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Abstract: As polities of all kinds are under pressure to achieve socio-environmental sustainability and
resilience, existing assessment tools diagnosing communities’ vitality assets and vulnerabilities face
challenges. These include grappling with incomplete data, incongruent models, and diverse indicator
schemes from various scientific and professional domains. Moreover, these assessments draw upon
multiple, sometimes unclear, and occasionally overlapping conceptualisations of ‘sustainability’ and
‘resilience’. This complexity makes monitoring system dynamics difficult, particularly in smaller
rural communities with limited resources. This essay addresses this science policy and epistemic
dilemma by proposing Greimas’s actantial model as a solution. The model, initially designed for
understanding language and stories, is adapted to connect and integrate diverse data and indicator
narratives across disciplines to inform policies at various levels of governance. This essay discusses
recent debates on the conceptualisation of sustainability/resilience and its associated challenges,
exploring how Greimas’s model may allow more constructive dialogue about conflicting views on
resilience and sustainability. The model is presented as a planning template to foster communication
across disciplines, social actors, and polities. The conclusion emphasises the model’s simplicity
as a tool to overcome jargon, bridge communication gaps, and provide guidance for smaller rural
communities facing resource constraints in assessing and implementing initiatives for sustainability
and resilience.

Keywords: resilience theory; land use planning; rural sustainability; planning narrative; actantial
model; Algirdas Julien Greimas

1. Introduction

Faced with the political imperative to remain ‘sustainable’ or to become ‘resilient’,
polities from all governance levels have worked hard in recent years to develop assessment
tools aiming at diagnosing their socio-economic and environmental conditions and operat-
ing as a basis for regional development plans or policymaking [1,2]. Yet, these assessments
often still rely on incomplete data, incongruent and heterogeneous data models, or indi-
cator schemes derived in different scientific and professional domains while drawing on
multiple, often unclear and sometimes overlapping conceptualisations of ‘sustainability’
and ‘resilience’ [3–5]. Consequently, the development of these assessment tools cannot
keep up with the rapid societal dynamics, which leads to blank spots on the maps. This
is most challenging for smaller and medium-sized rural communities, where the impact
of socio-spatial changes may be most severe, and the requisite resource needs that must
remain at the forefront of best planning practices are deficient [6–8]. Decision makers
and planners are left with the following question: how to choose the right sustainabil-
ity/resilience assessment tools? More precisely, how to select the right (durable, flexible,
and user-friendly) assessment tool to inform decisions (policies) and increase community
preparedness? Besides that, one may ask if it is possible to identify commonalities among
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the disparate sets of assessment and planning instruments relating to the resilience and
sustainability of communities in all their varieties. This situation is further complicated by
the variable geometry of the communities and the wide register of discourses, since assess-
ment models are often developed by scientists, while planning instruments are adapted by
practitioners and policymakers.

The present exploratory paper argues that the actantial model initially developed
by the semiotician Algirdas Julien Greimas may solve the science policy and epistemic
quandary. The actantial model has been elaborated upon in the extension of literary studies
and the sociolinguistic episteme is organised around six main ‘actants’ (Subject, Object,
Helper, Opponent, Sender, and Receiver) conceived as structural elements around which
any narrative is built [9]. If the actantial model has found several concrete applications
outside its heuristic and original field, surprisingly few works have addressed prospec-
tive narratives like planning instruments so far. Through its meta-theoretical nature, the
current paper evaluates how and to what extent the actantial model may prove helpful in
integrating sustainable/resilient assessment processes into policy practice and empirical
assessments about community resilience. The working assumption is that, although the
actantial model aimed in its origin at understanding and categorising generic structures in
language and stories, it may also help to connect and integrate different data and indicator
stories to planning processes when adequately translated into the specific knowledge con-
text. To do so, this paper proposes switching the focus from the sustainability or resilience
semantics to a more semionarrative approach using a limited series of actantial markers
mentioned above. In fact, this implies moving beyond the resilience framework and simply
embracing the idea of ‘desirable capital’ or ‘vital capital’, i.e., what appears as a vital asset
or a capital for communities (or ecosystem beneficiaries) as political Subjects. More than a
simple semantic slip, the notion of ‘vital capital’, when filled with the tangible concerns
of local communities, offers a more pragmatic grasp of what planning narratives intend
to achieve.

The remainder of this paper is comprised of four sections. The next section digs
deeper into terminological discussions surrounding the ‘resilience’ concept over the last
15 years by revisiting three key debates in sustainability and resilience theory: (i) the
sustainability/resilience definitional overlap, (ii) the concurrent descriptive/normative
approach of resilience, and (iii) the diverging conceptualisations about resilient systems
(absorbing/retrieving/persisting vs. adapting vs. transforming). By reframing these three
definitional debates through Greimas’s actantial model and semionarrative grammar, we
demonstrate that these conflicting views about resilience share, in fact, a common (hidden)
storyline or narrative programme about the ‘trajectories’ of systems. The third section
answers this question by clarifying the rational mechanics behind the sustainable/resilient
imperative discourse and examining the six main components behind these narratives using
the Greimassian model. In the fourth section, we discuss how the actantial model helps
generate comparable narratives, offering a flexible roadmap for scientists, practitioners, and
policymakers. Using the actantial model to frame communities’ futures provides a flexible
roadmap in line with similar contemporary efforts to reconcile scientific and political views
in resilience theory [10]. This paper invites planners and scholars to direct their attention
less on the concept of resilience and more on the (i) ‘desired system state or destination’ (as
an Object) envisaged by a community (as a Subject), (ii) a more precise selection of threats
(Opponents) impeding a community to reach that desired state, and (iii) the supportive
capital needed (Helper) to reach this terminative state.

The conclusion discusses how the actantial model may also help solve another concep-
tual issue: the specific nature of planning narratives, especially for smaller and disadvan-
taged polities like many rural communities, when searching for effective, resilient tools to
combat global threats.

Ultimately, this essay makes an original and significant contribution to challenges
that represent how planning theories deal with the ambiguous and complex concept of
resilience. First, this paper provides a holistic framework for rethinking how planning
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processes can be envisioned through a simple narrative format using the six key components
in Greimas’s actantial model. Then, this article provides a solution to the debate over the
normative/descriptive divide of the concept of resilience and its multiple interpretations by
moving from a definitional approach to a narrative program with clear, critical, and logical
discontinuities. Finally, this article responds to the common and continuous appeal for
simpler language across several disciplines regarding community and ecosystem resilience.

2. Reframing Resilience: From Scientific Jargon to Policy Narrative

International organisations dealing with sustainable development and well-being
have put considerable effort into engaging polities of all scales to develop their ‘resilience’.
This heightened global interest has translated into directives, strategies, and technical tools
crafted to prepare large agglomerations, cities, and smaller communities in their assessment
and capability building of their (eco)systems against current and future threats. It is hard
to keep count of all resilience-labelled initiatives, such as those implemented by the United
Nations, OECD, the World Bank, the EU, and several worldwide organisations. Notable
initiatives include the Resilient Cities Network (R-Cities), which was developed through
the project 100 Resilient Cities (100RC) initiated by the Rockefeller Foundation in 2013 [11].
Other initiatives grew out of necessity from the aftermath of global threat as the European
Union Recovery Instrument (Next Generation EU) was deployed by the EU [12] (p. 14).

As communities from all scales and types work to assess their vulnerability and define
their resilience strategies, three primary concomitant debates about the conceptualisation of
resilience have been taking place over the last 15 years in sustainability and resilience theory.
These debates illustrate how this integration from theory to practice remains difficult. Like
trees obscuring the view of the whole forest, we suggest that these definitional disputes,
while scientifically relevant and practically oriented, fail to show the essential common
and perhaps universal narrative behind the conceptualisation of resilience. These three
terminological disputes relate to (1) the definitional overlap between sustainability and
resilience, (2) the normative/descriptive character of resilience, and (3) the debate about the
absorbing/retrieving/persisting vs. adapting vs. transforming properties of the concept
of resilience.

2.1. The Resilience and Sustainability Conceptualisation Overlap

The first dispute about the conceptualisation of resilience comes from its blurred
intersectionality with the concept of sustainability. Whereas both notions of sustainability
and ‘resilience’ have gained in popularity and found their place on political agendas, the
overlap between both concepts remains baffling and has generated more than its fair share
of discussion among researchers in recent years [4,13–16].

Investigating this persistent conceptual mix-up, Marchese et al. identified three dif-
ferent lenses under which the relationship between the two concepts is approached: (1) a
view where resilience appears as a component of sustainability (enhancing the resilience
of a system contributes to its sustainability, while in contrast, the opposite is not nec-
essarily true); (2) a differing conception where sustainability is seen as a component of
resilience (a system being more sustainable contributes to its resilience); and (3) a third
approach where resilience and sustainability are seen as distinctive and complementary [15]
(pp. 1276–1277).

To understand the reasons behind this terminological muddle, some authors have
pinpointed that both concepts have been adopted across different disciplines [14,17] while
also sharing a relationship with the idea of systems [16–18], which are by nature complex as
various factors (environmental, social, economic, engineering, and political) interact with
one another. As the concept of resilience gained in popularity in recent years [4,5,16,19],
voices were heard advocating for better integration of the two concepts, but also to cope
with the existing tension between the need for clear, valuable definitions for practice and the
requirement of a certain flexibility to facilitate interdisciplinary discussion [14,20]. Among
the endeavours working on finding a satisfying distinction between the two concepts, one
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of the directions consists of linking one of the terms (sustainability) to a state of the system
that is socially ‘desirable’, while the other term (resilience) may refer to a more observable
state about a trajectory [5,14,21–24].

In this regard, Xu et al. [16], who examined the literature on sustainability and re-
silience, corroborate the idea that sustainability is strongly related to a desirable state where
“[. . .] stocks of natural capital are maintained at or above existing threshold levels” [16]
(p. 127). These desirable stocks of capital, would they be of natural, physical, human, or
even cultural nature (sustainability pillars), vary across systems since different systems
rely on different desirable capital—sustainability of what—while keeping in mind that this
desirable capital must be accessed by “both present and future generations”—sustainability
to what—[16] (p. 128).

2.2. The Descriptive/Normative Riddle of Resilience

The distinction between resilience’s descriptive vs. normative stances hinges on a
key question: should resilience solely describe observable phenomena acting on systems
successfully coping with disturbance (resilience as a descriptive concept), or should it
be viewed as an ideal state for an ecosystem to aspire to when confronting disturbances
(resilience as a normative concept). In a seminal article that still captures the debate on
substance and form, Brand and Jax investigated several resilience conceptions, identify-
ing three categories and ten classes of definitions [14]. The first category encompasses
six classes defining resilience as a descriptive concept emphasising a system’s capacity to
absorb the disturbance(s), external stresses, and shocks and maintain its properties. A
second category includes two definitions where resilience appears as a hybrid concept
integrating normative expectations aiming at maintaining a system and its properties. The
third category, framing resilience as a normative concept, fosters two classes of definitions
embracing resilience as a long-term and desired system state (socially or ethically moti-
vated) for the benefit of a community. Over the years, the resilience descriptive/normative
debate has remained a central one [14,21–27] and in doing so, it has remained part of a
more extensive discussion about what van der Hel entitles an “appropriate relationship
between science and politics” [28] (p. 248).

