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ABSTRACT

Relationships are a major theme within resilience research. Little attention, however, has been
given to human-animal relationships — except in the narrow and anthropocentric sense of how
they support human wellbeing and help to reduce human trauma. This interdisciplinary article
takes a completely different approach. Its core aim is to demonstrate that human-animal
relationships are significant for how we think about resilience — and about relationality itself.
Ultimately, it underscores the importance of analysing resilience and relationships within
multispecies and posthumanist frameworks that respect and reflect crucial connectivities,
entanglements and mutualities between human and more-than-human worlds (cross-
worlding). The article uses two original case studies to develop its core arguments. The first
focuses on the ongoing war in Ukraine and human relationships with companion animals.
The second centres on the work of the Mama Tembos in northern Kenya and human relations
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with wild animals (elephants).

Introduction

We are in the midst of webbed existences, multiple
beings in relationship. (Haraway 2008, 72)

In her passionately written book Elephants on the Edge,
the ecologist and psychologist G.A. Bradshaw begins
with a story about a childhood visit to an animal park
when she was eight or nine years old. There were three
chimpanzees in a cage, she recalls, and one of them
was repeatedly made to perform for the park visitors;
his keeper would invite someone to come and stand in
front of the chimpanzee and would then ask: ‘Mirror,
mirror on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?’ In
response, the chimpanzee would wave his arms and
grin, as if imitating the visitor in front of him. The
watching crowd would giggle in amusement. When
Bradshaw herself was invited to stand in front of the
ape, by which time most of the crowd had moved on
to look at other animals, he refused to perform, much
to his keeper’s frustration. As Bradshaw turned to walk
away, she felt a hand on her arm. In her words:

It was the chimpanzee. | turned to see him looking at
me, and he made, as much as | could tell, a beautiful
smile, his eyes soft. It lasted only a moment because
the keeper started yelling and the chimpanzee’s hand
quickly withdrew. But in the split second that our
gazes held, we had shared an understanding ...
Despite the bars separating us, | felt closer to him
than to any of my own species pressed alongside.
(Bradshaw 2009, xiv)

This powerful and evocative story about cross-species
connections provides an important introduction and
starting point for the present work, which takes such
connections as its central focus. More specifically, this
interdisciplinary article examines the relevance of
human-animal connections for resilience, broadly
defined here as ‘a dynamic process encompassing posi-
tive adaptation within the context of significant adver-
sity’ (Luthar, Cicchetti, and Becker 2000, 543; emphasis
in the original). There exists a wealth of scholarship
exploring resilience, and emphasis is frequently
placed - in various ways — on the importance of rela-
tionships (Hartling 2008; Jordan 2023; Quinn et al.
2021). This accent on relationality, however, seldom
extends to human-animal relationships; and when
these relationships are discussed, the focus is typically
on the benefits to human wellbeing (see, e.g.
McDonald et al. 2022; Walsh 2009).

This article, in contrast, offers something different
and novel. Eschewing an anthropocentric approach
that prioritises human needs, it emphasises the signifi-
cance of human-animal relationships for how we think
about resilience - and about relationality itself. In so
doing, it draws on two case studies. The first case
study is about human-animal relationships and the
war in Ukraine. Although war is one of the major adver-
sities discussed and explored within resilience scholar-
ship (see, e.g. Betancourt and Khan 2008; Kimhi et al.
2012), little attention is given to how its myriad effects
powerfully reverberate across human and more-than-
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human worlds. It is important, therefore, to include in
this research a war-related case study, and the relative
newness and contemporaneity of the war in Ukraine
make it a particularly appropriate and original choice.
The second case study centres on the Mama Tembos in
northern Kenya and their work with elephants. This case
study is also highly original; very little has been written
about the Mama Tembos, especially in relation to resi-
lience (rather than human-wildlife conflict). These two
case studies are purposely very different from each
other, but they highlight some common themes.
Weaving these themes together, the article ultimately
demonstrates the importance of analysing resilience
and relationships within posthumanist frameworks
that respect and reflect crucial connectivities, entangle-
ments and mutualities between human and more-than-
human worlds (cross-worlding). Fundamentally, resili-
ence has a ‘multispecies future’ (Haraway 2008, 27).

The article indirectly builds on two particular
strands of existing resilience scholarship. First, there is
growing research examining some of the cultural
dimensions and aspects of resilience (see, e.g.
Eggerman and Panter-Brick 2010; Ungar 2013). Such
work is an important part of pluralising how we think
about resilience, and this article makes its own contri-
bution in this regard. Its emphasis on relationality is
quintessentially a ‘pluriversal relationality’ that accent-
uates the need for resilience thinking to embrace ‘dif-
ferent  cosmologies, each  with  different
understandings of the relationship among all living
beings including humans and the cosmos’ (Trownsell,
Behera, and Shani 2022, 787).

Second, there exists an expansive body of resilience
scholarship focused on inter-connected social-
ecological systems (SESs). As Forbes et al. (2009,
22041) note, ‘SESs emphasize the concept of humans
in nature, that the delineation between social and
ecological systems is artificial and arbitrary, and require
integrated approaches to analysis.” While the concept
of SESs provides an important framework for thinking
more holistically about the impacts of shocks and
stressors, and adaptational responses to them,
research on these systems has thus far given little
attention to human-animal relationships per se. In
focusing on these relationships, this article draws out
some of the deeper connectivities between human
and more-than-human worlds that are largely over-
looked within analyses of SESs.

The article’s first section centres on extant resili-
ence scholarship. Rather than give a general over-
view of this literature, which is vast and highly
diverse, it centres the discussion around three key
thematic areas that are central to this research -
namely, relationships, human-animal relationships
and SESs. This is important foundational work on
which the rest of the article builds — and through
which its significance and originality are made clear.

