
intentionality (89). As politics shifts from
the formal sphere of democratic delib-
eration and representation to the every-
day world of complex interaction,
Chandler remarks that ‘power relations
can easily evaporate into complex pro-
cesses of indirect interconnection’ (123).
Whereas in the past radical critique was
directed at the structures of economic
and social inequality, to contemporary
sensibilities such theorising looks elitist
and hubristic.
In an interconnected world, there is no

sphere of autonomous choice-making,
but we still have to make choices, with-
out fully knowing what their unintended
consequences might be. As Cubitt
(2006) has remarked: ‘for a networked
ensemble subjectivity, whose primary
role is to witness the process of the world

rather than to intervene in it’, agency
‘produces only the sensation that we
are standing, incapable and uncertain,
at the brink of a precipice, and [are]
nonetheless responsible for all that hap-
pens subsequently’. We become ethi-
cally responsible for our choices in a
process of inward-looking work on the
self, rather than externally oriented work
to change the world our object. While we
might still talk in terms of the formal
politics of Left and Right, Chandler
demonstrates that not only has that poli-
tical universe imploded, but also that,
through a two-pronged attack by neoli-
beralism and post-Marxism on modernist
ways of thinking about politics, a new
world is beginning to emerge through a
re-focusing on autonomous complex life
itself (224).
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I
would like to thank Philip Hammond
and Julian Reid for their thoughtful
reviews. For Reid, the ‘life’ focus of

resilience thinking is just another liberal/
neoliberal governmentality, enabling the
reproduction and extension of biopolitical
rule, thus my book provides interesting
insights, but is not necessarily essential for
the making of such claims. For Hammond,
the conceptual distinctions made in the
book shed some useful insights into cur-
rent discussions of how policy under-
standings are being transformed and the
emergence of the new doxa of complexity
and its relational ontology (drawing
adherents from across the, now defunct,
Left–Right ideological divide).
Hammond focuses on the genealogical

moves I make connecting radical socio-
political thinking and neoliberal economic
theorising, noting their shared critique of
the Enlightenment subject. This conver-
gence was, in fact, already flagged by
Foucault (2008: 105), whose insights
I attempt to update by noting the ways in
which the ‘transformative’ aspects of resi-
lience thinking, as a way of reflecting upon
governance, rely on the ‘inevitability’ that
constitutive power/potentia will always
win out over constituted power/potestas.
In this heuristic framing, biopower com-
petes with sovereign power and eventually
displaces it as a governing mentality (with
the last three decades of neoliberalism as a
via media, bringing life into the self-
understanding of governance rather than
excluding it). Post-foundationalist Marxism
thus becomes part of the emergent dis-
course of governance rather than the dis-
course of radical destabilising critique,
which, to some, comes across as a provo-
cative claim.
How does this alternative story of the

rise of ‘life’ or of the biopolitical help us
to understand resilience? Let’s take an
example. Where Reid sees resilience as a
machination of liberal/neoliberal power,
requiring exposure to catastrophe, in some
sort of totalising and life science-following

governance-through-Apocalypse manner,
my view is a little less sanguine. It is true,
of course, that disasters, which were once
seen as external events or shocks, and
which necessitated recovery and ‘bouncing
back’ are increasingly understood rather
differently. However, the point is not so
much that we can do nothing to prevent
disasters and need to accept catastrophe as
inevitable or that we are all interpellated as
vulnerable and incapable in the face of
overwhelming threat. But rather that disas-
ters are part of a learning/developmental/
governmental process in ways in which
they were not before.

The power of ‘life’, that as Hammond
points out, requiring being governed
‘through’, rather than being gov-
erned ‘over’, becomes clear in disasters,
which become understood as lessons to
be learnt from. Disasters are reinscribed
as the final point of processes which were
previously hidden to us, or which we
lacked awareness of; processes (or
assemblages, in current parlance) in
which we were all the time and already
embedded within as actors with agency
(for example, Lavell and Maskrey, 2013).
Thus, in resilience thinking, disasters do
not require ‘bouncing back’ to the status
quo ante, but rather require self-
reflexivity, in the awareness of how to
bounce back differently: how to learn
from the bad forms of governance that
the disaster reveals and thus to prevent
or limit such events in the future.