Far from trivialising the importance of this debate, one may ask, what is the prac-
tical reason to engage in this terminological discussion? Or, more precisely, why de-
fend a descriptive conceptualisation of resilience? From an argumentative point of view,
two answers can be provided to this question: (a) for a purely heuristic reason or (b) be-
cause ultimately, such descriptive conceptualisations can be helpful in guiding the actions
of people and polities, notably in helping them to evaluate natural and human-made
systems—in other words, to guide normative intentions. The second answer, supported
by a social pragmatic rationale, is undoubtedly in line with the argument put forward by
resilience theorists aiming for a more explicit descriptive approach to resilience.

To simplify the understanding of this pragmatic rationale, let us look at the definition
of resilience proposed by Thorén [27] (p. 311) (cf. also [24] (p. 4)), which echoes a general
descriptive stance about the concept. The author has schematised this in an intuitive
manner, attributing some equations to the sentence as he defines resilience as “the ability
of a system S to absorb some disturbance D whilst maintaining property I”. He then
clarifies that “a system S is resilient if, and only if, when subjected to some disturbance D,
I is maintained through the disturbance” [27] (p. 311). By pushing the schematisation of
Thoren’s definition further, one could suggest the following formulation where
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127). These desirable stocks of capital, would they be of natural, physical, human, or even 

cultural nature (sustainability pillars), vary across systems since different systems rely on 

different desirable capital—sustainability of what—while keeping in mind that this desir-

able capital must be accessed by “both present and future generations”—sustainability to 

what—[16] (p. 128). 

2.2. The Descriptive/Normative Riddle of Resilience 

The distinction between resilience’s descriptive vs. normative stances hinges on a key 

question: should resilience solely describe observable phenomena acting on systems suc-

cessfully  coping with disturbance  (resilience as a descriptive  concept), or  should  it be 

viewed as an ideal state for an ecosystem to aspire to when confronting disturbances (re-

silience as a normative concept). In a seminal article that still captures the debate on sub-

stance and  form, Brand and  Jax  investigated several resilience conceptions,  identifying 

three categories and ten classes of definitions [14]. The first category encompasses six clas-

ses defining resilience as a descriptive concept emphasising a system’s capacity to absorb 

the disturbance(s), external stresses, and shocks and maintain its properties. A second cat-

egory includes two definitions where resilience appears as a hybrid concept integrating 

normative expectations aiming at maintaining a system and its properties. The third cat-

egory,  framing resilience as a normative concept,  fosters  two classes of definitions em-

bracing resilience as a long-term and desired system state (socially or ethically motivated) 

for the benefit of a community. Over the years, the resilience descriptive/normative debate 

has  remained a central one  [14,21–27] and  in doing so,  it has remained part of a more 

extensive discussion about what van der Hel  entitles an “appropriate  relationship be-

tween science and politics” [28] (p. 248). 

Far from trivialising the importance of this debate, one may ask, what is the practical 

reason to engage in this terminological discussion? Or, more precisely, why defend a de-

scriptive conceptualisation of resilience? From an argumentative point of view, two an-

swers can be provided  to this question:  (a)  for a purely heuristic reason or (b) because 

ultimately, such descriptive conceptualisations can be helpful  in guiding  the actions of 

people and polities, notably in helping them to evaluate natural and human-made sys-

tems—in other words, to guide normative intentions. The second answer, supported by a 

social pragmatic rationale, is undoubtedly in line with the argument put forward by resil-

ience theorists aiming for a more explicit descriptive approach to resilience. 

To simplify the understanding of this pragmatic rationale, let us look at the definition 

of resilience proposed by Thorén [27] (p. 311) (cf. also [24] (p. 4)), which echoes a general 

descriptive stance about the concept. The author has schematised this in an intuitive man-

ner, attributing some equations to the sentence as he defines resilience as “the ability of a 

system S to absorb some disturbance D whilst maintaining property I”. He then clarifies 

that “a system S  is resilient  if, and only  if, when subjected  to some disturbance D,  I  is 

maintained  through  the  disturbance”  [27]  (p.  311).  By  pushing  the  schematisation  of 

Thoren’s definition further, one could suggest the following formulation where ˄ refers 
to being adjoined (for instance, to a property I) and ˅ for being disjoined (for  instance, 
from a property I). Therefore: 

I]t1
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[4,5,16,19], voices were heard advocating for better integration of the two concepts, but 

also to cope with the existing tension between the need for clear, valuable definitions for 

practice and the requirement of a certain flexibility to facilitate interdisciplinary discus-

sion [14,20]. Among the endeavours working on finding a satisfying distinction between 

the two concepts, one of the directions consists of linking one of the terms (sustainability) 

to a state of the system that is socially ‘desirable’, while the other term (resilience) may 

refer to a more observable state about a trajectory [5,14,21–24]. 

In this regard, Xu et al. [16], who examined the literature on sustainability and resil-

ience, corroborate the idea that sustainability is strongly related to a desirable state where 

“[…] stocks of natural capital are maintained at or above existing threshold levels” [16] (p. 

127). These desirable stocks of capital, would they be of natural, physical, human, or even 

cultural nature (sustainability pillars), vary across systems since different systems rely on 

different desirable capital—sustainability of what—while keeping in mind that this desir-

able capital must be accessed by “both present and future generations”—sustainability to 

what—[16] (p. 128). 

2.2. The Descriptive/Normative Riddle of Resilience 

The distinction between resilience’s descriptive vs. normative stances hinges on a key 

question: should resilience solely describe observable phenomena acting on systems suc-

cessfully  coping with disturbance  (resilience as a descriptive  concept), or  should  it be 

viewed as an ideal state for an ecosystem to aspire to when confronting disturbances (re-

silience as a normative concept). In a seminal article that still captures the debate on sub-

stance and  form, Brand and  Jax  investigated several resilience conceptions,  identifying 

three categories and ten classes of definitions [14]. The first category encompasses six clas-

ses defining resilience as a descriptive concept emphasising a system’s capacity to absorb 

the disturbance(s), external stresses, and shocks and maintain its properties. A second cat-

egory includes two definitions where resilience appears as a hybrid concept integrating 

normative expectations aiming at maintaining a system and its properties. The third cat-

egory,  framing resilience as a normative concept,  fosters  two classes of definitions em-

bracing resilience as a long-term and desired system state (socially or ethically motivated) 

for the benefit of a community. Over the years, the resilience descriptive/normative debate 

has  remained a central one  [14,21–27] and  in doing so,  it has remained part of a more 

extensive discussion about what van der Hel  entitles an “appropriate  relationship be-

tween science and politics” [28] (p. 248). 

Far from trivialising the importance of this debate, one may ask, what is the practical 

reason to engage in this terminological discussion? Or, more precisely, why defend a de-

scriptive conceptualisation of resilience? From an argumentative point of view, two an-

swers can be provided  to this question:  (a)  for a purely heuristic reason or (b) because 

ultimately, such descriptive conceptualisations can be helpful  in guiding  the actions of 

people and polities, notably in helping them to evaluate natural and human-made sys-

tems—in other words, to guide normative intentions. The second answer, supported by a 

social pragmatic rationale, is undoubtedly in line with the argument put forward by resil-

ience theorists aiming for a more explicit descriptive approach to resilience. 

To simplify the understanding of this pragmatic rationale, let us look at the definition 

of resilience proposed by Thorén [27] (p. 311) (cf. also [24] (p. 4)), which echoes a general 

descriptive stance about the concept. The author has schematised this in an intuitive man-

ner, attributing some equations to the sentence as he defines resilience as “the ability of a 

system S to absorb some disturbance D whilst maintaining property I”. He then clarifies 

that “a system S  is resilient  if, and only  if, when subjected  to some disturbance D,  I  is 

maintained  through  the  disturbance”  [27]  (p.  311).  By  pushing  the  schematisation  of 

Thoren’s definition further, one could suggest the following formulation where ˄ refers 
to being adjoined (for instance, to a property I) and ˅ for being disjoined (for  instance, 
from a property I). Therefore: 
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[4,5,16,19], voices were heard advocating for better integration of the two concepts, but 

also to cope with the existing tension between the need for clear, valuable definitions for 

practice and the requirement of a certain flexibility to facilitate interdisciplinary discus-

sion [14,20]. Among the endeavours working on finding a satisfying distinction between 

the two concepts, one of the directions consists of linking one of the terms (sustainability) 

to a state of the system that is socially ‘desirable’, while the other term (resilience) may 

refer to a more observable state about a trajectory [5,14,21–24]. 

In this regard, Xu et al. [16], who examined the literature on sustainability and resil-

ience, corroborate the idea that sustainability is strongly related to a desirable state where 

“[…] stocks of natural capital are maintained at or above existing threshold levels” [16] (p. 

127). These desirable stocks of capital, would they be of natural, physical, human, or even 

cultural nature (sustainability pillars), vary across systems since different systems rely on 

different desirable capital—sustainability of what—while keeping in mind that this desir-

able capital must be accessed by “both present and future generations”—sustainability to 

what—[16] (p. 128). 

2.2. The Descriptive/Normative Riddle of Resilience 

The distinction between resilience’s descriptive vs. normative stances hinges on a key 

question: should resilience solely describe observable phenomena acting on systems suc-

cessfully  coping with disturbance  (resilience as a descriptive  concept), or  should  it be 

viewed as an ideal state for an ecosystem to aspire to when confronting disturbances (re-

silience as a normative concept). In a seminal article that still captures the debate on sub-

stance and  form, Brand and  Jax  investigated several resilience conceptions,  identifying 

three categories and ten classes of definitions [14]. The first category encompasses six clas-

ses defining resilience as a descriptive concept emphasising a system’s capacity to absorb 

the disturbance(s), external stresses, and shocks and maintain its properties. A second cat-

egory includes two definitions where resilience appears as a hybrid concept integrating 

normative expectations aiming at maintaining a system and its properties. The third cat-

egory,  framing resilience as a normative concept,  fosters  two classes of definitions em-

bracing resilience as a long-term and desired system state (socially or ethically motivated) 

for the benefit of a community. Over the years, the resilience descriptive/normative debate 

has  remained a central one  [14,21–27] and  in doing so,  it has remained part of a more 

extensive discussion about what van der Hel  entitles an “appropriate  relationship be-

tween science and politics” [28] (p. 248). 

Far from trivialising the importance of this debate, one may ask, what is the practical 

reason to engage in this terminological discussion? Or, more precisely, why defend a de-

scriptive conceptualisation of resilience? From an argumentative point of view, two an-

swers can be provided  to this question:  (a)  for a purely heuristic reason or (b) because 

ultimately, such descriptive conceptualisations can be helpful  in guiding  the actions of 

people and polities, notably in helping them to evaluate natural and human-made sys-

tems—in other words, to guide normative intentions. The second answer, supported by a 

social pragmatic rationale, is undoubtedly in line with the argument put forward by resil-

ience theorists aiming for a more explicit descriptive approach to resilience. 