The second section looks more deeply at human-
animal relationships and resilience by focusing on
the two aforementioned case studies of the war in
Ukraine and the Mama Tembos initiative in Kenya.
Building on the case study analyses, the final section
reflects on the article’s wider significance. First, it
makes clear that this research challenges - in novel
ways — claims that resilience has become a form of
neoliberal governmentality (see, e.g. Joseph 2013). In
particular, it demonstrates the reductionism of such
claims, which narrowly emphasise individualism and
thereby overlook the relational and cross-world com-
plexities of resilience. Second, and highlighting the
fact that resilience is linked to health, it points to
some important synergies and crossovers between
this article’s arguments about resilience and recent
discussions about reframing the concept of ‘One
Health’ as ‘More-than-One Health’ (see, e.g.
Braverman 2022). Third, and relatedly, it underscores
the relevance of posthumanism (Braidotti 2013) -
which resilience researchers have thus far largely
overlooked - as a framework for developing resili-
ence scholarship in new multispecies directions.

The importance of relationships in resilience
research

Xue, Wang, and Yang (2018, 487) have identified
three stages of resilience research — an ‘initial stage
(1985-1994), developing stage (1995-2004), and
prosperous stage (2005-2014)." This ‘prosperous
stage’ has extended well beyond 2014, as evidenced
by the continuing growth of resilience research.
Scholars from disciplines as varied as human geogra-
phy, ecology, archaeology and neuroscience have
written about resilience. On one hand, this has led
to criticisms, inter alia, that the concept of resilience
has become ‘increasingly vague and woolly’ (Olsson
et al. 2015, 6). Certainly, many different definitions of
resilience exist (Southwick et al. 2014), and Baggio,
Brown, and Hellebrandt's (2015) citation network
analysis indicates that ‘there are limited attempts at
standardization across fields.” On the other hand, it is
the diversity and richness of extant literature that
contribute to making the concept of resilience so
fascinating.

Notwithstanding the proliferation of articles and
books about resilience during the last three dec-
ades, Ungar (2018) points out that ‘very few pub-
lications offer conceptual bridges between research
on resilience across systems.” Part of the originality
of this article is that its approach to resilience offers
‘conceptual bridges’ across human and more-than-
human worlds. Its accent on relationships is not
itself unique, however. The purpose of this first
section, therefore, is to situate the article within -
and differentiate it from - a larger corpus of



resilience scholarship by focusing specifically on the
crucial theme of relationships.

The growth of relational approaches

The importance of relationships is a salient narrative
in resilience research. Quinn et al. (2021, 577-578),
for example, examine resilience as ‘an emergent
property of community interactions and social rela-
tionships’; Afifi, Merrill, and Davis (2016, 664) main-
tain that resilience ‘is primarily a process of
calibration in relationships’; and Hartling (2008, 53)
highlights ‘specific ways to strengthen resilience
through relationships.” This strong accent on rela-
tionships should be seen, at least in part, in the
context of a larger shift that has occurred within
resilience scholarship.

Some of the early work on resilience, grounded in
the disciplines of psychiatry and psychology, focused
overwhelmingly on character and personality traits to
explain why some children were able to thrive and ‘do
well’ despite adversity. These children, as Rutter (2023,
122) points out, were frequently described as ‘invulner-
able.’ The larger point is that some of the first studies of
resilience ‘glorified rugged individualism - that Horatio
Alger ability to “pick oneself up by one’s own boot-
straps” and succeed solely through one’s own efforts’
(Wright, Masten, and Narayan 2013, 16). As this field of
research grew and diversified, however, the narrative
changed and became more complex.

Increasingly, resilience is no longer conceptualised
primarily as an individual trait (Gopal and Nunlall 2017,
64). Rather, it is framed as a process that involves
multiple systems working together (Ungar 2018). As
Masten (2021, 2) argues, ‘Resilience is dynamic, always
in flux, because the systems, processes and contexts
involved are constantly changing through many inter-
actions.’ In other words, individuals — whether children
and adolescents or adults - do not manifest resilience
in isolation. They do so through their relationships and
transactions with their social ecologies (environments)
and with the myriad systems that constitute these
social ecologies - including families, communities
and institutions (see, e.g. Marie, Hannigan, and Jones
2018; Theron 2016; Ungar 2011).

Resilience scholars frequently stress the impor-
tance of relationships with reference to concepts
such as social capital, social networks and (protec-
tive) resources. Tippens' (2020, 43) research, for
example, focuses on urban Congolese refugees in
Kenya, exploring the intricacies of their social net-
works and how they ‘utilize relationships to access
resilience-promoting resources.” Gopal and Nunlall’s
research centres on a small group of women tem-
porarily residing in a shelter in Durban, South Africa,
all of whom had experienced violence and abusive
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relationships. The study spotlights critical ‘resilience-
enabling resources within women'’s social ecologies’
(Gopal and Nunlall 2017, 67), including the avail-
ability of community support.

The framing of resilience as a ‘co-construction’
(Twum-Antwi et al. 2020, 277) between individuals
and their social ecologies is significant. Above all, it
challenges the idea — particularly associated with cri-
tiques of resilience as a neoliberal project (see, e.g.
Tierney 2015) - that the responsibility to ‘be resilient’
and to adapt to adversity and uncertainty falls on
individuals (Ungar 2011, 6). However, relationships
are often narrowly conceptualised. The focus is over-
whelmingly on relationships and resources that aid
human animals in dealing with and adapting to shocks
and stressors. Comparatively little attention is given to
the more-than-human worlds with which human well-
being is intrinsically entangled - or to ‘multiple forms
of relation, human and not human’ (Tsing 2022, 16).
This anthropocentrism also extends to studies of resi-
lience that look directly at human-animal relationships.

Human-animal relationships, trauma and
resilience

There are many studies exploring the benefits of
human-animal relationships, often with a particular
focus on children and young people who have
suffered adversity and major challenges (see, e.g.
Mueller and Schmid Callina 2014; Yorke 2010).
Evans and Gray (2012, 603) point out that many
children’s stories — such as Winnie the Pooh and
Black Beauty — ‘are based on the premise that there
is some inextricable link between children and their
nonhuman counterparts.’” Moreover, it has been
shown that animals can help children to disclose
or speak about experiences of trauma (see, e.g.
Walsh 2009, 495).

