to educational institutions, or public health governance
–must be “fit for purpose” in order to be effective. This is a straightforward functional
argument which – in international relations – has been made by rationalist institution-
alists34, and also resonates with institutional approaches based on “rational design”.35
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Yet, there is no “one size fits all” design for governance institutions in areas of limited
statehood and contested orders. The organizational rules and procedures of govern-
ance institutions have to be flexible enough to enable social learning and to adapt to
changing circumstances. Flexibility and functionality apply to both state and non-
state institutions, the latter being particularly important in areas of limited statehood.
Finally, governance institutions can be supported by external actors, such as the EU,
under the condition that the external actors enjoy sufficient legitimacy on the
ground (see above).36

Our conceptual framework

How do societal resilience and its sources help prevent governance breakdown and
violent conflict in the EU’s southern and eastern neighbourhoods which are character-
ized by areas of limited statehood and contested orders? Figure 1 depicts our concep-
tual framework. We treat ALS and CO as context conditions in the EU’s
neighbourhood which are unlikely to change any time soon – from Eastern Europe
to the Western Balkans, the Southern Caucasus, the Middle East, and North
Africa.37 As argued above, ALS and CO per se are neither ungovernable nor ungov-
erned in most cases. Whether ALS and CO result in governance breakdown or
violent conflict depends on the degree of societal resilience to fend off the various
risks entailed.

The outcome variable of our framework i.e. the response has three categories:
peaceful change/effective governance, continuity, and violent conflict/governance
breakdown. Only, the last category can become a threat to security as well as to political
and social stability of the respective regions, countries, as well as the EU and its
member states. The key independent variables are risks affecting the EU neighbour-
hood and thereby indirectly also the EU. Societal resilience presents a moderating

Figure 1. Conceptual framework. Source: Authors’ illustration.
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variable predicting how strong the effects of risks on societies are and what kind of
societal response we ought to expect. We will now discuss our framework one by one.

Risks and resilience

Risks are omnipresent in the EU’s neighbourhood and on a global scale.38 Such risks
can individually affect a society (see (B) in Figure 1) or in groups and bundles (see (A)
in Figure 1). In other words, risks can come alone or in interconnected groups. Risks
and resilience affect tipping points in opposite directions. While risks make tipping
points and therefore governance breakdown and violent conflict more likely, resilience
renders reaching such tipping points less likely. Whether risks turn into threats in areas
of limited statehood and contested orders depends on the extent to which societal resi-
lience can successfully contain global and diffuse risks at the local, domestic, and
regional level.

We distinguish between global, diffuse, and regional risks.39 Global, diffuse, and
regional risks can originate from particular actors and countries inside and outside
of Europe’s immediate proximity. For instance, governance breakdown and violent
conflict in Afghanistan and in Mali or the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC)
might spill over into the European neighbourhoods. In a similar vein, nuclear prolifer-
ation in the Middle East following a final breakdown of the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action (JCPOA) with regard to Iran if it occurred, might equally translate into
threats to European security, as might violent conflicts in the European Eastern neigh-
bourhood, e.g. involving Eastern Ukraine, South Ossetia, or Abkhazia.

Diffuse risks are non-territorial and often hard to ascribe to particular actors.
Examples are climate change and cyber coercion. Cyber-attacks on critical infrastruc-
ture in the EU’s neighbourhood are a risk to the EU as such attacks can have severe
economic and security spillover effects. In most cases, global, diffuse, and regional
risks affect Europe’s security indirectly, namely via areas of limited statehood and con-
tested orders by leading to governance breakdown and violence. A case in point is the
strategic rivalry between Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Turkey and its consequences for the
violent conflict and order contestations in Syria.40 The war in Syria does not threaten
European security per se, but mostly its social and political stability through its spil-
lover effects, e.g. refugee flows. Climate change as a more diffuse risk does not consti-
tute a security threat to Europe as such either. However, it might affect European
security through, e.g. water conflicts in the EU’s Southern surroundings, particularly
North and Sub-Saharan Africa. We focus on the interconnections between global,
regional, and diffuse risks, on the one hand, and areas of limited statehood and con-
tested orders in Europe’s surroundings in the East and the South, on the other.