To simplify the understanding of this pragmatic rationale, let us look at the definition 

of resilience proposed by Thorén [27] (p. 311) (cf. also [24] (p. 4)), which echoes a general 

descriptive stance about the concept. The author has schematised this in an intuitive man-

ner, attributing some equations to the sentence as he defines resilience as “the ability of a 

system S to absorb some disturbance D whilst maintaining property I”. He then clarifies 

that “a system S  is resilient  if, and only  if, when subjected  to some disturbance D,  I  is 

maintained  through  the  disturbance”  [27]  (p.  311).  By  pushing  the  schematisation  of 

Thoren’s definition further, one could suggest the following formulation where ˄ refers 
to being adjoined (for instance, to a property I) and ˅ for being disjoined (for  instance, 
from a property I). Therefore: 
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[4,5,16,19], voices were heard advocating for better integration of the two concepts, but 

also to cope with the existing tension between the need for clear, valuable definitions for 

practice and the requirement of a certain flexibility to facilitate interdisciplinary discus-

sion [14,20]. Among the endeavours working on finding a satisfying distinction between 

the two concepts, one of the directions consists of linking one of the terms (sustainability) 

to a state of the system that is socially ‘desirable’, while the other term (resilience) may 

refer to a more observable state about a trajectory [5,14,21–24]. 

In this regard, Xu et al. [16], who examined the literature on sustainability and resil-

ience, corroborate the idea that sustainability is strongly related to a desirable state where 

“[…] stocks of natural capital are maintained at or above existing threshold levels” [16] (p. 

127). These desirable stocks of capital, would they be of natural, physical, human, or even 

cultural nature (sustainability pillars), vary across systems since different systems rely on 

different desirable capital—sustainability of what—while keeping in mind that this desir-

able capital must be accessed by “both present and future generations”—sustainability to 

what—[16] (p. 128). 

2.2. The Descriptive/Normative Riddle of Resilience 

The distinction between resilience’s descriptive vs. normative stances hinges on a key 

question: should resilience solely describe observable phenomena acting on systems suc-

cessfully  coping with disturbance  (resilience as a descriptive  concept), or  should  it be 

viewed as an ideal state for an ecosystem to aspire to when confronting disturbances (re-

silience as a normative concept). In a seminal article that still captures the debate on sub-

stance and  form, Brand and  Jax  investigated several resilience conceptions,  identifying 

three categories and ten classes of definitions [14]. The first category encompasses six clas-

ses defining resilience as a descriptive concept emphasising a system’s capacity to absorb 

the disturbance(s), external stresses, and shocks and maintain its properties. A second cat-

egory includes two definitions where resilience appears as a hybrid concept integrating 

normative expectations aiming at maintaining a system and its properties. The third cat-

egory,  framing resilience as a normative concept,  fosters  two classes of definitions em-

bracing resilience as a long-term and desired system state (socially or ethically motivated) 

for the benefit of a community. Over the years, the resilience descriptive/normative debate 

has  remained a central one  [14,21–27] and  in doing so,  it has remained part of a more 

extensive discussion about what van der Hel  entitles an “appropriate  relationship be-
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Far from trivialising the importance of this debate, one may ask, what is the practical 

reason to engage in this terminological discussion? Or, more precisely, why defend a de-

scriptive conceptualisation of resilience? From an argumentative point of view, two an-

swers can be provided  to this question:  (a)  for a purely heuristic reason or (b) because 

ultimately, such descriptive conceptualisations can be helpful  in guiding  the actions of 
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ience theorists aiming for a more explicit descriptive approach to resilience. 
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of resilience proposed by Thorén [27] (p. 311) (cf. also [24] (p. 4)), which echoes a general 

descriptive stance about the concept. The author has schematised this in an intuitive man-

ner, attributing some equations to the sentence as he defines resilience as “the ability of a 

system S to absorb some disturbance D whilst maintaining property I”. He then clarifies 

that “a system S  is resilient  if, and only  if, when subjected  to some disturbance D,  I  is 

maintained  through  the  disturbance”  [27]  (p.  311).  By  pushing  the  schematisation  of 

Thoren’s definition further, one could suggest the following formulation where ˄ refers 
to being adjoined (for instance, to a property I) and ˅ for being disjoined (for  instance, 
from a property I). Therefore: 

I]t1

Sustainability 2024, 16, x FOR PEER REVIEW  4  of  22 
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to a state of the system that is socially ‘desirable’, while the other term (resilience) may 

refer to a more observable state about a trajectory [5,14,21–24]. 

In this regard, Xu et al. [16], who examined the literature on sustainability and resil-

ience, corroborate the idea that sustainability is strongly related to a desirable state where 

“[…] stocks of natural capital are maintained at or above existing threshold levels” [16] (p. 

127). These desirable stocks of capital, would they be of natural, physical, human, or even 

cultural nature (sustainability pillars), vary across systems since different systems rely on 

different desirable capital—sustainability of what—while keeping in mind that this desir-

able capital must be accessed by “both present and future generations”—sustainability to 

what—[16] (p. 128). 

2.2. The Descriptive/Normative Riddle of Resilience 

The distinction between resilience’s descriptive vs. normative stances hinges on a key 

question: should resilience solely describe observable phenomena acting on systems suc-

cessfully  coping with disturbance  (resilience as a descriptive  concept), or  should  it be 

viewed as an ideal state for an ecosystem to aspire to when confronting disturbances (re-

silience as a normative concept). In a seminal article that still captures the debate on sub-

stance and  form, Brand and  Jax  investigated several resilience conceptions,  identifying 

three categories and ten classes of definitions [14]. The first category encompasses six clas-

ses defining resilience as a descriptive concept emphasising a system’s capacity to absorb 

the disturbance(s), external stresses, and shocks and maintain its properties. A second cat-

egory includes two definitions where resilience appears as a hybrid concept integrating 

normative expectations aiming at maintaining a system and its properties. The third cat-

egory,  framing resilience as a normative concept,  fosters  two classes of definitions em-

bracing resilience as a long-term and desired system state (socially or ethically motivated) 

for the benefit of a community. Over the years, the resilience descriptive/normative debate 

has  remained a central one  [14,21–27] and  in doing so,  it has remained part of a more 

extensive discussion about what van der Hel  entitles an “appropriate  relationship be-

tween science and politics” [28] (p. 248). 

Far from trivialising the importance of this debate, one may ask, what is the practical 

reason to engage in this terminological discussion? Or, more precisely, why defend a de-

scriptive conceptualisation of resilience? From an argumentative point of view, two an-

swers can be provided  to this question:  (a)  for a purely heuristic reason or (b) because 

ultimately, such descriptive conceptualisations can be helpful  in guiding  the actions of 

people and polities, notably in helping them to evaluate natural and human-made sys-

tems—in other words, to guide normative intentions. The second answer, supported by a 

social pragmatic rationale, is undoubtedly in line with the argument put forward by resil-

ience theorists aiming for a more explicit descriptive approach to resilience. 

To simplify the understanding of this pragmatic rationale, let us look at the definition 

of resilience proposed by Thorén [27] (p. 311) (cf. also [24] (p. 4)), which echoes a general 

descriptive stance about the concept. The author has schematised this in an intuitive man-

ner, attributing some equations to the sentence as he defines resilience as “the ability of a 

system S to absorb some disturbance D whilst maintaining property I”. He then clarifies 

that “a system S  is resilient  if, and only  if, when subjected  to some disturbance D,  I  is 

maintained  through  the  disturbance”  [27]  (p.  311).  By  pushing  the  schematisation  of 

Thoren’s definition further, one could suggest the following formulation where ˄ refers 
to being adjoined (for instance, to a property I) and ˅ for being disjoined (for  instance, 
from a property I). Therefore: 

D → [S
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tion underscores the narrative dimension of resilience, highlighting the ‘storytelling’ as-

pect behind the definitions, as seen in Thorén’s observation. In the present case, the resil-

ience definition can be deconstructed/reconstructed into the storyline: 

 There was a time (t1) when there was a System ‘S’, which has some property ‘I’; 

 Then, a disturbance ‘D’ affecting System ‘S’ occurred. 

 Nevertheless, the disturbance ‘D’ was later (t2) absorbed by System ‘S’, which prop-

erty ‘I’ remained. 

A second takeaway for this formulation  is  that whether one positions  itself on the 

side of resilience descriptivists or normativists,  the  formulation  (storyline)  remains  the 

same.  In  other words, while  advocating  opposing  views,  descriptive  and  normative 

stances about resilience use the same storyline or narrative programme. The main differ-

ence remains in their pragmatic nature, namely, the ‘sense’ and expected effect invested 

in  the  last part of  the storyline.  In  the descriptivist stance,  the segment  [S ˄  I]t2  (or  the 
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trast, from a normative point of view, the segment indicates a valuable, desired, or ideal 
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above, can be filled with concrete meaning by specifying, for instance, what ‘I’ stands for or 
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a  specific  temperature’,  ‘keeping  a  specific physical/geographical position  in  the  space’, 
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lar property of a system S  is  ‘to show great capacity  to adapt and  find new solutions  to 

disturbance’? Would one consider such an adaptative situation a case of resilience? This 
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illustrate the interpretative dilemma about what should be included in our understanding 

of resilient systems. The authors state: 

“Should we understand the migration of a community following a series of se-

vere storms as an adaptation to climate change and hence a reason to think that 
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collapse of the community, thereby understanding the situation as one where 
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ticular kind of impact”. [24] (p. 1) 
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a disturbance ‘D’ (a series of severe storms) are opposed: 
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I]t2

In the first formulation, the situation in period t1 remains unchanged in period t2. In the
second case, system S, initially adjoined (
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Far from trivialising the importance of this debate, one may ask, what is the practical 

reason to engage in this terminological discussion? Or, more precisely, why defend a de-

scriptive conceptualisation of resilience? From an argumentative point of view, two an-

swers can be provided  to this question:  (a)  for a purely heuristic reason or (b) because 
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ience theorists aiming for a more explicit descriptive approach to resilience. 

To simplify the understanding of this pragmatic rationale, let us look at the definition 

of resilience proposed by Thorén [27] (p. 311) (cf. also [24] (p. 4)), which echoes a general 

descriptive stance about the concept. The author has schematised this in an intuitive man-

ner, attributing some equations to the sentence as he defines resilience as “the ability of a 

system S to absorb some disturbance D whilst maintaining property I”. He then clarifies 

that “a system S  is resilient  if, and only  if, when subjected  to some disturbance D,  I  is 

maintained  through  the  disturbance”  [27]  (p.  311).  By  pushing  the  schematisation  of 

Thoren’s definition further, one could suggest the following formulation where ˄ refers 
to being adjoined (for instance, to a property I) and ˅ for being disjoined (for  instance, 
from a property I). Therefore: 

) to a property ‘I’ in an initial period t1, becomes
disjoined (
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collapse of the community, thereby understanding the situation as one where 
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a disturbance ‘D’ (a series of severe storms) are opposed: 

 The “property I1 of maintaining a geographical position in the ecumene”; 

) from this property in the terminative period t2. Two insightful takeaways
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arise from this formulation. Firstly, the shift from definition to symbolic representation
underscores the narrative dimension of resilience, highlighting the ‘storytelling’ aspect
behind the definitions, as seen in Thorén’s observation. In the present case, the resilience
definition can be deconstructed/reconstructed into the storyline:

• There was a time (t1) when there was a System ‘S’, which has some property ‘I’;
• Then, a disturbance ‘D’ affecting System ‘S’ occurred.
• Nevertheless, the disturbance ‘D’ was later (t2) absorbed by System ‘S’, which property

‘I’ remained.