Research has also examined, more broadly, some
of the ways that animals facilitate recovery from
trauma in adults (Gorman and Cacciatore 2023;
Tedeschi and Jenkins 2019; Yorke, Adams, and
Coady 2008). McLaughlin and Hamilton’s (2019)
research in Australia, as one illustration, found that
service dogs can be very positive for war veterans
with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), helping to
reduce their levels of anxiety and depression,
improve their sleep and give them a sense of routine
and purpose. Additionally, scholars have discussed at
length some of the important roles that animals can
play in disaster contexts (Thompson 2013; Trigg et al.
2016). For instance, Zottarelli's (2010, 112) research
on human-animal relationships in the context of
Hurricane Katrina in 2005 revealed that residents of
New Orleans who lost companion animals displayed
much higher levels of psychopathology - including
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acute stress and symptoms of PTSD - than those who
did not experience such loss. The author thus makes
clear that ‘there are significant human health and
safety consequences of pet loss’ (Zottarelli
2010, 120).

Many such studies, however, are deeply anthropo-
centric (Gorman 2019, 314). Critically missing from
research on animal-assisted therapy (AAT) and animal-
assisted activity (AAA), for example, is a comprehensive
discussion of the effects that such programmes might
have on the ‘animal “volunteers” themselves’ (Hatch
2007, 38). Highlighting this, O’Haire et al. (2019, 34)
point out that ‘Interventions that place an animal at
the center of a family working through conflict, and/or
encourage an individual to share their traumatic
experiences with the animal present, may pose
a stressful experience for participating animals.’
A cognate concern is that studies of human-animal
relationships with a pronounced human-centred bias
overlook, or at least fail to sufficiently acknowledge,
the individuality of non-human animals, their stories
and distinctive biographies (Gorman and Cacciatore
2023, 171; Wright et al. 2009, 516) - including past
experiences of psychological and emotional trauma
(Bradshaw 2009, xix; Gillespie 2018, 5). In short, discus-
sions about human-animal relationships - and the
benefits of these relationships - frequently foreground
human health, wellbeing and needs, thereby de-
centring and marginalising the interests of non-
human animals (Zamir 2006, 184-185). At
a minimum, it is essential to acknowledge that there
is ‘inevitable multi-species entanglement’
(Kamenshchikova et al. 2021, 314) in the very notion
of health. Significant in this regard are the concepts of
‘One Health’ and especially ‘More-than-One Health’
(see, e.g. Cole 2021; Wolf 2015), which the final section
examines.

Some studies of human-animal relations specifically
invoke the concept of resilience (see, e.g. Mueller and
Schmid Callina 2014; Tedeschi and Jenkins 2019, 7;
Walsh 2009, 482). Centred on a community sample of
pet owners (n=392) and non-owners (n=146) in
Australia, Hill, Winefield, and Bennett's research has
found that simply having a pet does not necessarily
result in higher levels of resilience. The authors make
clear in this regard that the nature of the human-
animal relationship crucially matters - and that a very
strong or very weak human-animal bond (HAB) may
actually be linked to ‘a reduced capacity to build resi-
lience and work through adversity’ (Hill, Winefield, and
Bennett 2020, 736). They also demonstrate that while
the HAB does not have a moderating effect on an
individual’s perceived level of social support, it may
‘act as a substitute for certain elements of human
social support, such as emotional and social supports,
that contribute to increased levels of resilience’ (Hill,
Winefield, and Bennett 2020, 736).

Burton, Qeadan, and Burge's research focused on 10
US war veterans with PTSD who, in addition to receiv-
ing standard ongoing PTSD therapy, had six weeks of
equine-assisted psychotherapy (EAP). Comparing
these veterans with a control group of 10 war veterans
receiving only standard ongoing PTSD therapy, they
hypothesised that the 10 veterans on the EAP pro-
gramme would demonstrate reduced PTSD symptoms,
increased psychological resilience and changes in sali-
vary cortisol (a stress hormone). Although, ultimately,
the data did not prove this hypothesis, the authors
maintain that ‘This study supports equine therapy as
a potentially efficacious alternative for veterans suffer-
ing with PTSD’ (Burton, Qeadan, and Burge 2019, 15).

Studies such as these, while offering interesting
insights into the role (or potential role) of more-than-
human actors in supporting resilience, also have an
anthropocentric bias. In Burton, Qeadan, and Burge’s
aforementioned research, for example, the focus is
solely on the veterans. There is no acknowledgement
of the horses’ own needs or of the possible effects of
EAP on them. As Matamonasa-Bennett (2015, 30), an
Indigenous scholar, pertinently argues,

In many models of equine-assisted therapy, the reac-
tions and behaviors of the horses are attributed to the
emotional states of the clients they are working with,
discounting that the horses may be having their own
negative or positive reactions in the therapy session.

By prioritising and centring human trauma and well-
being, we thereby contribute to perpetuating hierarch-
ical and binary ways of thinking (see Gillespie 2018, 7).
In turn, we neglect the importance — and here there is
much to learn from Indigenous cultures and cosmolo-
gies (Matamonasa-Bennett 2015, 32-33) - of forging
and cultivating relationships that give human and non-
human animals ‘an opportunity to flourish’ (Gorman
and Cacciatore 2023, 174). The crucial point is that
resilience develops in the context of ‘relational land-
scapes’ (Bradshaw 2010b, 414), the dynamics of which
are never just one-way.

This discussion would be incomplete, therefore,
without acknowledging the abundance of scholarship
on SESs (social-ecological systems). The concept of
SESs is highly pertinent to this research and the the-
matic of relationality that runs through it. As the final
part of this section will now explore, however, research
on SESs itself has some limitations and does not go far
enough.

