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Abstract

Celebrations of local volunteering as a way to cope with cutbacks are frequent,
not least within the media, where local initiatives are sometimes described as
the solutions to downward spiralling trends in Swedish rural areas. This paper
explores the production of meaning around rural resilience as the media covers
initiatives in which rural populations have mobilised to ‘save’ threatened local
services. Using the concepts of ‘patchy resilience’ and ‘cruel optimism;, the paper
highlights how the news media attach rural areas and identities to a stereotypical
rural imagery while also representing a resilience ideal that risks glorifying
neoliberal responsibilisation.
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Introduction and aim

Celebrations of local volunteering as a way to cope with cutbacks are frequent,
not least within the media, where local initiatives are sometimes described as the
solutions to downward spiralling trends in Swedish rural areas. Two examples can
be illustrative:

In 2014, the Swedish weekly magazine Land, which focuses on life in Swedish
rural areas, published an article about the challenges these rural areas face and
the best ways to turn things around (Land 18 Sept 2014). For each challenge,
two concrete and inspirational examples were given of local villages which
have managed to meet that challenge. Although the challenges comprise quite
advanced projects, such as “Building broadband and new media’, “Improving
communications”, “Saving and developing the local school” and “Building new
housing’, the focus is on how these challenges can be met without relying on the
state, regions or municipalities. The tone is positive and the empirical examples
convey an optimistic spirit.

Two years later, in 2016, the same magazine spotted what is referred to as a
‘new’ trend. This consists of rural populations taking civil action when community
services are closed down. Under the headline: “The village revolutions that became
successes” (Land 8 April 2016), taking over ownership of services is described
as the pattern of the future for the countryside, and the article lists ten “exciting
examples” of successful takeovers. It is argued that it is possible to detect a new
energy and self-confidence among rural populations. The images used to illustrate
this article all depict happy, smiling people.

These two media texts construct local volunteer initiatives to ‘take over
business’ as desirable and positively charged, given the harsh situation faced by
rural areas with diminishing and ageing populations. The way in which they are
formulated is typical of what is often referred to as ‘resilience thinking’ (Scott 2013;
Skerratt 2013); they take an interest in, and celebrate, communities’ proactive or
reactive agency and treat the cutbacks in community services in rural Sweden
during the last few decades as ongoing ‘disturbances’” or ‘threats’ that successful
villages can manage. The articles admiring descriptions and illustrations of
smiling faces create images of, and hopes for, a countryside that remains viable by
means of local engagement.

But resilience thinking has been criticised for downplaying the way in which
austerity politics has increasingly transferred responsibility for welfare services
to local rural initiatives (cf. Enlund 2020). And, while volunteer initiatives are
often described as increasingly important in regional policy (Rénnblom 2014;
Husu & Kumpulainen 2019), very little interest has been directed towards how
such initiatives are also reflected in, and shaped by, more far-reaching public
representations of this type of local response to change (Skinner et al. 2016). The
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way in which spatial representations like the ones in Land magazine circulate has
a bearing on people’s worldviews as the media possesses moulding forces (Hepp
2012) that promote some perspectives on rural initiatives while discouraging
others. Hence, the media representations are crucial aspects of the performance
of spaces (and places) (Ek 2006); they partake in the ongoing politics of the
rural, and are involved in a discursive struggle over the building of rural space
(Woods 2010). This makes them important objects for further analysis. Hence,
this paper addresses the news media coverage of six local initiatives situated in the
Swedish North, where rural populations have mobilised to save threatened local
services, with the aim of exploring the presence of resilience thinking, and how
it interconnects with notions of rural space and identity. How are such initiatives
- their reasons, phases and outcomes - represented by the media and how does
resilience thinking take place within those representations? Acknowledging the
spatial dimension when exploring how the media contributes to notions of rural
vulnerability and resilience when representing such initiatives opens up space
for new knowledge about how resilience thinking evokes specific capacities in
vulnerable groups and areas (McRobbie 2020).

While the two introductory examples, above, suggest that the media
perspective on rural resilience is consistently positive, the material studied in
this paper revealed a somewhat more nuanced image. We suggest that specific
understandings of media representations can be achieved by using the concepts
of ‘patchy resilience’ and ‘cruel optimism, which will be further described below.
The paper’s contribution lies in the exploration of how the media produces rural
space and identity while consolidating resilience thinking as the standard way
forward. It also lies within the theorisations of resilience as an incoherent ideal
and resilience thinking as an approach that is produced by assemblages of human
actions, space and the media.