A second takeaway for this formulation is that whether one positions itself on the side
of resilience descriptivists or normativists, the formulation (storyline) remains the same. In
other words, while advocating opposing views, descriptive and normative stances about
resilience use the same storyline or narrative programme. The main difference remains in
their pragmatic nature, namely, the ‘sense’ and expected effect invested in the last part of the
storyline. In the descriptivist stance, the segment [S
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swers can be provided  to this question:  (a)  for a purely heuristic reason or (b) because 

ultimately, such descriptive conceptualisations can be helpful  in guiding  the actions of 

people and polities, notably in helping them to evaluate natural and human-made sys-

tems—in other words, to guide normative intentions. The second answer, supported by a 

social pragmatic rationale, is undoubtedly in line with the argument put forward by resil-

ience theorists aiming for a more explicit descriptive approach to resilience. 

To simplify the understanding of this pragmatic rationale, let us look at the definition 

of resilience proposed by Thorén [27] (p. 311) (cf. also [24] (p. 4)), which echoes a general 

descriptive stance about the concept. The author has schematised this in an intuitive man-

ner, attributing some equations to the sentence as he defines resilience as “the ability of a 

system S to absorb some disturbance D whilst maintaining property I”. He then clarifies 

that “a system S  is resilient  if, and only  if, when subjected  to some disturbance D,  I  is 

maintained  through  the  disturbance”  [27]  (p.  311).  By  pushing  the  schematisation  of 

Thoren’s definition further, one could suggest the following formulation where ˄ refers 
to being adjoined (for instance, to a property I) and ˅ for being disjoined (for  instance, 
from a property I). Therefore: 

I]t2 (or the segment [S
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 System = resilient if [S ˄ I]t1 ˄ D → [S ˄ I]t2 
 System = non resilient if [S ˄ I]t1 ˄ D → [S ˅ I]t2 

In the first formulation, the situation in period t1 remains unchanged in period t2. In 

the second case, system S, initially adjoined (˄) to a property ‘I’ in an initial period t1, be-
comes disjoined (˅) from this property in the terminative period t2. Two insightful takea-

ways arise from this formulation. Firstly, the shift from definition to symbolic representa-

tion underscores the narrative dimension of resilience, highlighting the ‘storytelling’ as-

pect behind the definitions, as seen in Thorén’s observation. In the present case, the resil-

ience definition can be deconstructed/reconstructed into the storyline: 

 There was a time (t1) when there was a System ‘S’, which has some property ‘I’; 

 Then, a disturbance ‘D’ affecting System ‘S’ occurred. 

 Nevertheless, the disturbance ‘D’ was later (t2) absorbed by System ‘S’, which prop-

erty ‘I’ remained. 

A second takeaway for this formulation  is  that whether one positions  itself on the 

side of resilience descriptivists or normativists,  the  formulation  (storyline)  remains  the 

same.  In  other words, while  advocating  opposing  views,  descriptive  and  normative 

stances about resilience use the same storyline or narrative programme. The main differ-

ence remains in their pragmatic nature, namely, the ‘sense’ and expected effect invested 

in  the  last part of  the storyline.  In  the descriptivist stance,  the segment  [S ˄  I]t2  (or  the 
segment [S ˅ I]t2) remains a simple and objective statement that can be observed. In con-

trast, from a normative point of view, the segment indicates a valuable, desired, or ideal 

situation to be reached. 

Once established, the final and formal segment of the resilience storyline, as described 

above, can be filled with concrete meaning by specifying, for instance, what ‘I’ stands for or 

what exactly the property of ‘I’ is in the expression [S ˄  I]t2—should ‘I’ stand for ‘maintaining 

a  specific  temperature’,  ‘keeping  a  specific physical/geographical position  in  the  space’, 

‘generating new fruits every year’, or ‘keeping an annual retention rate of students in the 

community school that is ≥90%’. The list of systems keeping, maintaining, or retrieving spe-

cific initial properties after certain disturbances can go on and on. Then, what if the particu-

lar property of a system S  is  ‘to show great capacity  to adapt and  find new solutions  to 

disturbance’? Would one consider such an adaptative situation a case of resilience? This 

leads us to the third debate about resilience/sustainability terminology. 

2.3. Absorption, Adaptation, and Transformation: The Multiple Narratives of the   

Resilience Concept 

In the wake of the descriptive/normative debate about the nature of resilience, an-

other critical question that remains is the following: should resilience be limited to absorb-

ing/maintaining/persisting properties that allow a system to return to or maintain an ini-

tial state or should it also comprise both the adaptative and transformative properties in 

its  definition,  especially  with  regards  to  community/ecosystem  management  [18,21–

23,29,30]. Once again, Thorén, this time with Olsson, provides an insightful example to 

illustrate the interpretative dilemma about what should be included in our understanding 

of resilient systems. The authors state: 

“Should we understand the migration of a community following a series of se-

vere storms as an adaptation to climate change and hence a reason to think that 

the community is resilient, or should we think of the dispersion of people as the 

collapse of the community, thereby understanding the situation as one where 

that community is not resilient (or not resilient enough) with respect to that par-

ticular kind of impact”. [24] (p. 1) 

In this astute example, two types of property ‘I’ of a system ‘S’ (a community) facing 

a disturbance ‘D’ (a series of severe storms) are opposed: 

 The “property I1 of maintaining a geographical position in the ecumene”; 

I]t2) remains
a simple and objective statement that can be observed. In contrast, from a normative point
of view, the segment indicates a valuable, desired, or ideal situation to be reached.

Once established, the final and formal segment of the resilience storyline, as described
above, can be filled with concrete meaning by specifying, for instance, what ‘I’ stands
for or what exactly the property of ‘I’ is in the expression [S
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[4,5,16,19], voices were heard advocating for better integration of the two concepts, but 

also to cope with the existing tension between the need for clear, valuable definitions for 

practice and the requirement of a certain flexibility to facilitate interdisciplinary discus-

sion [14,20]. Among the endeavours working on finding a satisfying distinction between 

the two concepts, one of the directions consists of linking one of the terms (sustainability) 

to a state of the system that is socially ‘desirable’, while the other term (resilience) may 

refer to a more observable state about a trajectory [5,14,21–24]. 

In this regard, Xu et al. [16], who examined the literature on sustainability and resil-

ience, corroborate the idea that sustainability is strongly related to a desirable state where 

“[…] stocks of natural capital are maintained at or above existing threshold levels” [16] (p. 

127). These desirable stocks of capital, would they be of natural, physical, human, or even 

cultural nature (sustainability pillars), vary across systems since different systems rely on 

different desirable capital—sustainability of what—while keeping in mind that this desir-

able capital must be accessed by “both present and future generations”—sustainability to 

what—[16] (p. 128). 

2.2. The Descriptive/Normative Riddle of Resilience 

The distinction between resilience’s descriptive vs. normative stances hinges on a key 

question: should resilience solely describe observable phenomena acting on systems suc-

cessfully  coping with disturbance  (resilience as a descriptive  concept), or  should  it be 

viewed as an ideal state for an ecosystem to aspire to when confronting disturbances (re-

silience as a normative concept). In a seminal article that still captures the debate on sub-

stance and  form, Brand and  Jax  investigated several resilience conceptions,  identifying 

three categories and ten classes of definitions [14]. The first category encompasses six clas-

ses defining resilience as a descriptive concept emphasising a system’s capacity to absorb 

the disturbance(s), external stresses, and shocks and maintain its properties. A second cat-

egory includes two definitions where resilience appears as a hybrid concept integrating 

normative expectations aiming at maintaining a system and its properties. The third cat-

egory,  framing resilience as a normative concept,  fosters  two classes of definitions em-

bracing resilience as a long-term and desired system state (socially or ethically motivated) 

for the benefit of a community. Over the years, the resilience descriptive/normative debate 

has  remained a central one  [14,21–27] and  in doing so,  it has remained part of a more 

extensive discussion about what van der Hel  entitles an “appropriate  relationship be-

tween science and politics” [28] (p. 248). 

Far from trivialising the importance of this debate, one may ask, what is the practical 

reason to engage in this terminological discussion? Or, more precisely, why defend a de-

scriptive conceptualisation of resilience? From an argumentative point of view, two an-

swers can be provided  to this question:  (a)  for a purely heuristic reason or (b) because 

ultimately, such descriptive conceptualisations can be helpful  in guiding  the actions of 

people and polities, notably in helping them to evaluate natural and human-made sys-

tems—in other words, to guide normative intentions. The second answer, supported by a 

social pragmatic rationale, is undoubtedly in line with the argument put forward by resil-

ience theorists aiming for a more explicit descriptive approach to resilience. 

To simplify the understanding of this pragmatic rationale, let us look at the definition 

of resilience proposed by Thorén [27] (p. 311) (cf. also [24] (p. 4)), which echoes a general 

descriptive stance about the concept. The author has schematised this in an intuitive man-

ner, attributing some equations to the sentence as he defines resilience as “the ability of a 

system S to absorb some disturbance D whilst maintaining property I”. He then clarifies 

that “a system S  is resilient  if, and only  if, when subjected  to some disturbance D,  I  is 

maintained  through  the  disturbance”  [27]  (p.  311).  By  pushing  the  schematisation  of 

Thoren’s definition further, one could suggest the following formulation where ˄ refers 
to being adjoined (for instance, to a property I) and ˅ for being disjoined (for  instance, 
from a property I). Therefore: 

I]t2—should ‘I’ stand for
‘maintaining a specific temperature’, ‘keeping a specific physical/geographical position
in the space’, ‘generating new fruits every year’, or ‘keeping an annual retention rate of
students in the community school that is ≥90%’. The list of systems keeping, maintaining,
or retrieving specific initial properties after certain disturbances can go on and on. Then,
what if the particular property of a system S is ‘to show great capacity to adapt and find
new solutions to disturbance’? Would one consider such an adaptative situation a case of
resilience? This leads us to the third debate about resilience/sustainability terminology.

2.3. Absorption, Adaptation, and Transformation: The Multiple Narratives of the
Resilience Concept

In the wake of the descriptive/normative debate about the nature of resilience, an-
other critical question that remains is the following: should resilience be limited to absorb-
ing/maintaining/persisting properties that allow a system to return to or maintain an initial
state or should it also comprise both the adaptative and transformative properties in its
definition, especially with regards to community/ecosystem management [18,21–23,29,30].
Once again, Thorén, this time with Olsson, provides an insightful example to illustrate the
interpretative dilemma about what should be included in our understanding of resilient
systems. The authors state:

“Should we understand the migration of a community following a series of severe
storms as an adaptation to climate change and hence a reason to think that the
community is resilient, or should we think of the dispersion of people as the
collapse of the community, thereby understanding the situation as one where that
community is not resilient (or not resilient enough) with respect to that particular
kind of impact”. [24] (p. 1)

In this astute example, two types of property ‘I’ of a system ‘S’ (a community) facing a
disturbance ‘D’ (a series of severe storms) are opposed:

• The “property I1 of maintaining a geographical position in the ecumene”;

[S
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[4,5,16,19], voices were heard advocating for better integration of the two concepts, but 

also to cope with the existing tension between the need for clear, valuable definitions for 

practice and the requirement of a certain flexibility to facilitate interdisciplinary discus-

sion [14,20]. Among the endeavours working on finding a satisfying distinction between 

the two concepts, one of the directions consists of linking one of the terms (sustainability) 

to a state of the system that is socially ‘desirable’, while the other term (resilience) may 

refer to a more observable state about a trajectory [5,14,21–24]. 

In this regard, Xu et al. [16], who examined the literature on sustainability and resil-

ience, corroborate the idea that sustainability is strongly related to a desirable state where 

“[…] stocks of natural capital are maintained at or above existing threshold levels” [16] (p. 