Responses and resilience

We hypothesize that societal resilience as defined above is essential to ensure peaceful
change and effective governance. In a society with high levels of resilience, risks that
affect these societies will not result in governance breakdown and/or violent conflict.
Rather, a high or at least sufficiently high level of societal resilience will increase the
ability to fight off those risks and lead to peaceful adaption and change within a
society as well as allow for effective governance. In short, resilient societies are able
to cope with risks in a peaceful and adaptive manner, preventing governance
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breakdown and/or violent conflict. Having only a medium level of societal resilience
may allow fending off risks. However, such a degree of resilience may only be
enough to keep the pre-risk status quo and result in continuity. Societies remain
exposed to risks and run constant danger of those risks turning into threats i.e. govern-
ance breakdown and/or violent conflict. An example of where some resilience is
present, but societies are nevertheless constantly struggling with varying risks is
Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH). Here, despite the long-term commitment by the EU
to help foster resilience, societal resilience remains limited keeping society vulnerable
to risks, including social segregation and ethnic tensions.41

If societal resilience is too low or completely absent, risks can set off violent conflict
and governance breakdown. In such a scenario, the degree of resilience reaches a
tipping point where societal resilience falls under a crucial threshold below which
societies are no longer able to fend off and successfully cope with risks (see (C) in
Figure 1). Thereby, these risks result in violent conflict and/or governance breakdown.
An overall breakdown of governance implies a substantial under-provision or com-
plete lack of basic public goods and services. For example, an Ebola outbreak in
West Africa does not constitute a threat to societies per se. Governance breakdown
only occurs if affected states as well as regional and international organizations are
unable to contain and neutralize the disease, as it happened in Liberia and Sierra
Leone in 2014. There, the outbreak threatened the security and stability of the
region. Likewise, contested orders only turn violent if domestic conflicts over what
constitutes a “good public and political order” undermine the legitimacy of a regime
to an extent that it loses support of key parts of society and relies on repression of
dissent to set and enforce its rule. This may eventually trigger violent opposition by
those political forces that seek to establish a different order, resulting in popular upris-
ings or civil war. The loss of legitimacy for the autocratic regime in Libya in the wake of
the Arab Spring as well as the following violent developments in the country illustrate
these dynamics.42

In sum, governance breakdown and violent conflict are instances where

. state, non-state, and external/international actors do not provide sufficient public
goods and services (anymore), and/or

. multiple violent non-state actors fight with state actors or among themselves over
the control over territory, and/or

. conflicts about domestic/international order turn violent.

The tipping points that determine when risks turn into threats are to a large degree
context-dependent (see (C) in Figure 1). To understand and analyse such tipping
points, we need to take local circumstances and different combinations of factors
into account. The specific nature of the risk(s) as well as the level of societal resilience
are decisive in this regard. For instance, droughts and water scarcity represent a more
significant risk in the EU’s southern neighbourhood than in the eastern neighbour-
hood regardless of the degree of societal resilience in the eastern neighbourhood
countries. Reaching a tipping point leading to governance breakdown/violent
conflict through droughts and water scarcity is more likely in many parts of the
EU’s southern neighbourhood than in the eastern neighbourhood. In short, risks
and resilience affect tipping points in opposite directions with resilience making
such tipping points less likely and risks making them more likely. We cannot
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determine specific events or dynamics that produce such a tipping point with absolute
certainty. Yet, it is nevertheless possible and valid to identify events and dynamics that
increase the likelihood for a tipping point to occur. For example, societal resilience in
Jordan and Turkey has so far helped cope with migration influx from Syria. However,
Özçürümez warns that if resilience levels should drop and/or migration pressures
increase significantly, this may constitute a tipping point resulting in governance
breakdown/violent conflict.43 Other examples include latest research on forecasting
violent conflict, which analyses factors predicting future violent events with a
certain likelihood.44 Single events, such as the withdrawal of foreign troops and/or
INGOs from a country, can mark a tipping point. The same holds true for pandemics
such as Covid-19. Other potential tipping points build up more slowly over time, such
as large scale (youth) unemployment in Tunisia or Algeria.45