Relationships and social-ecological systems

The concept of SESs accentuates linkages and inter-
dependencies between social and ecological systems,
in the sense of how they affect and influence each
other (Colding and Barthel 2019; Folke 2006) -
although there is considerable variation in terms of



how the interactions between these systems are
viewed (see, in particular, Binder et al. 2013). The idea
of SESs, thus, is intrinsically holistic and relational,
acknowledging the diverse components and actors
within these systems. Discussions about sustainability -
a prominent thematic within SESs research — are one
illustration of this. Leach et al. (2018), for example,
argue that ‘The shift from perceiving people and nat-
ure as separate parts that occasionally interact, to see-
ing them as intertwined SES, across the whole planet,
provides opportunities for articulating equity and sus-
tainability within an innovative complex system
framework.’

Notwithstanding the social-ecological connections
that such research underscores, this does not mean
that social systems and ecological systems are always
assigned equal weight or importance. In their com-
parative study of 10 different conceptual frameworks
for analysing SESs, Binder et al. (2013) identify ‘six that
conceptualize the ecological system from an anthro-
pocentric perspective: the ecological system is seen as
a provider of services that increase human well-being.’
There are other asymmetries too. Baker et al. (2022), for
example, point out that ‘there has been a tendency
over time to over-emphasize the influence of human
agency.” As an illustration of this, there is frequent
discussion about the ‘management’ of SESs. In this
way, considerable power is accorded, conceptually
and practically, to human stakeholders and their deci-
sion-making (see, e.g. Stringer et al. 2006). Not only is
non-human agency thereby marginalised, but so too,
by extension, are worldviews - in particular those of
Indigenous peoples - that are based on ‘kincentric’
perspectives and ways of knowing. As Bhattacharyya
and Slocombe (2017) argue, kincentric approaches
that recognise non-human animals as kin with their
own decision-making agency ‘remain marginal to the
structures, discourses, and professional practices that
frame and inform mainstream conservation planning
and wildlife management.’

It is also noteworthy that SESs are frequently dis-
cussed in terms of, inter alia, adaptive cycles and cross-
scale effects (Chaffin and Gunderson 2016), thresholds
(Walker and Meyers 2004) and tipping points (Riekhof
et al. 2022). Analyses of these systems, thus, are not
always easily accessible as they do not necessarily
translate well across disciplinary boundaries. Colding
and Barthel (2019), remarking on the fact that there is
still no unifying definition of SESs, comment in this
regard that ‘Whereas most scholars may have a pretty
good understanding of what a social-ecological system
entails, the lack of a more detailed definition is
a drawback when communicating it to a broader multi-
disciplinary audience.’ Relatedly, SESs are often framed
as complex adaptive systems (CAS) — meaning systems
composed of multiple, dynamic and adaptive compo-
nents — and as Preiser et al. (2018) highlight, “finding
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one’s way through the theories and concepts that
constitute CAS research is often a challenging journey.’

This emphasis on complex system dynamics means
that human-animal relationships per se are not
a dominant theme within research on SESs. It also
thus means that analyses of deeper and more intimate
connections between human and more-than-human
worlds remain largely missing from existing research
on SESs. The core aim of this article is precisely to
demonstrate the significance of these connections for
thinking in more relationally balanced, multispecies
and posthumanist ways about resilience. As Gibson-
Graham, Hill, and Law (2016, 707) argue, ‘In a diverse
economy, humans, non-human species and natural
elements can all be seen as actively co-producing well-
being and care.’

Resilience and cross-world relationships: two
illustrative case studies

Niemann'’s book Birds in a Cage centres on four British
prisoners of war, interned at Warburg in Germany dur-
ing World War I, who formed a birdwatching group.
The process of observing, sketching and making notes
about different birds, and discussing them with each
other, was a key part of how the men dealt with their
experiences in the camp. As the author notes, ‘Through
natural history, and especially birds, they regained self-
respect and a passion for living’ (Niemann 2013, 1). The
men’s situation inexorably limited their interactions
with the birds they observed, whose freedom con-
trasted starkly with their own confinement. According
to one of the prisoners, John Buxton, part of the joy of
watching the birds ‘was that they inhabited another
world than I’ (in Niemann 2013, 58). Outside the ‘cage’
of the camp, however, the men’s relationships with
birds changed, becoming less about human needs
and more about giving something back. One of them,
Peter Conder, assumed the role of director of the Royal
Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB). Another,
George Waterson, became the director of the RSPB in
Scotland and one of the founders of the Scottish
Wildlife Trust. Ultimately, thus, the men’s stories -
although they are not discussed in this way - reflect
important dynamics and reciprocities between human
and more-than-human worlds, and the interconnect-
edness of resilience processes across these worlds.
The aim of this section is to further explore and
unpick this interconnectedness using two case studies.
While many studies of human-animal relationships
involve so-called companion animals (including dogs,
cats and horses), this article adopts a broader approach
aimed at capturing more of the diversity of these
relationships. The first case study looks at human rela-
tions with companion animals in the context of the
ongoing war in Ukraine, while the second is about
human relations with wild animals (elephants) in
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northern Kenya. Most of us will have far fewer oppor-
tunities to interact with and forge relationships with
elephants or other wild animals than to spend time
with and form connections with companion animals.
We are, however, in a relationship with everything
around us (Tabara 2023; Yunkaporta 2019, 169). What
follows, thus, is less about the ‘accessibility’ of the
relationships discussed and more about their rele-
vance for enriching how we think about and position
resilience.

Human-animal relationships and the war in
Ukraine

On 24 February 2022, Russian forces illegally invaded
the sovereign state of Ukraine. Since then, at least
10,000 civilians have been killed (United Nations
2023) and large parts of the country have been
destroyed. One aspect of the war in Ukraine that
stands out is the large number of images and stories
involving human and non-human animals. A Ukrainian
family huddled in a tent in Poland with their two dogs
(Packham 2022). A cat, wide-eyed and frightened, on
a camp bed with its sleeping owners at Krakéw train
station (Bicanski 2022). The young couple who fled
their home in Irpin with 19 dogs (Boffey 2022).