127). These desirable stocks of capital, would they be of natural, physical, human, or even 

cultural nature (sustainability pillars), vary across systems since different systems rely on 

different desirable capital—sustainability of what—while keeping in mind that this desir-

able capital must be accessed by “both present and future generations”—sustainability to 

what—[16] (p. 128). 

2.2. The Descriptive/Normative Riddle of Resilience 

The distinction between resilience’s descriptive vs. normative stances hinges on a key 

question: should resilience solely describe observable phenomena acting on systems suc-

cessfully  coping with disturbance  (resilience as a descriptive  concept), or  should  it be 

viewed as an ideal state for an ecosystem to aspire to when confronting disturbances (re-

silience as a normative concept). In a seminal article that still captures the debate on sub-

stance and  form, Brand and  Jax  investigated several resilience conceptions,  identifying 

three categories and ten classes of definitions [14]. The first category encompasses six clas-

ses defining resilience as a descriptive concept emphasising a system’s capacity to absorb 

the disturbance(s), external stresses, and shocks and maintain its properties. A second cat-

egory includes two definitions where resilience appears as a hybrid concept integrating 

normative expectations aiming at maintaining a system and its properties. The third cat-

egory,  framing resilience as a normative concept,  fosters  two classes of definitions em-

bracing resilience as a long-term and desired system state (socially or ethically motivated) 

for the benefit of a community. Over the years, the resilience descriptive/normative debate 

has  remained a central one  [14,21–27] and  in doing so,  it has remained part of a more 

extensive discussion about what van der Hel  entitles an “appropriate  relationship be-

tween science and politics” [28] (p. 248). 

Far from trivialising the importance of this debate, one may ask, what is the practical 

reason to engage in this terminological discussion? Or, more precisely, why defend a de-

scriptive conceptualisation of resilience? From an argumentative point of view, two an-

swers can be provided  to this question:  (a)  for a purely heuristic reason or (b) because 

ultimately, such descriptive conceptualisations can be helpful  in guiding  the actions of 

people and polities, notably in helping them to evaluate natural and human-made sys-

tems—in other words, to guide normative intentions. The second answer, supported by a 

social pragmatic rationale, is undoubtedly in line with the argument put forward by resil-

ience theorists aiming for a more explicit descriptive approach to resilience. 

To simplify the understanding of this pragmatic rationale, let us look at the definition 

of resilience proposed by Thorén [27] (p. 311) (cf. also [24] (p. 4)), which echoes a general 

descriptive stance about the concept. The author has schematised this in an intuitive man-

ner, attributing some equations to the sentence as he defines resilience as “the ability of a 

system S to absorb some disturbance D whilst maintaining property I”. He then clarifies 

that “a system S  is resilient  if, and only  if, when subjected  to some disturbance D,  I  is 

maintained  through  the  disturbance”  [27]  (p.  311).  By  pushing  the  schematisation  of 

Thoren’s definition further, one could suggest the following formulation where ˄ refers 
to being adjoined (for instance, to a property I) and ˅ for being disjoined (for  instance, 
from a property I). Therefore: 

I1]t1
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social pragmatic rationale, is undoubtedly in line with the argument put forward by resil-

ience theorists aiming for a more explicit descriptive approach to resilience. 

To simplify the understanding of this pragmatic rationale, let us look at the definition 

of resilience proposed by Thorén [27] (p. 311) (cf. also [24] (p. 4)), which echoes a general 

descriptive stance about the concept. The author has schematised this in an intuitive man-

ner, attributing some equations to the sentence as he defines resilience as “the ability of a 

system S to absorb some disturbance D whilst maintaining property I”. He then clarifies 

that “a system S  is resilient  if, and only  if, when subjected  to some disturbance D,  I  is 

maintained  through  the  disturbance”  [27]  (p.  311).  By  pushing  the  schematisation  of 

Thoren’s definition further, one could suggest the following formulation where ˄ refers 
to being adjoined (for instance, to a property I) and ˅ for being disjoined (for  instance, 
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vs.

• The “property I2 of being able to maintain community existence” (would it be through
a series of adaptation strategies (among them, migration)).
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I2]t2

While the nature of the debate remains about the definition of resilience as limited
to ‘absorbing/remaining/persisting’ vs. ‘adapting’ vs. ‘transforming’ and while these
definitional approaches appear different, once again, the formal narrative behind resilience
remains the same, i.e.:

[S
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Ik]t2.

All in all, in the three mentioned definitional debates on the character of resilience, the
ultimate and unavoidable question from a social perspective is how one wants a specific
system ‘S’ to be in a given time t2? or, put differently, how should one envisage [S
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Ik]t2?
Furthermore, what should be done to ensure the desired trajectory from St1 to St2? Should
this trajectory be preservative, adaptative, or transformative?

In short, one may ask if it is possible for a polity (or at least for its representational
delegates from any level of government or political authority) not to have any planning sto-
ryline (prospective narrative), i.e., not having any normative expectations or any ideal state
to reach next (would it be a maintained state) when envisaging some specific disturbances
affecting their ecumene?

Cañizares et al. echo this idea when they warn about the “misguided idea” and
“profound danger of depoliticization” of resilience [21]. Being among the most vocal
scholars advocating a normative conceptualisation of resilience, they also strongly argue
in favour of a conceptualisation of resilience that integrates the ideal of transformation as
they define resilience as “an opportunistic transformation of some complex system and
of the organizations that manage it”. [21] (p. 15). Engaging in an exegetic interpretation
of the work of C.S. Holling, the pioneer of the concept of resilience, and arguing against
what they term the ‘orthodox [descriptivist] narrative’ of the influent Resilience Alliance,
Cañizares et al. show that this transformative integration of resilience, in line with the work
of Holling, has the advantage of looking at “opportunistically improving ecosystems and
the social organizations that design or control them” [21] (p. 15).

Following this line of argumentation, there is a legitimate plea to move our attention
from a definitional conception of resilience to a narrative approach looking at systems’
trajectories from an initial state to a terminative state (would this system be observed or
desired). The following section explores a comprehensive but straightforward narrative
decoding device that allows communities of all scales to craft their own resilient assessment
tools, i.e., Greimas’s semionarrative actantial model.

3. The Actantial Model as a Tool for Decoding and Structuring Community
Planning Narratives

Before presenting Greimas’s actantial model, it is worth mentioning that the relation-
ship between storytelling and planning has been explored over the last few decades [31–34]
and Forester [35], Beauregard [36,37], and Tewdwr-Jones [38–40] are certainly among the
seminal planning theoreticians to have recognised how storytelling may be instrumental
in shaping planning practices. Yet, as observed more recently by Ameel, supporting the
enhancement of narrative literacy in planning practice [41] “little systematic analysis has
been carried out to examine the different kinds of narrative used in urban planning” [42].
Concomitantly, the fundamental integration of environmental narratives, eco-narratives,
and ecocriticism into spatial planning practices through institutional discourses has been
the object of attention of recent scholarly works inviting scientists and practitioners to
better critically assess how environment material, representation, and discourse intertwine
to produce and shape (notably through metaphors and rhetoric) our understanding of the
environment and its ‘crises’ [43–46]. Taking advantage of new computational approaches,
Purves et al. [47] provide some relevant directions to examine the multitude of voices and
the diverse horizon of discourses on the environment. When it comes to more system-
atic structural semiotic approaches in the wake of Gremas’s work, efforts remain more
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modest. While the potential interest that urban ecosystems represent for semioticians was
discussed long ago by Gottdiener and Lagopoulos in their seminal work The City and the
Sign [48], there are some more recent and noteworthy theoretical works engaged in the
exploration of how Greimas’s semiotics offer a lever to study the built environment and
its representations in social media [49], identifying the actants (Helpers and Opponents)
that can help to understand and support soundscapes [50], or to use the actantial model to
revisit econarratology and challenge the anthropocentrism behind environment planning
discourse [51].

Thus, far from the study of the ecosystem, land use management, and planning
theories, it is at the intersection of linguistics, where semiology and narratology meet, that
the work of the literary scientist Algirdas Julien Greimas is rooted. His work follows a
prevalent interest in the early 20th century to identify the recurring forms of mythical
and literary narratives (Propp, Polti, and Saurio), but also positions Greimas at the heart
of the most scientific branch of structuralism [52] (p. xxiii). The methodological and
epistemological legacy of Greimas is undoubtedly among the most lasting contributions
of structuralism that allowed him and other members of the School of Paris to adapt and
develop a series of practical and simple tools to decipher the complexity of narratives [53,54]
(p. 53), [54] (p. 259).

3.1. Some Use of Greimassian Semionarrative Theory Outside Literacy Studies

While aiming to assist in decoding fictional work, Greimas’s semionarrative ap-
proaches have found several concrete applications outside its heuristic and original field
over the years. This includes business development and organisation management [55–60];
marketing [61,62]; professional development [63–65]; education and learning [66,67]; edu-
cational awareness practice for health [68,69]; media and communication reporting [70,71];
political rhetoric [72]; identity construction [73,74]; socio-political changes in professional
organisation [75], computer science, and story creation [76,77]; sports development [78–80];
and even musicology [81].

One of the most noteworthy applications of the Greimassian semionarrative was used
in geography by Gaëtan Desmarais, who demonstrated how the human establishment
is articulated around the dynamics revealed by the canonical narrative schema and the
actantial model [82,83]. The theoretical breakthrough of Desmarais remains a milestone
in the development of structural geography and its relationship to semionarrative struc-
tures [84]. While the actantial model provides innovative and effective tools for descriptive
geography, attempts at using the theoretical framework in spatial planning or policymak-
ing (as prospective narratives) have been modest despite providing simplified universal
apparatuses to clarify the terms of a planning quest [85]. Among the many elements of the
legacy of the Franco-Lithuanian theorist, two hermeneutic instruments, the actantial model
and the narrative program (mentioned in Section 2.2), were inferred from the theoretical
examinations of the semionarrative structures undertaken by Greimas in the 1960s and
1970s. The following subsection introduces the actantial model.

3.2. Greimas’s Actantial Model and Its Components

In its simplest version, the actantial model is a theoretical device reproducing the
narrative’s structural relationships between six basic components (actants). From an
epistemological perspective, the actants by themselves are not directly observable. Still,
they may only be deduced from the content of the narratives as they intrinsically organise
and position them in relationship with one another. It is also through these co-existential
relationships that the six actants may reveal their functions. The six fundamental actants
are as follows:

1. The Subject. In a narrative, the Subject is conceptualised as the actant filled by a
character, i.e., an individual (a human persona, any other individual of the animal or
vegetal species, a deity, or an inanimate object) or a set of individuals constructed as
a unit (an existing local community, a nation, a county government, a fictive realm,
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a football team, or an art collection, etc.). In this respect, an ‘ecological system’ may
impersonate and fulfil the actantial role of the Subject. The Subject is recognised
through its relationship to a specific ‘Object’ to which it aims.

2. The Object. In a narrative, the Object subsumes the primary goal that the Subject aims
toward. By joining the Object, the Subject (or the character fulfilling the Subject’s
actantial role) achieves its mission, completes its assignment, or fulfils its desire(s). In
a classic fairy tale, the Object might be a lost magical item with certain powers; in a
real-life context, the Object might be a family to be reunited or a diploma to obtain.
Thus, the Object of the Subject ‘rural community C’ could be “positive demographic
growth”. In contrast, for “community D, which is threatened by a series of severe
storms”, the main Object could be a ‘new geographical position’, but it could also be
the original area being safeguarded from such cataclysms.