The EU as a resilience builder in its neighbourhood

The EU has embraced the concept of resilience in its 2016 Global Strategy (EUGS)
replacing earlier foci on state-building, democracy promotion, and stabilization. It
defines resilience as the “ability of states and societies to reform, thus withstanding
and recovering from internal and external crises.”46 While this understanding
remains rather vague, the following conceptualization is close to our own. Resilience
concerns the capacity of

individuals, communities, institutions, and countries to better prepare for, withstand, adapt to
and quickly recover from political, economic, and societal pressures and shocks, natural or
man-made disasters, conflicts and global threats; including by reinforcing the capacity of a
state – in the face of significant pressures to rapidly build, maintain or restore its core functions,
and basic social and political cohesion and of societies, communities and individuals to manage
opportunities and risks in a peaceful and stable manner and to build, maintain or restore liveli-
hoods in the face of major pressures.47

As Tocchi, the EUGS’s principal architect, explains, the move towards resilience
emerged out of “principled pragmatism”48 as “a middle ground between over-ambi-
tious liberal peacebuilding and under-ambitious stability”.49 Indeed, previous efforts
at democratization, state-building, and stabilization in the EU’s neighbourhoods
have largely failed or produced rather mixed results.50 However, as we argued
above, resilience-building from the outside, while potentially less state-centric than
earlier efforts, is no less ambitious. It requires a lot more attention to context-
specific local conditions than the EU has been hitherto willing to devote. It does not
entail giving up on the promotion of human rights, democracy, and the rule of law,
but redirects attention to societies and communities rather than the state.

The key arguments this special issue advances have direct implications for external
actors in general, and for the EU trying to foster resilience in its neighbourhood in par-
ticular. First, as societal resilience prevents violent conflict and governance breakdown,
external actors need to invest sufficient resources for fostering it. Since resilience is a
fairly new focus in EU foreign and security policy, this also implies a steep learning
curve on the side of the EU in order to avoid policy failure in its neighbourhood. Fos-
tering resilience requires long-term engagements and sufficient material and immater-
ial resources. Building resilience does not happen overnight and is not “free of charge”.
The Eastern Partnership or the various partnerships the EU has built with African
countries (e.g. on migration, mobility, and employment) provide institutional
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frameworks for resilience-building. As the contributions to the special issue show,
however, they need better funding and target the sources of societal resilience more
systematically. For instance, through the EU Association Agendas and the 20 Deliver-
ables for 2020 (20 for 2020) the EU seeks to strengthen resilience in Georgia and
Ukraine. However, the track record of these initiatives remains mixed so far.51

Another example, is the 3RP (Refugee Resilience and Response Plan), which aims to
provide an extensive approach to forced displacement in countries such as Turkey,
Jordan, or Lebanon. The EU has been a key supporter and donor of the 3RP, but
the effectiveness of the initiative in fostering resilience remains largely unclear.52 If
resilience-building is just an excuse for no longer investing in democracy assistance
and human rights, it easily becomes an empty signifier.53

Most important, resilience-building moves away from state-centric approaches towards
governance-building and peace-building “from below” and “bottom up”. Resilience-build-
ing puts societal actors, local communities, and even individuals front and center of the
strategy.54 If taken seriously, it requires the EU to essentially overhaul its overly state-
centric strategies of capacity-building towards strengthening the adaptive capacities of
societies and local communities in its eastern and southern neighbourhoods. Resilience-
building entails engagement with non-state actors, including non-state justice institutions
and even violent actors. As the articles in this special issue demonstrate, it remains unclear
whether the EU and its member states are both willing and capable of doing just that.55

The situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina exemplifies this. Despite the EU’s commitment
to build resilience, the track record is mixed at best. Risks continue to affect the country
and strong long-lasting societal resilience is yet to be reached.56 Another example are
EU efforts to strengthen resilience in Georgia and Ukraine. Although the EU managed
to strengthen resilience and helped fend off domestic risks in both countries, it largely
failed to mitigate geopolitical risks such as Russian interference.57

Second, as the sources of resilience are multidimensional, external actors need to
address a diverse set of sources to foster societal resilience successfully. Regarding
capacity-building, effective, fair, transparent, and inclusive political processes and
institutions are key in fostering societal resilience. The foreign aid programmes of
the EU and its members states claim to do just that. It then depends on the local cir-
cumstances in the EU’s neighbourhoods, whether to invest in state or non-state insti-
tutions to provide common goods and services – from public health to education and
even security. Effective, flexible, and fair governance institutions are of primary impor-
tance for resilience-building, irrespective of whether these are state or non-state insti-
tutions. In fact, central state authorities often act as governance spoilers in ALS, as the
example of Belarus has amply demonstrated. The Lukashenko regime has not only
suppressed the order contestations of civil society and democratic opposition move-
ments, but has also contributed to governance breakdowns on a large scale.

Fostering the legitimacy of governance actors and institutions is another key factor
in resilience-building. Earlier efforts of democracy-promotion by the EU have been
largely state-centric using the Western model of liberal democracy as the blueprint.58

Resilience-building does not entail giving up on the EU’s values of human rights,
democracy, and the rule of law. However, it requires a focus on building inclusive,
fair, and transparent governance institutions, whether state or non-state, that enjoy
broad acceptance among local populations. Democracy promotion “from the
bottom up” redirects attention to participatory institutions in local communities
rather than mostly concentrating on free and fair elections.
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Last but not least, social trust constitutes another crucial source of societal resili-
ence. Various studies have shown in this context that people develop generalized
trust, the more they experience inclusive, fair and transparent governance insti-
tutions.59 In other words, a focus on capacity-building with regard to such governance
institutions (see above) will probably have positive effects on trust-building as a source
of resilience. The EU has various means at its disposal with regard to institution-build-
ing to enhance social trust within local populations. For example, efforts by the Organ-
ization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) and the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) helped building inclusive schools in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, and to establish Dialogue Platforms bringing together civil society, citi-
zens, and government partners, which has strengthened social trust.60 Similar
approaches and activities would be viable options for the EU in order to help foster
resilience.

Third, since the tipping points for governance breakdown and violent conflict are
context specific, external actors, such as the EU, need to invest knowledge and
resources in a broad anticipatory monitoring of foreign environments. Possessing
in-depth regional and local knowledge of political and societal conditions where the
EU seeks to foster resilience is of the essence in order to increase its chances for
success. At the moment, the EU and its member states have mostly focused on building
up monitoring capacities for assessing global and regional risks as well as potential
crises. Equally strong efforts have to be put into developing monitoring and infor-
mation capacities with regard to the sources of societal resilience in the various
eastern and southern neighbourhoods. In many instances, “resilience monitoring”
can be done from the outside and does not require permission by – often corrupt –
state governments. In sum, we not only need crisis-monitoring, but also regular assess-
ments of societal resilience.61

Finally, external actors can also act as resilience spoilers. Activities of other external
actors can undermine EU efforts to build resilience. The situation in Libya serves as an
example.62 The Government of National Accord (GNA) and the Libyan National
Army (LNA) fought over who legitimately represents the Libyan state. The EU and
most of her member states supported the UN backed GNA in Tripoli. It presents a
challenge to any EU effort to build resilience that other external actors, including
Russia or Egypt, back Khalifa Haftar and the LNA.63 Moreover, the EU and its
member states can be resilience spoilers themselves. While France has backed the
LNA, the EU and other member states have supported the GNA government in
Tripoli officially recognized by the UN.