Millions of people escaped the fighting during the
early months of the war and many Ukrainians crossed
borders with their animals. This was possible because
various host countries modified and relaxed their
entrance regulations (for example, by changing rules
on quarantine) — a policy that Sandvik (2023, 293) has
termed ‘pet exceptionalism.” According to her, ‘The
humanitarian rationale was that, for distressed refu-
gees — overwhelmingly women and children arriving
without partners, sons or fathers - bringing compa-
nion animals would lessen trauma and enhance well-
being.’ It was a policy, in other words, that had an
anthropocentric bias; companion animals mattered to
the extent that they could be of utility and benefit to
humans seeking safety. Research by Miliutina et al,,
however, tells a more complex story about the psycho-
emotional effects of having an animal. Based on inter-
views with 115 families — all of which had at least one
animal - between February and April 2022, the authors
found, inter alia, that:

15% of adults experienced an improvement in their
emotional state (residents who remained in Kyiv), 23%
had a sense of shame (associated with inconvenience,
that animals cause to other people), 42% have
a feeling of anxiety (associated with concern for the
life and health of an animal), 20% have a feeling of
guilt in relation to abandoned and (or) dead animals.
(Miliutina et al. 2023, 505)

Animals are now being used in Ukraine to help people
deal with stress and traumatic experiences. The United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF 2023) has organised

canine-assisted therapy classes for children in the city
of Kharkiv; and the organisation Four Paws
International has trained a former stray dog from the
city of Lviv, named Busia, to provide emotional support
to injured Ukrainian soldiers. According to
a psychologist at the organisation, ‘In our AAl [animal
assisted intervention] programme, Busia was specially
trained to respond to human reactions and very clearly
identifies people who are tense, stressed or trauma-
tised’ (Four Paws International 2022). Some Ukrainian
soldiers have also received therapy sessions with
horses (hippotherapy) (Al Jazeera 2023). These pro-
grammes are important, but they are anthropocentric
in their focus and underpinning raison d‘étre. The ani-
mals involved necessarily have their own pasts and
histories, and it is therefore essential not to prioritise
the benefits of the programmes to the humans
involved without also considering and being sensitive
to the impact on the animals themselves. In other
words, we cannot overlook what these programmes
are ‘doing for, or to, the animals’ (Hatch 2007, 38).

The larger point is that war and armed conflict reach
into, affect and extend across human and more-than-
human worlds. Reflecting and illuminating this is a very
rich body of scholarship exploring more-than-human
dimensions of warfare, including the various roles that
animals play in war, the harms they suffer and the
significance of human-animal relations (see, e.g.
Cudworth and Hobden 2015; Forsyth 2017; Leep
2018; Pinto-Garcia 2022). This scholarship has given
little attention to resilience — although it does look at
some of the many ways that animals can offer (espe-
cially emotional) support to humans during war (see,
e.g. Pearson 2019; Webb et al. 2020). However, an
extension of Forsyth's (2016, 798) argument that ‘War
breeds experiences of hybridity’ is that war contributes
to hybridising (and thereby collectivising) resilience, by
breeding shared experiences of adversity and fostering
relations of care and support between human and
more-than-human actors.

lllustrative of this are some of the heart-warming
stories from the war in Ukraine of people and animals
comforting and looking after each other. Zina
Richkova, for example, is a 71-year-old woman living
in the village of Oleksandro-Shultyne in Donetsk, part
of Ukraine’s Donbas region. Russian shelling destroyed
the barn where she used to keep her animals and she
now lives with her three hens and rooster in her
kitchen. The care that she extends to her animals is
crucial to their health and wellbeing, particularly as the
village is situated in an area close to where intense
fighting continues. At the same time, however, her
animals also support her and her own wellbeing.
‘With them around’, she explains, ‘I have somebody
to speak with.” Further expanding on this, she adds
that ‘When | hear in the morning the rooster singing,
it means | am alive’ (in Varenikova 2023). Her use of the



word ‘alive’ particularly stands out as highlighting
synergies of human and more-than-human rhythms.
As Gordon (2022, 213) argues, rooster crows are ‘ener-
getic expressions of embodied relationality.’

Angela is a 75-year-old woman who lived through
and survived the brutal Russian siege of Mariupol dur-
ing the early months of the war in Ukraine. During the
siege, she lived in the basement of her apartment
block with 34 of her neighbours. They have since left
the building and only Angela remains there. As her
top-floor apartment has no windows and is uninhabi-
table, she continues to live in the basement, doing her
best to make it homely. She also now cares for many
stray cats and dogs left behind. A photograph (see
Walker et al. 2023) shows Angela huddled among
blankets and plastic bags, dressed in a red coat and
black hat; ‘The thermometer by the bed shows 4C’
(Walker et el. 2023). In her arms, she cradles a brown
and white cat, holding it close to her chest. It is an
incredibly moving picture of two sentient beings
brought together through shared adversity and
trauma, comforting and needing each other because
they have no one else. It is also, thus, another illustra-
tion that ‘we are infinitely entangled in very alive webs
of relations, connections, and reciprocity’ (Abbott
2021, 1068). These webs are central to understanding
resilience as a process with fundamental cross-world
dynamics.

There are also many stories — as well as photographs
(see, e.g. Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty 2023) - of
Ukrainian soldiers on the front line taking in and look-
ing after stray and abandoned animals. Oksana
Yerema, a Ukrainian woman living in the city of
Bashtanka in the municipality of Mykolaiv, has told
the story of how a stray dog in her neighbourhood
gave birth to 10 puppies and brought them to her. No
one felt able to look after the puppies and Yerema's
own home was destroyed. She therefore decided to
give a couple of the puppies to Ukrainian soldiers.
When asked why, she explained: ‘The soldiers need
support as never before and the puppies need genuine
love. And | feel that these need each other now, in
these hard times’ (in The Telegraph 2022). A journalist
from The Telegraph newspaper subsequently took two
of the puppies to a military base outside Bashtanka.
Welcoming the new arrivals, the commander of the
artillery brigade opined: ‘There is a misconception in
war that everyone should be angry and ready to fight
all of the time. But we try to remain humans and the
puppies remind us that, in the end, it's love that wins’
(in The Telegraph 2022).