3. Sender. In the actantial model, the Sender is the actant filled by characters sending the
Subject on its quest for the Object. The Sender reveals what goal should be reached by
the Subject, thus triggering a journey for the Subject. While in fairy tales the Sender’s
role could be filled by a parent in distress after the disappearance of the child or by
a sovereign looking to recuperate a stolen magic item required for the prosperity of
the kingdom, modern political decoding of the Sender’s function can be illustrated
through the figure of a state agency assigning other state actors to fulfil a task in the
political agenda. For instance, the Ministry of Economic Development (Sender) may
assign a regional working group (Subject) to ensure the establishment of a new factory
(Object) in order to guarantee the prosperity of a local community (i.e., Receiver).

4. Receiver. The Sender relies on the Subject to recover or access an Object so that the
Receiver can benefit from the recovery of the quest. The Receiver emerges in the
narrative sequence as the ultimate beneficiary of the quest. In an imaginary world,
the return of an ancient talisman allows the kingdom to secure a prosperous period
of peace in the same manner that a sporting event, such as the World Cup, allows a
nation to recover its pride in the fiercely competitive international arena. The return
of an affected ecosystem to its initial state may permit a community to enjoy the
magnificence of the landscape or the availability of fresh local fish once again.

5. Helper. As the Subject is sent on its quest to retrieve or access the desired Object,
several antagonistic and supportive elements will enter the narrative to impede
the achievement of the quest (or make it more challenging) or, conversely, provide
help to ensure its success. In the actantial mode, the Helper refers to the actant
supporting the Subject so the latter can achieve its mission. Like the sidekick of a
superhero or the enchanted sword retrieved from a hidden cave, the Helper provides
the Subject with the necessary devices to capture the Object and reach its target. In
daily politics, a subsidy from the European Union may facilitate the revitalisation of
an agricultural community.

6. Opponent. The Opponent is the counterpart of the Helper, i.e., the actant filled with
character and elements that obstruct the Subject in its quest to reach the Object. Taking
the form of calamities, bad luck, or competing belligerents, the Opponents are cast as a
significant threat to achieving the Subject’s journey and risk derailing the expected (or
positively unexpected) happy ending by the Receiver. From saboteurs drilling a hole
in a hero’s ship to administrative red tape continuously increasing delays of applicant
communities to a COVID recovery fund, the Opponents are conceived through their
actantial function of damaging the Subject’s ability to accomplish its mission. In a nar-
rative about ecosystem resilience, one may easily see how political and administrative
barriers and unfavourable natural conditions may quickly be labelled as villains. We
will return to this later; nevertheless, the fact is that scientific and political narratives
can hardly avoid the framing of such records since it is fundamentally part of the
way we construct or understand human or system adaptations, transformations, or
recovery processes.
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In the actantial model, these six functions are organised in three axes that are usually
represented through a simple diagram (Figure 1).
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• The first axis, the ‘axis of desire’, connects the Subject and the Object in a quest as the
main character has a main project to be reunited with its goal—the Object;

• The second axis, the ‘axis of transmission’, is structured around the Sender, who has
knowledge of the mission to be accomplished (by communicating the goal to the
Subject) and the Receiver, who will benefit from the recovery of the Object;

• The third axis, the ‘axis of power’, reveals the presence of the Helper and the Opponent,
which are conversely engaged in supporting or hindering the Subject in accomplishing
its mission.

Greimas draws another device from the semionarrative analysis that takes the form
of a general template called the Canonical Narrative Schema (CNS), which displays the
relationship between all of the actants. The latter can be conceived as a dynamic sequence
engaging three phases and two subphases: (I) A phase of manipulation where the Sender
mobilises (voluntarily or not, explicitly or not) the Subject to its quest by making the
latter “wanting to do” and “having to do”, i.e., by provoking the Subject to achieve its
junction with the Object by desire or obligation; (II) A phase of action where the Subject
concretely undertakes the necessary tasks to achieve the mission. This is completed through
two subphases, namely a stage of competence acquisition from Helpers where the Subject
acquires the missing qualification(s) and assets required to achieve the quest, and a stage
of performance where the latter uses or puts into practice the acquired qualifications to
disqualify the Opponent(s) and complete the quest; and (III) A phase of sanction where
the action is evaluated as successful, partially successful, or unsuccessful as the Receiver(s)
benefit or not from the action and leading the Subject to be rewarded or rebuked following
the result of the quest.

Although it is impossible to expose all the finesse of the Greimassian semiotic ap-
proach through these few paragraphs, it is possible to grasp the fundamental character
of the narrative schema shared by fictional and non-fictional works, such as the planning
statements or scientific stories. A few more essential remarks should be added before
illustrating this analogical semionarrative structure.

Firstly, a character of a narrative may fill several actantial roles. This means that the
Sender, the Subject, and the Receiver, for instance, may be adopted by the same protagonist.
For example, in the case related to the current matter, the hidden narrative behind a small
community committing itself to generating local jobs in the context of economic crises
reveals this community not only as a Sender, but also as the Subject and the Receiver of
the quest.

Secondly, several characters may fulfil the role of the same actant. One can imagine that
a quest’s beneficiaries (Receivers) may be multiple. Several protagonists filling the functions
of Opponents and Helpers may be involved in the plot. For instance, national programs
(Helper 1) and pro bono work from regional veterinarians (Helper 2) may facilitate the
local wildlife’s recovery—by a rural community—after a natural disaster.



Sustainability 2024, 16, 5219 10 of 21

Thirdly, the same character fulfilling an actantial role may take a different form or
have various layers subsumed by one another. For instance, the actant of the political
narrative—a state institution, let us say the Ministry of Environment—may be engaged by
one person, the Minister of Environment, also known as Mrs Smith.

Fourthly, it is worth mentioning that besides the six main actants, the actantial model
recognises the existence of other actantial functions such as (i) Antactants (Anti-Subject,
Anti-Sender, or Anti-Receiver), which are actants fostering characters competing with their
counterparts in the storyline or (ii) Negactants, which are actants that could have played
a role in the storyline but remain absent [86,87]. To illustrate it more clearly, from the
perspective of a local community (Subject) trying to maintain the operation of its post office
in a context of regional service fusion, a neighbouring community competing for the same
Object would be cast as an Anti-Subject. As for the Negactant, the post-Brexit retreat of the
EU (as a previous Helper, Opponent, or even Sender) from the UK political landscape offers
a good illustration of a suddenly absent actor and the shifting of a planning narrative.

Finally, when talking about shifting narratives, one should remember that any storyline
can be seen from different points of view, i.e., from different character observers, implying
that the Subject and Anti-Subject can be interchangeable, and so can be the Helpers and
Opponents, etc. The Observing Subject can also apprehend the storyline, like the narrator
of another witness observer. In the non-fictional narrative, planning tools tend to articulate
the storyline from the perspective of the Observing Subject (planners/decision makers),
sometimes merging with the Acting Subject, Receiver, and Sender.

3.3. Toward a Simple Communication Tool to Decode and Share Ecosystem Narratives

In the interest of brevity and to remain within the exploratory scope of this article, it
is difficult to supply an in-depth analysis of specific cases, a project that would deserve
a separate paper. However, it is pertinent to offer a quick illustrative example of the
proposed approach within the context of rural tourism in the aftermath of the COVID-19
pandemic and the pessimistic concern about its economic downturn, an issue that will
resonate with readers and underscore the potential applicability of the Greimassian model.
Such an illustration can be borrowed from a circumstantial example, for instance, the case
of the tourist revitalisation of a rural community. One may imagine a small European
rural agricultural locality ‘R’ of a country ‘C’ dealing with a lack of financial resources
and looking to improve the attractiveness of its tourism and, therefore, the economic
benefit of the community through the implementation of a museum and interpretive centre.
To emphasise the relevance of this example, one may refer to a recent report from the
World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) indicating the potential benefits of tourism to rural
sustainable growth:

“Visitor analysis by the UN World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) showed
that ‘destination Europe’ has led the rebound of international tourism following
the lifting of COVID-19 travel controls. UNWTO stresses tourism’s potential to
contribute to resilient and sustainable economic growth, including sustainable
consumption and production. Rural tourism is seen by UNWTO to “make a
real difference for rural communities, delivering jobs, supporting businesses and
celebrating and protecting traditions”. [88]

Against the backdrop of this illustration, it is also noteworthy that the EU Directorate-
General for Agriculture and Rural Development (DG AGRI) has recently carried out a revi-
talisation program to support small communities in strengthening their tourist attractive-
ness, thanks to the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) [89,90].

To continue with our illustration, one would understand that access to the funding
by any community would necessitate being in line with the national CAP Strategy Plan
and complementary financial support of the national government of the country ‘C’ and,
more specifically, from the national ministries and agencies in charge of rural development,
agriculture, and tourism. This may also require the rural community ‘R’ to face difficult
situations, such as the short delay in applying for funding and the lack of human resources.
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However, in such a storyline, this might be achieved with the willingness of municipality
officers to do overtime and the contribution of local volunteers to give time for developing
a project proposal. Finally, one may consider that to be successful, the locality ‘R’ must
deliver a better proposal than the one proposed by the rival neighbouring community ‘Q’.
In a happy ending, the locality ‘R’ would be able to implement the museum interpretation
centre after mobilising the necessary support and securing the EAFRD to the delight of
its inhabitants, but also the relief of the country ‘C’ government, which can limit national
expenses thanks to the financial support from the EU as an external source. While planning
narratives are rarely presented in a way that makes them look childish, they nevertheless
lend their configuration to the same fundamental structure. Table 1 breaks down the
present illustration of a resilient/sustainability plot into six main actantial components.

Table 1. Illustration of an analysis of the actantial components of a tourist revitalisation initiative.

Actantial Roles Actants

Sender(s)

• D1: The EU Directorate-General for Agriculture and Rural Development (DG AGRI) establishing what
can be done to improve agriculture and rural development;

• D2: The government of country C (through its Ministries and agencies in charge of rural development,
agriculture, and tourism) encouraging small rural localities to access new funding for implementing rural
initiatives to improve tourism development;

• D3: The UN World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) stressing “tourism’s potential to contribute to
resilient and sustainable economic growth”.

Subject(s)
• S1: A small rural agricultural community/locality R of country C (and its inhabitants) lacking cultural

facilities (e.g., museum and interpretation centre) looking to improve tourism attractiveness and
financial benefits.

Object
• O1: Tourist attractiveness (able to generate new financial income for the local economy and its

inhabitants) that can be captured in the form of new local equipment (e.g., museum and
interpretation centre).

Receiver(s)
• R1: The small rural agricultural community/locality R of the country C (and its inhabitants);
• R2: The government of country C, which can limit national expenses in the small rural agricultural

community/locality R thanks to investments from an external source (EU).

Helper(s)

• H1: The European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), which, under the framework of
the EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), is an instrument to (i) “maintain rural areas and landscapes
across the EU” and (ii) “keep the rural economy alive by promoting jobs in farming, agri-food industries
and associated sectors”(European Commission—DG AGRI, n.d.) and provides financial support to the
small rural agricultural community/locality R in reaching the Object;

• H2: The government of country C supporting part of the project’s cost and providing support for the
candidacy of the small rural agricultural community/locality R and the “financial envelope for tourism
development from the ministry of tourism.”;

• H3: Willingness of municipality officers to do overtime and local volunteers to give time for developing
new local equipment (e.g., museum and interpretation centre) that will act as a tourist attraction.