Rural resilience and media representations

Resilience thinking has been robustly debated during the last few decades.
Initially emerging from theorisations within biology and ecology (Holling 1973),
the concept of resilience has found its way into social and cultural studies of the
rural. This has led to the raising of warning fingers. Some have expressed concerns
that the translation of the concept would introduce a too-static view of social
and cultural life as systems of static equilibrium (Pike et al. 2010). Others have
highlighted problems related to the focus on disturbances of a supposed status
quo. Such disturbances often tend to be comprehended as external threats, such as
natural disasters or wars, which systems and societies then need to ‘bounce back’
from or ‘bounce forward’ to (Scott 2013). This is problematic, not only because
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it portrays everyday life as somehow ‘undisturbed, but also because it fails to
acknowledge that social and cultural life is always in flux (Magis 2010; Skerratt
2013). For rural areas, this includes demographic processes such as ageing
populations as well as processes of service withdrawal. Such processes constitute
a constant presence as well as a constant threat of further blows and cutbacks (cf.
Vigh 2008).

But the concept of resilience has also faced other criticisms. Since it often
centres on practices at the local and individual levels, which are carried out in
order to cope with problematic situations, it has been suggested that resilience
thinking is inherently entwined with neoliberal ideologies (Neocleous 2013;
Bracke 2016) - hence promoting liberal individualism, unrestricted competition,
the deregulation of markets and reductions in public welfare expenditure (Harvey
2003). Celebrating local volunteering to cope with cutbacks is seen as supporting
processes of responsibilisation (Joseph 2013; Caldwell 2015) and consolidating
the neoliberal emphasis on regional growth that is already present within much
rural policy (ITPS 2005; Hudson 2012; Husu & Kumpulainen 2019). Neoliberal
influence also strengthens the focus on individual agency that often plays the key
role in debates over rural resilience.

In this paper, resilience is taken as an entrance point to the study of
contemporary operations of power through which processes of spatialisation and
peripherialisation are negotiated (cf. Bracke 2016). This suggests a relationship
between geographical space and power, and we turn here to Doreen Massey, who
argues that space is “forever open to contestation” and is therefore continually
changing (1994: 169). Massey (1991) emphasises that a place gains specificity
from the networks of relations that are forming and have formed it, which implies
that the significance of a space is related to processes of uneven geographical
development and to the way in which such unevenness is comprehended and
made significant. This means that the significance ascribed to the inland areas
of northern Sweden is caught up in power dynamics that include both regional
policy and local meaning-making. The latter includes articulations of the history
of specific places as well as of imagined local identities and their perceived ability
to display resilience and deal with setbacks. In order to enable an exploratory
approach to how resilience thinking is constructed, we view resilience as a
celebrated ideal whose meaning resides in particular articulations. In this sense,
resilience is understood as a patchwork constituted by a wide range of ideas that
are attributed to certain places, practices and positions, and then represented in
the media.

Inspired by the writings of Tsing et al. (2019), and their notion of the ‘patchy
Anthropocene, we refer to this ambiguous yet seemingly uniform ideal as ‘patchy
resilience. ‘Patchy’ is an ambiguous word, argue Tsing et al. It casts light on the
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tension between policy and its consequences; between political directions of will
and the myriad of more or less organised efforts to cope with their various effects.
The notion of patchiness also refers to the - not always coherent or comprehensive
- components, or patches, of which the notion of resilience is constituted in the
studied media reports. While Tsing et al. (2019) focus on more-than-human
space and time in landscapes that are increasingly dominated by industrial forms,
we limit our focus to the assemblages where, inter alia, political decisions, local
initiatives, notions of space and the media interact in the production of (always)
patchy resilience. Focusing on the ways in which the media constitute spaces
where such articulations are performed, this perspective opens up the possibility of
understanding the agency that resides in the media. Thus, agency is not primarily
connected to whomever is responsible for a particular text, but to the media as
a space for particular articulations. This theoretical stance implies that we have
viewed the media’s representations of the cases as utterances in the Foucauldian
sense — seen as neither more nor less ‘real’ than other utterances.