Firsov (2022), a Ukrainian soldier, describes how
a formerly stray dog, now named Yur, has become
part of his unit. Reflecting on the animal, he maintains
that ‘when | look into his eyes, it’s like looking at a wise
old man who deeply understands everything going on
around him’ (Firsov 2022). It could be argued that
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Firsov is anthropomorphising Yur, but this is too sim-
plistic. In her research about a bear, named Wojtek,
who became ‘a mascot, pet and officially enlisted sol-
dier of the Polish Army’ during World War I, Forsyth
(2017, 496) refers to ‘moments of correspondence
between bear and human.” What Firsov’s words illus-
trate, similarly, are ‘'moments of correspondence’
between human and dog, in turn evoking deeper con-
nections and reciprocities between human and more-
than-human worlds as a crucial shared resource for
dealing with shocks and stressors. Turnbull’s research
in Ukraine, although not focused on war, is also highly
pertinent in this regard. Exploring the relationships
between the more than 500 dogs living in the
Chernobyl Exclusion Zone (created in 1986) and the
guards who patrol the Zone, he maintains that they are
helping each other to cope with ‘life in a toxic land-
scape’ (Turnbull 2020, 24).

Human-elephant relationships in northern Kenya
and the work of the Mama Tembos

In 2011, the organisation Save the Elephants reported
on the death of a female elephant in Kenya named
Resilience. Both a mother and a grandmother,
Resilience was around 40years old and one of the
dominant females in her herd. Her life was cut short
due to a failed poaching attempt; she died from multi-
ple gunshot wounds (Soltis 2011).

Kuriyan's (2002, 954) research in northern Kenya has
revealed that when Samburu people come across ele-
phant carcasses or remains, they lay green branches
onto the grave as a mark of honour and respect. Such
gestures point to deep affinities across human and
more-than-human worlds. Indeed, a Samburu legend
recounts how elephants once lived together with the
Samburu in their homes and worked with Samburu
women. As Kuriyan (2002, 953) explains, ‘The elders,
women, and youth asserted that the legend represents
the closeness and familiarity that exists between the
Samburu and elephants.’

This closeness and familiarity, however, have been
increasingly challenged. Climate change, habitat loss
or fragmentation and agricultural expansion are some
of the key factors fuelling human-wildlife conflict,
including conflicts between people and elephants.
Drought and late rainfall, for example, substantially
contribute to elephant crop-raids (BBC 2023). To cite
the Sheldrick Wildlife Trust (2016) in Kenya, ‘Not only
are elephants frequently killed by mobs of angry peo-
ple, but cornered elephants sometimes trample peo-
ple, which only escalates the problem.” Common
methods of trying to reduce human-elephant conflict
include the use of electric fences and beehive fences
(King et al. 2017). In Samburu in northern Kenya, the
organisation Save the Elephants has adopted
a different approach.
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The Mama Tembos initiative involves a group of
nine Samburu and Turkana women working together
to protect wildlife corridors used by elephants (as well
as other animals). Using GPS devices, the women
patrol the local area, taking note of which corridors
are most frequently used and looking for evidence of
traps and illegal settlements that encroach on the
corridors and their functioning. This is extremely
important work, evidenced by the fact that various
studies ‘have found that a contributing factor of
human - wildlife conflict has been the settlement of
human populations into wildlife migratory corridors ...
or rather, the movement of people into previously
unsettled areas as wildlife recolonize parts of their
range’ (Bond 2015, 312). Mama Tembos is a valuable
conservation initiative and one that challenges the
frequent exclusion of women as ‘knowledgeable
agents in community wildlife projects’ (Goldman
et al. 2021, 818). It is also, in several ways, about
resilience.

First, many of the women have had to cope with
substantial stressors in their lives, such as losing their
husbands in tribal battles and bringing up their chil-
dren alone. Their activities as Mama Tembos have not
only provided them with a much-needed additional
source of income but have also re-energised them,
giving them a greater sense of their own self-worth.
In the words of one of the women, Ann, 'We couldn’t
believe there was someone in the world who wanted
to work with women. In this part of the world it's men
first, so we were shocked when we heard that Save the
Elephants wanted to work with us. We feel empowered
by the opportunity. We are now teachers and ambas-
sadors of our communities’ (in Save the Elephants
2018). The women'’s work as Mama Tembos, in other
words, can help them - financially and emotionally - to
deal with life's adversities.

Second, the Mama Tembos programme, in contrast
to some of the other previously mentioned approaches
to managing human-elephant conflict, is not about
protecting certain spaces from elephants. Rather, it is
about protecting spaces widely used by these majestic
pachyderms from human interference and develop-
ment. This is highly meaningful as regards resilience
in the sense that the free movement of elephants is
crucial to their role as a keystone species within eco-
systems. Elephants contribute to the health and resi-
lience of plants, trees and other animals, for example,
through long-distance seed dispersal (Campos-Arceiz
and Blake 2011). When elephants are given the space
and freedom to fulfil their ecological functions, more-
over, this can positively influence how local people
perceive them. According to Kuriyan's (2002, 953)
research, ‘The Samburu expressed that elephants ben-
efit those who live among them, since they create
paths to water, dig dams, and break branches that
people can use for firewood.