Through engagements in environments as diverse as Ukraine, Georgia, Libya, the
Balkans or Mali, the EU has the potential to strengthen resilience in a broad variety
of contexts.64 However, building resilience is largely a domestic process where local
state and non-state actors take center stage. The EU and her member states cannot,
nor should they be expected to build resilience as external actors by themselves and
from scratch. They can promote resilience in the eastern and southern neighbourhood
through contributing material, human, and immaterial resources such as training mis-
sions or aid. Their efforts to help build effective institutions need to be based on the
condition that these institutions are fair, transparent, and open. If the EU makes its
financial and political support for state institutions conditional on such domestic
(state) institutions becoming (more) impartial towards their citizens and societal
groups, this may increase social trust between citizens in the respective country or area.
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Structure of the special issue

The following in-depth case studies speak to our theoretical foundation offering broad
empirical evidence from the EU’s southern and eastern neighbourhood. Magen and
Richemond-Barak argue that it is necessary to systematically integrate global and
diffuse risks into explanatory logics of governance breakdown and violent conflict to
develop better predictive models and resilience-building strategies. Their contribution
presents a six-cluster typology of global and diffuse risks, and highlights three distinct
types of tipping-points that can overwhelm societal resilience.

By comparing Iraq, Lebanon and Syria Huber andWoertz find that limited input and
threatened output legitimacy are harmful to resilience, while collective memory, recon-
ciliation, and flexibility of institutions are crucial for resilience. Their findings caution
that resilience should not only mean the capability to adapt to crises but also needs to
set the stage for comprehensive and inclusive transformations that are locally rooted.

Stollenwerk uses original survey data to analyse the extent to which societal resili-
ence helps to prevent governance breakdown in Libya and Tunisia. His article shows
that limited statehood and order contestation do not necessarily lead to a breakdown of
security governance. Social trust and the legitimacy of governance actors are two main
sources of resilience helping to prevent governance breakdown.

Özçürümez examines the EU’s effectiveness in fostering societal resilience in
Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey. She argues that the EU has been moderately effective
in building societal resilience due to several constraints the EU faces, including the
extent to which the host countries perceive the EU as a legitimate external actor,
and the context-specific risks in the host countries.

Bargués and Morillas consider the extent to which the EU has helped enhance
societal resilience in Bosnia and Herzegovina. They conclude that the record of resili-
ence building is mixed and that the EU intervention is resulting in continuity – a
process of only slow progress that is increasingly perceived as frustrating for the
local population – rather than peaceful change.

Kakachia, Legucka, and Lebanidze assess the EU’s performance in promoting
societal resilience in Georgia and Ukraine. While Ukraine and Georgia possess a mod-
erate degree of societal resilience, both countries suffer from a high exposure to dom-
estic and external risks, making them dependent on external resilience-building
support from the EU. The analysis underlines the EU’s mixed record of resilience-
building in the EU’s eastern neighbourhood.

Bressan and Bergmaier compare the role that resilience plays in crisis early warning
in diplomatic services at the EU and member state level in France and Germany. They
find that member states see value in complementing risk analysis with a resilience per-
spective, but also that the EU has so far failed to provide a sufficiently clear and coher-
ent source model of resilience for such efforts.

With these contributions, this special issue provides a theory guided empirical assess-
ment of the EU’s efforts to foster resilience in its eastern and southern neighbourhood.
Through in-depth empirical research from various contexts that builds on a new concep-
tual framework, the volume sheds light on the promises and pitfalls of the new EU resi-
lience paradigm. The findings of this special issue carry both academic and policy
relevance. Even though this special issue underscores that resilience is a key mechanism
to prevent violent conflict and governance breakdown, the EU has yet to adjust its policies
towards its neighbourhoods accordingly in order to successfully help foster resilience.
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