Opponent(s)

• OP1: The lack of financial resources to implement the new local equipment (e.g., museum and
interpretation centre) that will act as a tourist attraction;

• OP2: The lack of administrative and human resources to prepare a plan and a project proposal to support
the implementation of the tourist attraction initiative;

• OP3: The short delay in preparing a plan and a project proposal to support the implementation of the
tourist attraction initiative;

• OP4: Another small rural agricultural community/locality Q, which is competing as an Anti-Subject
(∼S1) for the same Object as the small rural agricultural community/locality R.

The previous example serves as a catalyst for further discussion and subsequent
analyses, yet its primary aim is to establish a foundational understanding of the common
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grammar provided by the actantial model for various stakeholders within the realm of
sustainability studies and planning. The model can be operationalised through the simple
representation (as showcased above in the actantial graph table) of actants involved in
the community quests while being discussed with other stakeholders of the planning
process. This may be quickly prepared as a one-page document. In this respect, Greimas’s
model offers an ideal tool for bringing three parties together who have long been opposed
in the debate over the sustainability/resilience of ecosystems, helping to deal with their
different concerns or ‘quests’ together, namely (I) the scientific/technical stakeholders
engaged in diagnosing/debating the state of resilience and sustainability of ecosystems;
(II) the political stakeholders concerned with establishing the normative standards and
rules about sustainable/resilience ecosystems; and (III) the social actors and all the civil
society invited to integrate the new practices to ensure the sustainability and resilience
of the ecosystem. While the language and discourse of all these parties may appear
idiosyncratic, the actantial model provides a common frame to understand the analogous
hidden narrative of all these parties.

4. Discussion: USING the Actantial Model to Support Community Planning

Based on the previous argument, one can supply clarification on how the actantial
model may contribute to the integration of the resilience/sustainability theoretical divide in
the practical day-to-day conversation(s) between those who decide and enforce, those who
diagnose and try to understand, and those who act and attempt to adapt their behaviours
to ensure the sustainable maintenance, improvement, or recovery of their system.

4.1. The Struggles to Foster a Compelling, Coherent, and Inclusive Science–Politics Narrative

Can the holders of scientific and technical knowledge, political decision makers, and
other social actors from the public sphere work together and bring solutions to answer
the series of concerns related to sustainable/resilient systems or, more accurately, to help
these systems reach an agreed ‘desired state’? From the outset, it should be stated that this
question fundamentally remains problematic because none of these groups constitute a
uniform, homogeneous category. Scientists are not a single group, nor are political decision
makers and actors from the public sphere. Moreover, many stakeholders concerned by
ecologic systems and ecumenes see their scientific, practical, and political roles overlapping.
Perhaps the position assigned to those called ‘planners’ in public institutions captures
this complex imbrication between the three types of narratives, namely the narratives
of those working at providing ‘evidence’ (or confirming the absence of evidence); the
narratives about what should be done for the benefit of the polity; and the multidimensional
narratives from the civil public voices interpreting and questioning both scientific and
political discourses. The ‘planning narratives’ bridge these three other discourses from the
perspective of resilient and sustainable systems. Their narratives are an effort to indicate
a practical and relevant route to securing a political target (quest), while considering the
inputs of those supporting the ‘techno-scientific’ narratives and those who react and put
the outcomes of these narratives into practice.

While not a new issue, the incongruences between social actors’ discourses and how
narratives can shape planning practices about how ecological systems and communities are
framed have been an essential topic of discussion over recent years [91–95]. In the field of
sustainability and resilience theory, the willingness to improve communication between the
scientific and the political divide in consideration of the public sphere has taken the form
of calls for ‘dialogue’ or ‘conversation’ [95–98], ‘co-production of knowledge’ [99–101], or
‘interdisciplinary collaboration’ [102,103]. The complex relationship of mutual influence
(or sometimes mutual lack of knowledge) between science and politics that contributes to
shaping each other comes in different forms [104]. While some theorists have worked on
developing a framework to facilitate the integration of scientific evidence in policymak-
ing [105], others have decried political practices instrumentalising science to the benefit of
those in power [106,107].
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The challenges triggered by the inappropriateness and the asymmetrical character
of communication between social actors have been addressed through different lenses. A
[first and recurrent concern of these challenges is the need for an interdisciplinary frame
for a common understanding between scientists from other disciplines as well as scientists,
practitioners, and politicians. It is with this broader framework of knowledge that Pohl and
Hirsh Hadon defined the challenging area of transdisciplinary research (TR) as “[coping]
with such problem fields in a process that integrates a variety of disciplines and actors
from public agencies, civil society and the private sector, in order to identify and analyse
problems with the aim of developing knowledge and practices that promote what is
perceived to be the common good” [97]. Of course, establishing a communication interface
between all stakeholders remains a primary source of challenge. While dealing with the
lack of coherent framing within the TR of sustainability science, some scholars have invited
scientists to avoid forging a specific scientific glossary to tackle the problem, and instead
they should “try to use as simple language as possible, shared by many disciplines and
with results ultimately also understandable by civil society” [14] (p. 7).

While the form of communication appears to be key to successful collaboration be-
tween scientific and political actors, the reasons for its difficulties or even failure are
manifold. Some observers have noted the difficulty of avoiding the stalemate of this co-
production of knowledge due to the predominance of the linear model science policy [104]
or the “lack of a convincing and attractive alternative imaginary of science—policy prac-
tices” [99] (p. 9). Others have recalled the danger of governments making bad choices
“taken under the cover of science” [108] (p. 272), refusing to engage politically on the
pretext that further research is needed [104] (p. 7 referring to Fuller [109]) or, simply, they
are not being kept accountable for the “programming, funding, creat[ion], and [the use
of] knowledge and evidence [in the] decision-making” [99] (p. 9). Some researchers have
instead focused on “how co-production of knowledge and action can effectively be fostered
across different contexts and on a global scale” [100] (p. 128).

A second area of concern relates to the need for the inclusivity of voices being heard
with an invitation to listen to the neglected, marginalised, disempowered, and sometimes
forgotten societal actors, with decision making too frequently inclined to favour the most
represented actors [110,111]. This may involve embracing other types of knowledge to foster
solutions to the challenges of more resilient societies or ‘gain a more plural understanding of
[sustainability] transformations’ outside the dominant Western scientific tradition, notably
through the integration of indigenous local knowledge (ILK) [112]. This may also involve
welcoming different ‘narratives’ or “engage multiple voices and enable self-organising
processes to achieve resilience” [113] (p. 1286), as well as a re-politicisation of knowledge
(co)production and “contestation of interests, views, and knowledge claims” [101]. Beyond
scholarly publications, this has also been supported by influential international organisa-
tions. In its report about the dialogue on the Science–Policy Interface, the United Nations
Environment Programme [114] (p. 9) argues that this can be achieved through two engage-
ments: “First, priority setting on environmental issues needs to be based on co-creation
(collaboration). Secondly, local priorities need to be heard during decision-making”.

This leads to a third angle through which the communication gap between social actors
has been considered in the recent literature, which conveys processes through which this
social and cooperative dialogue can take place. In the area dealing with the sustainability
or the resilience of ecosystems, this is usually completed through identifying strategies and
practices that can be implemented to maximise the inclusive participation of all stakeholders
while ensuring the successful delivery of solutions tackling issues faced by ecosystems and
communities. While there is evidence that stakeholder participation, notably in environ-
mental management, may improve the quality of the decisions affecting ecosystems [103],
strategies have to be developed to make sure that all actors are accountable for the role they
play in the decision-making process [99].
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4.2. Sustainability and Resilience Planning as a Common Storyline

One of the most insightful efforts to translate and conceptualise how the sustainabil-
ity/resilience multidimensional inputs can be put into an operational model while looking
at the role of different actors has been proposed by Achour et al. [10]. The authors exam-
ined how resilience and sustainability can be integrated within a model that would serve
decision making (moving from the theoretical to the application level). Combining the im-
perative of resilience (strongly associated with the response capability to a disaster affecting
infrastructure) with the tri-partite dimensions of sustainability (economic, environmental,
and social), they developed the potent ‘action–reaction’ model. This can be completed by
engaging all parties having different roles and capacities (who can do what) in the process,
namely “a multidisciplinary stakeholder team representing technical, strategic, social and
political parties” [10] (p. 358). The authors recognise that the social, technical, and political
parties, all actors who can initiate changes, may have different priorities and targets. Each
initiative (or action) may impact other parties (reaction). Doing so, in an efficient process,
every party may inform a fourth party, the strategic planning delegate, who in turn may
craft the relevant strategies allowing the following:

• The political party enforces resilience/sustainability standards and knowledge to be
adopted by the social and the technical parties, while informing the strategic planning
about the decisions and political agenda. This can be completed notably by confirming
the priorities at the local and national levels;

• The technical party to inform the political party through the identification, assessment,
and monitoring of risks faced by systems as well as the preparedness capacity to react
to these threats or maintain the sustainability of the concerned systems;

• The social party to integrate sustainability and resilient standards and knowledge
through training, education, and innovation while providing feedback to the political
party about the community’s awareness level and integration capacity.

The strategic planning party may then provide all other parties with sustainability
principles, so the social party knows what the priorities are and benefits from guidelines
to adapt its behaviours and the technical party knows what to monitor and how to assess
the risks, while the political party can, in turn, approve, execute, and enforce the principle
through policies.

4.3. Beyond the Resilience Paradigm: A Tale of the Tangible Community Quest

The resilience and sustainability integration process proposed by Achour et al. sug-
gests that a dialogue between stakeholders can initiate changes in sustainable and resilient
practices [10]. In fact, it shows that any interaction between those actors fills a narrative
or enrols in a plan (quest) that could be conceived as a (forthcoming and ideal) narrative
for the future of the community. In Greimassian terms, that is to say, a Sender revealing
what the perfect target (Object to reach) is, a Subject undertaking the quest proposed by the
Sender to reach the target (Object), an Object that is presented as a goal to be achieved by
the Subject, and a Receiver that is introduced as the beneficiary of the plan to be achieved.
Any political and planning narratives borrow the same simple structure and share the same
fundamental components exposed in the actantial model.

At first glance, Greimas’s actantial model may paradoxically seem both a complex
overthinking template and an infantilised instrument converting severe human concerns
about their ecosystems into a fairytale-like story. This paper’s main objective is not to
convince community practitioners to convert their planning instruments into formal loga-
rithms or transform ecosystem scientists into entertaining storytellers. The aim is instead
to provide a line of argumentation that indicates that behind the complexity of resilience
and sustainability conceptions—which are naturally magnified by the unclarity of these
notions and the discrepancies between the descriptive and normative debate—there is a
common narrative structure that may help to open dialogues between various stakeholders
concerned by issues in their ecosystems. A common narrative structure may also help
compare cases between communities that, at first glance, have different issues related
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the preservation, recovery, adaptation, or transformation of their ecosystems. To do so,
researchers and community practitioners must take a series of new directions in resilience
theories and sustainability systems. The conclusion restates these directions and supplies
the key takeaways that may guide scholars and planners in enriching their perspective
with the actantial model.