Third, and of particular significance for the purposes
of this article, the Mama Tembos initiative is an
approach to conservation that taps into deeper cross-
species connections, consistent with the fact that
‘Humans and elephants have shared a long history,
living side by side in relative equanimity’ (Bradshaw
2009, 55). The name of the initiative is itself telling in
this regard; Mama Tembos translates as ‘Elephant
Mothers.” Through the women'’s valuable work, they
are extending care to elephants - and educating
others in their community to do the same. Mpayon,
the leader of the Mama Tembos, is a singer who uses
music to teach people about elephants and their
importance. One of the songs, L'Tome Nkaina
(Elephant Hands), has the words: ‘Samburu let’s all
unite and hold the elephant’s hand. Let's give our
elephants paths to the river or ways through to the
water holes ... Let's take care of our nature like we do
our domestic animals’ (Save the Elephants 2020). Ann,
one of the other ‘mothers’, has talked about the posi-
tive impact that the Mama Tembos’ work is starting to
have on elephant behaviour towards humans. As she
reflects, ‘We have discovered that the elephant is
a friendly animal ... In the past, they wouldn’t pass
near homes because every time they passed they
would be killed, but nowadays they pass near homes
without any human interference’ (in Welle 2020).

It was noted in the previous section that existing
studies of human-animal relationships often focus on
the benefits to human wellbeing and resilience.
Similarly, more general research on resilience fre-
quently explores the relationships between individuals
and their wider social ecologies in the sense of the
protective resources and support that the latter pro-
vide (see, e.g. Betancourt and Khan 2008, 318; Theron
and Malindi 2010, 719). In contrast, what the Mama
Tembos are doing is helping to repair and restore
damaged relationships - including understanding
and respect - between human and more-than-human
worlds; and this work benefits the wellbeing of both,
including in the sense of how they manage and absorb
shocks and stressors. Ultimately, therefore, this case
study, like the previous one, illustrates and supports
Gorman’s (2019, 321) argument that ‘there are impor-
tant opportunities to think more critically about how
to practise interspecies relationships and practices in
ways that are less parasitic, and instead framed more
by attempts at producing opportunities for mutualistic
flourishing.’

Looking at the bigger picture

A common criticism of resilience is that it has become
fundamentally entangled with neoliberalism.
According to Joseph (2013, 40), for example, resilience
‘has been plucked from the ecology literature and used
in a fairly instrumental way to justify particular forms of



governance which emphasise responsible conduct.’
Mulhall (2016, 31), similarly, frames the concepts of
resilience and wellbeing as ‘a symbiotic neoliberal
technology of self-responsibilization’ that serves
a wider austerity agenda; and Bowles (2022, 271) main-
tains that ‘The resilient individual is a neoliberal indivi-
dual ... obligated to adapt to a harsh environment of
failures and threats.” Such arguments - which are dis-
cordant with wider resilience scholarship and the
growth of social-ecological and multi-systemic
approaches discussed in the first section — are proble-
matic for several reasons. Scholars have pointed, inter
alia, to their narrowness (Bourbeau 2018), neglect of
everyday expressions of resilience - including resili-
ence as resistance (Ryan 2015) - and failure to address
‘very Western-centred assumptions of what constitute
threats and vulnerabilities and to which systems and
communities’ (Wandji 2019, 291).

Adding to such arguments, this article strongly
counters reductionist framings of resilience as a form
of neoliberal governmentality. Its accent on relational-
ity and wider cross-world connections - explored
through the case studies of Ukraine and the Mama
Tembos in Kenya - directly challenges ‘the individualis-
ing tendencies of the hegemonic neoliberal-resilience
assemblage’ (Herman 2016, 34). In particular, it high-
lights the Western-centrism and hubris of neoliberal
arguments that disregard or give scant attention to
relational ontologies and worldviews. Todd (2014,
232), for example, an Indigenous Métis scholar, refers
to ‘the embeddedness of humans and animals in
shared social, cultural, political, and economic relation-
ships’; and Busacca (2017, 314) underlines that ‘many
non-Western — especially hunter-gatherer — societies
are characterized by peer-to-peer, relational attitudes
toward both human and non-human beings.’ The lar-
ger point is that when we acknowledge the reality of
‘relational entanglement’ (Chandler 2022, 160),
approaches to resilience that strongly accentuate indi-
vidualism make little sense.

What this article has also made clear, however, is
that existing relational approaches within resilience
scholarship themselves do not go far enough. Even
though there is a prominent relational thematic within
resilience research, as the first section discussed, rela-
tionships are often conceptualised in terms of protec-
tive resources/factors, feedback loops, SESs and so on.
There is much to be gained from approaching relation-
ality as a pluriversal concept reflective of different
‘ontological and cosmological registers’ (Trownsell,
Behera, and Shani 2022, 800). As one example, resili-
ence research has explored the importance of family
relationships in helping to cushion some of the impact
of shocks and stressors. Thinking about family relation-
ships in a more pluriversal way would broaden the
notion of family to include, inter alia, what Bird Rose
(2011, 3) calls ‘cross-species kinship.” In different ways,
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the case studies analysed in the previous section them-
selves illustrate such kinship, showing how it is based
on cross-world solidarities and the intertwining of
human and more-than-human wellbeing.

This idea of entangled wellbeing is mirrored in the
concept of ‘One Health’ (OH), a term first adopted two
decades ago in the context of the resurgent threat of
diseases (zoonoses) involving animal to human trans-
mission. Embraced by the World Health Organization
(WHO), which recently called on world leaders to
‘increase political commitment and action to invest in
the “One Health” approach’ (WHO 2023), OH empha-
sises the interconnections between human, animal and
environmental health. However, some scholars have
taken issue with the concept. A common criticism is
that although OH ostensibly offers a relational frame-
work for thinking about health, at its core it remains
largely anthropocentric. Van Patter, Linares-Roake, and
Breen (2023), for example, argue that ‘One Health is
generally concerned with animal and environmental
health not as ends in themselves, but as means to
human health.’ Similarly, in their research on antimicro-
bial resistance - an issue that is often discussed through
a OH lens - Canada, Sariola, and Butche (2022) underline
that diagnosis, caring and treatment practices are ‘being
conducted in a way that prioritises the safety of human-
ity while subjugating the health of non-humans and the
environment to that safety.’