This way of governing through learning
the lessons of ‘life’ could thereby be
understood as reflexive or adaptive gov-
ernance. This form of governance starts
from life or from the appearance of the
world, rather than starting with abstract
goals or political projects. Much the
same as Big Data starts with the ‘data’
rather than with the hypothesis (Mayer-
Schönberger and Cukier, 2013), or Bruno
Latour starts with the ‘actors’ rather than
a theory of social relations (Latour, 2007).
Subject/object relations are transformed
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with their modernist binaries eroded. ‘Life’
brings with it its own onto-epistemological
ethics (Barad, 2007): humans need to
govern themselves reflexively, through
capacities to become aware of their rela-
tional embeddedness, in order to avoid or
mitigate the unintended consequences of
their actions. Thereby the ‘resilient com-
munity’ is one that governs itself reflex-
ively in ways that minimise or reduce the
problematic side effects of complexity
(which went ungoverned in a modernist
world of reductionist linearity).
It seems that we are increasingly aware

that life will always exceed or overcome
the designs of constituted power – that
governance must be reflexive not
merely responsive and reactive. This
trend is also highlighted in the increas-
ing difficulty that governments have in
setting goals. Political goals already
sound faintly ridiculous to the contem-
porary ear, as if the world was a vacant
or passive object waiting to be acted
upon. Either goals would not be met,
and thus be understood to be declara-
tions of hubris or deceit; or, if these goals
were to be met, then because of the
reductionist understandings and exclu-
sions inevitably involved in such instru-
mentalist approaches, the unintended
effects of achieving them would prob-
ably be of greater and more negative
consequence than anything achieved

through the formal meeting of the goals
themselves. This obviously has major
repercussions for how we understand
representative forms of government once
the task of government is no longer to set
and decide upon collective goals but rather
to enhance our reflexive capacities. Any
political outcome – a programme or a set
of laws, for example – would become a
barrier or at best an act of artifice, rather
than an achievement.

My book was really a first foray into the
shift from directive and reactive under-
standings of governance to reflexive
approaches – work on the self (at every
level from the individual to the global) as a
way of transforming the world. I have
tried to flag up the underlying assump-
tions that have made this shift possible
and to consider the implications of this
form of process or relational thinking,
which to me, inverses every assumption
of liberal or neoliberal ends-based gov-
erning ontologies. However, at the end of
the day, I am much less concerned with
giving reflexive approaches a label –

whether they are neoliberal, post-liberal,
biopolitical, or whatever – than with think-
ing about how we got to these under-
standings, how they work, and how we
might develop a critical stance towards
them. If the book – and the discussions,
such as this, that it provokes – contributes
to this, then that is more than enough.
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Abstract
This contains three reviews of Alexander Betts’ Survival Migration: Failed
Governance and the Crisis of Displacement by Alexandra Délano, Catherine
Weaver and James Milner, respectively, as well as a reply by Alexander
Betts. Survival Migration addresses an issue of great and growing impor-
tance: the precarious status of refugees who flee their country to survive
environmental changes, food insecurity and generalized violence – that is,
people who seek refuge in another state with the aim of survival. Their
status is precarious because they often fall between existing legal cate-
gories, and because they often flee to states that are unwilling or unable to
protect them. Betts uses the concept of survival migration to highlight this
crisis. He introduces another concept – regime stretching – to show how
states adapt, or stretch, existing international frameworks and structures to
the situation they face. The analytical and normative advantages of the
concepts of survival migration and regime stretching are at the centre of the
exchange between Betts and the reviewers of his book.
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