5. Conclusions

This essay undertook the task of contributing to the already vast literature and existing
efforts in sustainability and resilience theory to integrate theoretical models into practice.
By venturing far from the mentioned areas in the unexpected field of semiolinguistics and
by expanding the Greimassian semiotic approach to ecosystem narratives, the present paper
brings four key takeaways, all arguing for the enlightening capacity of the Greimassian
actantial model to contribute to sustainable planning practice.

Firstly, the Greimassian semionarrative approach aligns with the request for a simple
language across disciplines by providing a set of tools (the actantial model, the narrative
programs, and the canonical narrative schema) able to overcome the complexity of the
dominant but still fuzzy, polysemic and debatable concepts of ‘sustainability’ and ‘re-
silience’. Whatever scholars or policymakers define resilience as, a capacity to recover,
adapt, or transform; whatever they consider these concepts should be used for, to account
for observed reality phenomena under controlled conditions or to formulate socioecolog-
ical targets, they can all be subsumed under the same formal structure of a formulated
trajectory: the one of a Subject being joined and disjoined from an Object in a time one
(T1) and the same Subject being joined and disjoined from the same Object in a time two
(T2). Whatever the conditions for resilience or sustainability by a Subject (a rural town, a
river, a llama farm, a hydroelectric dam, a tourist beach, etc.) and whether they are met
or not (descriptive narrative) or desirable or not (normative narrative), the question of the
sustainable/resilient character (or not) of these Subjects is articulated on a fundamental
narrative structure that goes beyond the definitions (sometimes contradictory) of what
is sustainable and what is resilient. Yet, while sustainability and resilience have been
adopted globally and have acted as the dominant vehicle for guiding the assessment and
the planning of communities and ecosystems, their vagueness creates more confusion. We
believe that in real life, the tangible concerns of community stakeholders and decision
makers remain constantly focused on certain specific capitals they consider vital to face
threats and engage in a peaceful future. More concrete than just ‘resilient’ and ‘sustainable’,
for small communities, these capital resources are worth preserving or translating into
outcomes that are as simple and palpable as: ‘implementing a new interpretation centre to
attract tourists’, ‘accessing faster ambulance services to the regional hospital’, ‘retaining
and recruiting young people’, ‘safeguarding of the post office’, ‘completing the new marina
wave-breaker to protect small boats’, etc.

In that sense, the actantial approach helps to better formulate what is really at stake for
ecosystems and communities, moving beyond the concepts of resilience and sustainability
to focus on the capital to protect or to gain, or to paraphrase Xu et al. a “stock of [. . .]
capital”—although not limited to natural resources—to “maintained at or above existing
threshold levels” [16]. Collectivities in their different forms should learn to pass from vague
questions such as “how are we going to be resilient?” to “what (should be) the capital(s)
for this ecosystem or community?” and “how can we gain and maintain this capital above
the desire threshold levels?”. One may counter that the list of capital to gain and maintain
by a community may be infinite; thus, communities tend to frame their narratives in the
urgent context of necessities. In other words, acquiring tsunami river barriers may not be
considered a capital for Lichtenstein’s communities while being framed as essential for
those in Thailand.

Secondly, the actantial model allows for bridging the communication gaps between
various stakeholders concerned by ecosystems but dealing with different realities and
expectations. It delivers a common frame to scientists, practitioners, and decision makers
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to assess and compare narratives without sacrificing the unicity of places and community
concerns. Would it be about a traditional fishing coastal hamlet in Northern Europe or an
emerging new technology hub in South Asia? Through a limited series of components, the
actantial model answers to the invitation of Brand et al., prompting actors from a multitude
of disciplinary horizons “to use as simple language as possible, shared by many disciplines
and with results ultimately also understandable by civil society” [96] (p. 7). The model also
provides a common framework for communication and understanding between scientists,
practitioners, and politicians following Pohl and Hirsh Hadon’s expectation [97]. The
actantial model supports the resilience and sustainability integration process proposed by
Achour et al. by establishing a grammar for the multiple dialogues between the techni-
cal, political, social, and planning narratives [10]. Because this grammar is more formal
than editorial, embracing and inclusive of all types of discourses, it certainly offers this
“convincing and attractive alternative imaginary of science–policy practices” [99] (p. 1)
where each stakeholder may discuss what from their point of view as Subject constitute
the Object of their ecosystem quest, what they conceive as the beneficiary Receivers, and
what constitutes the Helpers and the Opponents. These fundamental yet simple elements
allow the “production of knowledge and action [that] can effectively be fostered across
different contexts and on a global scale” [100] (p. 128). However, perhaps more interest-
ingly from a critical point of view, it allows us to compare how stakeholders frame their
narratives, how dominant stakeholders, powerful institutions, and political elites frame
the sustainable/resilient quests for the “vital capitals” of targeted ecosystems, and how it
provides sufficient flexibility for other stakeholders to engage in these quests that oppose
their own views.

Thirdly, adopting the actantial model to decrypt the trajectories that communities
wish to undergo to maintain or acquire the vital capital clearly indicates the unavoidable
normative nature of the issues behind the ontology of ‘resilience’. In this respect, the
actantial model provides planners and sustainability scientists with a device that helps
frame the diversity clearly and the concrete results of communities’ quests in a time when
they are asked to remain or be “resilient” without informing them about the true meaning
of this concept. In that sense, one can agree with Xu et al. [16] that ‘resilience’ per se is
not desirable. Yet the actantial model shows how one can translate the desirable objective
of a community into an Object that clearly indicates the trajectories a community takes,
tracing the difficulties (Opponent) and support (Helpers) needed to reach its destination.
As an analytical tool to discuss these sustainable trajectories for a community, the actantial
model can shed light on the ultimate and unmissable normative and political nature behind
the idea of resilience by posing the question: “What should a community aim for?” In
this sense, the authors concur with Cañizares et al. [21] about the risk of the profound
depoliticisation of the debate in the sustainability narrative and believe that the use of the
actantial model by community practitioners demonstrates the ultimately political nature of
this issue.

Finally, by arguing that beyond the definitions of concepts such as those of ‘resilience’
or sustainability, there is an opportunity to clarify them through a ‘narrative program’; the
author can only concur with Ameel’s call for more narrative literacy in the field of planning
practices since planning is definitely and “fundamentally concerned with storytelling” [41].
Once again, the actantial model offers readers a simple grammar to help understand
planning storylines.

While it is clear that the actantial model is not limited to rural communities as it
provides a holistic approach for decoding or formulating planning quests of communities
with different political makeups and of varying size, one may be more sensitive to the
challenges that smaller communities face by selecting the resilience and sustainability
assessment tool. A series of initiatives may be still undertaken to address certain limita-
tions beyond the scope of the present article. It is argued in this paper that the actantial
model offers a straightforward way to map, assess, and communicate the quest that rural
communities may undertake to preserve their vital assets and counter the threats to them.
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Nevertheless, the operationalisation of this approach is far from being a given and many
rural communities face challenges in their planning process for several reasons, including
financial constraints, human resource limitations, community engagement deficits, and
policy and administrative barriers. Further research assessing and testing the implemen-
tation process of the approach deserves to be undertaken to identify the enablers and
hindrances of the approach within planning processes, especially in communities where
those processes are arduous. Moreover, as planning goals often differ between stakeholder
perspectives (including people from the same institutions), further analyses should be
conducted to evaluate the level of divergence between these perspectives, notably between
various subjects of enunciations (those who produce the narratives) and the subjects of the
narrative (those who undertake the quest to a ‘sustainable’ Object). Visual comparative
analyses using the actantial model graph would facilitate such a comparison. Finally,
while the actantial model offers a solid way to reframe the resilient narrative though the
identification of concrete, idealised objectives ([S
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what—[16] (p. 128). 

2.2. The Descriptive/Normative Riddle of Resilience 

The distinction between resilience’s descriptive vs. normative stances hinges on a key 

question: should resilience solely describe observable phenomena acting on systems suc-

cessfully  coping with disturbance  (resilience as a descriptive  concept), or  should  it be 

viewed as an ideal state for an ecosystem to aspire to when confronting disturbances (re-

silience as a normative concept). In a seminal article that still captures the debate on sub-

stance and  form, Brand and  Jax  investigated several resilience conceptions,  identifying 

three categories and ten classes of definitions [14]. The first category encompasses six clas-

ses defining resilience as a descriptive concept emphasising a system’s capacity to absorb 

the disturbance(s), external stresses, and shocks and maintain its properties. A second cat-

egory includes two definitions where resilience appears as a hybrid concept integrating 

normative expectations aiming at maintaining a system and its properties. The third cat-

egory,  framing resilience as a normative concept,  fosters  two classes of definitions em-

bracing resilience as a long-term and desired system state (socially or ethically motivated) 

for the benefit of a community. Over the years, the resilience descriptive/normative debate 

has  remained a central one  [14,21–27] and  in doing so,  it has remained part of a more 

extensive discussion about what van der Hel  entitles an “appropriate  relationship be-

tween science and politics” [28] (p. 248). 

Far from trivialising the importance of this debate, one may ask, what is the practical 

reason to engage in this terminological discussion? Or, more precisely, why defend a de-

scriptive conceptualisation of resilience? From an argumentative point of view, two an-

swers can be provided  to this question:  (a)  for a purely heuristic reason or (b) because 

ultimately, such descriptive conceptualisations can be helpful  in guiding  the actions of 

people and polities, notably in helping them to evaluate natural and human-made sys-

tems—in other words, to guide normative intentions. The second answer, supported by a 

social pragmatic rationale, is undoubtedly in line with the argument put forward by resil-

ience theorists aiming for a more explicit descriptive approach to resilience. 

To simplify the understanding of this pragmatic rationale, let us look at the definition 

of resilience proposed by Thorén [27] (p. 311) (cf. also [24] (p. 4)), which echoes a general 

descriptive stance about the concept. The author has schematised this in an intuitive man-

ner, attributing some equations to the sentence as he defines resilience as “the ability of a 

system S to absorb some disturbance D whilst maintaining property I”. He then clarifies 

that “a system S  is resilient  if, and only  if, when subjected  to some disturbance D,  I  is 

maintained  through  the  disturbance”  [27]  (p.  311).  By  pushing  the  schematisation  of 

Thoren’s definition further, one could suggest the following formulation where ˄ refers 
to being adjoined (for instance, to a property I) and ˅ for being disjoined (for  instance, 
from a property I). Therefore: 

Ik]t2), the veridictory
evaluation remains a crucial element of sustainability narratives. While political discourse
and planning rhetoric may always be ambiguous, the capacity of confronting divergent
narratives (thymic perspectives, to use Greimassian terminology) articulated through the
actantial model would also deserve further practical and empirical research. As observed
by some of the authors mentioned in Section 4 of this paper, the relationship between
political form of control over certain narratives (or those who can speak) and the validity of
scientific assessment is a sensitive one that the actantial model can solve by itself, while it
can provide a comparative framework to compare narratives and how they are adopted
within certain political frameworks articulated by those with an unequal capacity to speak
or decide which narrative should be adopted. Once again, storytelling literacy may offer
some support to critically assess what is at stake in the assessment of our ecosystems.

Despite their infinite diversity of political instruments and technical instructions,
small rural communities may find a simple way to reformulate their search for a solu-
tion by focusing on their realities in a post-resilience framework constructed around the
six fundamental actants. By framing their planning storyline using the actantial model,
they can also compare their community ‘vital capital’ quest(s) with other similar or dissimi-
lar rural communities.
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