A related set of criticisms are that OH primarily
conceptualises health as the absence of disease (Van
Patter, Linares-Roake, and Breen 2023), which is pro-
blematic for at least two reasons. First, it means that
borders figure prominently in discussions about OH. As
Hinchliffe (2015, 31) argues, ‘barriers to transmission
and contamination become the main technology
through which health is delivered.” This concern with
borders, in turn, reveals that OH is very much built on
binary and hierarchical thinking that accentuates
human/non-human boundaries (Davis and Sharp
2020). Second, the practical implementation of
a narrowly framed OH aimed at disease control -
which reflects larger power dynamics and has coloni-
alist undertones - disregards Indigenous ways of
knowing and being (Braverman 2022, 7). In particular,
it neglects the fact that ‘Many indigenous peoples have
lived over centuries with a sense of integration
reflected in sustainable and respectful environmental
practices’ (Baquero, Benavidez Fernandez, and Acero
Aguilar 2021; see also Davis and Sharp 2020).

There are growing calls, therefore, for a revised or
expanded concept of OH that shifts the focus from
zoonotic transmissions and how to control them to
a reframed understanding of health and wellbeing as
a 'multi-species endeavour’ (Rock 2017, 321) reflective
of human and more-than-human agency. Particularly
pertinent in this regard are Braverman'’s (2022, 2) argu-
ments for a ‘More-than-One Health’ that overturns the
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anthropocentrism of OH and respects ‘other ways of
knowing the world.” That this article has made similar
arguments of its own draws attention to important
synergies between the concepts of resilience, OH and
More-than-One Health that remain largely unexplored
within extant scholarship. It is also highly significant -
as a reflection of these deeper synergies — that propo-
sals for an extended approach to OH frequently invoke
posthumanism. Davis and Sharp (2020), for example,
highlight ‘a need to push the boundaries of OH, con-
sider it as assemblage and incorporate posthumanist
perspectives.’ Braverman (2022, 11), for her part, main-
tains that posthumanism can help us to ‘expand the
conceptual spaces of One Health.

Posthumanism, to be clear, is not a single school of
thought. It is ‘multiple’ (Crellin and Harris 2021, 469)
and, like resilience, it has been defined in a variety of
ways (see, e.g. Braidotti 2013, 37-28; Haraway, in Gane
2006, 140; Wolfe 2010, xv). Most conceptualisations of
posthumanism, however, are not anti-humanist. Rather,
they underscore the limitations of humanism (Fox and
Alldred 2020, 126) and they reject ‘onto-epistemologies
that render humans as categorically separate from the
worlds they co-inhabit with proliferating forms of life’
(Margulies and Bersaglio 2018, 104). Ultimately, this
article’s analyses point to the significance of posthu-
manism - which to date remains largely overlooked
within resilience research — as a conceptual framework
that both builds on and goes beyond SESs.

The posthumanist concept of assemblage is espe-
cially relevant. Crellin and Harris (2021, 473) maintain
that human beings are one of many components
that make up our world, and ... they cannot be
understood apart from the wider relational assem-
blages, and the specific historical processes, of which
they are part.” Applying this idea to resilience not
only challenges us to re-think the idea of the ‘indi-
vidual’ — which further reinforces the problematic
association of resilience with neoliberalism discussed
at the start of this section. It also accentuates crucial
collective dimensions of resilience as a process of
‘lively interactive relationality’ (Bird Rose 2017, 502)
between multiple agencies. Fundamentally, posthu-
manism and the concept of assemblage are impor-
tant for exploring and unpacking cross-species
relationalities and the interplay between human
and more-than-human worlds in the co-construction
of resilience, health and wellbeing.

Conclusion

In fields of research that have traditionally overlooked
animals - including International Relations, security
studies and human geography - there is now an
increasing emphasis on more-than-human worlds
and the need for multispecies approaches and ana-
lyses (see, e.g. Cudworth and Hobden 2023; Gibbs

2020; Mitchell 2014). These developments provide
the wider context for this article, which has examined
human-animal relationships vis-a-vis resilience. It is not
the first to do this. The particular approach that it takes,
however, makes it distinctive from many existing stu-
dies. It has not focused solely on how these relation-
ships can support human resilience and wellbeing.
Using two original case studies, it has demonstrated
the significance of human-animal bonds for how we
think about resilience and the concept of relationality.
Argent and Vaught (2022, 5) assert that ‘We human
investigators lean heavily on the brave, puny little
hyphen between “human” and “animal”, so small in
comparison to the words it joins together’
Embedded within this ‘puny little hyphen’ are deep
connections between humans and animals, reflective
of larger synergies and mutualities between human
and more-than-human words that remain substantially
overlooked in resilience scholarship.

There is, as this article has acknowledged, a substantial
corpus of literature on SESs. The systemic focus of this
literature, however, means that it does not capture and
address some of the deep and intimate cross-world rela-
tionalities — which are central to many Indigenous
cosmologies — that this research has explored and
emphasised. It is also striking that scholarship on SESs
has engaged very little with posthumanism, even though
these systems can themselves be viewed as assemblages
(Lejano 2017). This article has used its analysis of human-
animal relations to propose that posthumanism offers an
important conceptual framework for (further) pluralising
resilience research and promoting collective ways of
thinking about resilience as a complex assemblage invol-
ving human and more-than-human agencies.

This, moreover, is a bigger argument that goes
beyond resilience and how we think about it.
Ultimately, it points to the need for a paradigm shift
from a ‘Western view of dominance’ that positions non-
human animals ‘as inferior or allows for their exploita-
tion’ (Matamonasa-Bennett 2015, 24). The importance of
this shift reflects the high stakes involved. This article
began with Bradshaw’s account of a childhood encoun-
ter with a chimpanzee in an animal park. It ends with her
exhortation that ‘we are compelled to find other models
of living among animal kin that will not perpetuate the
social and ecological holocausts destroying the planet
today’ (Bradshaw 2010a, 28).
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