News media was chosen because it is still considered the most important
source of current information and is also the one most widely distributed
(Mediebarometern 2021; McQuail 2010). Most people read a morning paper, with
half of the population having a subscription, and a majority read the digitalised
version of their newspaper. While much has been written about how rural
communities have responded to, and themselves communicated meaning around,
situations involving the impending threats of closures, cutbacks and diminishing
and ageing populations (e.g. Forsberg 2010; Cras 2017; Lundgren & Nilsson 2018,
2023; Enlund 2020), less attention has been directed towards how the situation
plays out in news media, where content is beyond the control of local villagers and
disseminated across larger audiences (but see Skinner et al. 2013, 2016). Previous
studies suggest that representations in the media are of great significance for how
rural identities and futures are perceived. It has also been concluded that the
news media has helped to shape a narrative about the rural north of Sweden as
dying (Andersson 2013) and as a space that, from an urban capitalist perspective,
is perceived as empty and available for exploitation (Dahlberg-Grundberg &
Orestig 2016). Studies of news media reports on the Swedish rural North have
also identified a slight tendency towards rural populism, whereby rural and urban
areas are represented as antagonistic (Nilsson & Lundgren 2019).

Importantly, however, the media does not consist of a uniform, unambiguous
voice in the ongoing constitution of geographical space, but produces texts from
various perspectives that are open to a diversity of interpretations. While the
media can be seen as a key source of insights into community responses, the
meaning it produces is never a pure reflection of the local population’s views or
of the situations they describe. As suggested by Stuart Hall (1997), the concept
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of ‘representation” highlights the way in which any effort to describe something
always introduces new aspects — angles, voices or just different choices of words -
and therefore also always produces new meaning. Hence, representations within
the media reports reflect, but also shape, community members’ perceptions
(Skinner et al. 2016) as well as both reflecting and shaping the spatial imageries
and identities connected to the ‘rural’ (Cresswell 2014; Fast et al. 2018). It is this
shaping, or performative capacity, of what is published in the media that makes
scrutiny of the media so important, since it has the potential to promote and set
the agenda (McCombs 2014) for certain aspects of rurality, rural practices and
rural identities. When the media corresponds with other authoritative voices,
such as policy texts, in how to understand rural volunteering, its performative
capacity can indeed be seen in terms of a moulding force (Hepp 2012).

Methodology

The empirical material for this study consists of contemporary media
representations of rural initiatives to save local services, all localised in rural
parts of northern Sweden. To find these representations, we used the web-based
archive Mediearkivet/Retriever to locate relevant local and national news articles.
Because the word ‘resilience’ was not used explicitly, and hence was not suitable
as a search word, we first conducted a broad search of local newspapers covering
sparsely populated areas in northern Sweden, for news articles about volunteer
initiatives and activities. For this first broad search, we used multiple search
terms, including: ‘volunteer’ (frivillig), ‘closure’ (stingning) and ‘shutdown’
(nedlaggning), together with ‘rural area’ (landsbygd) and ‘sparsely populated area’
(glesbygd) together with potential services such as ‘school’ (skola), ‘shop’ (affir),
‘cottage hospital’ (sjukstuga) and ‘refugee reception’ (flyktingmottagning). The
search yielded over 300 000 hits, a majority of which dealt with political decisions
where rural populations figured only as passive audiences trapped in hopelessness
and powerlessness.

Because we were not seeking representativity, but were interested in finding
examples of voluntary rural initiatives suitable for an analysis of resilience thinking,
a second, more refined, search was conducted. We wanted to include everything
that had been written about a selection of individual cases that, according to the
first search, had proven to have the characteristics we were interested in. They
focused on what de Haan et al. (2018: 313) call ‘citizen initiatives’ that “formally
or informally organised groups of citizens who are active and contribute to the
public domain”, and covered processes whereby such initiatives had ‘taken things
into their own hands’ and mobilised to ‘save’ local services that had been faced
with cutback decisions from county councils, municipalities or commercial actors.
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The second search therefore included using the specific names of the places and
services in question.

A purposive sample of six local cases was chosen for further study. Because we
were specifically interested in sparsely populated areas in the north of Sweden, they
were all localised in villages of between 200 and 8000 inhabitants in the counties
of Viasterbotten and Vasternorrland. Each of these respective places certainly had
their own specific challenges, but the media representations of the cases seldom
described such specificities, but rather focused on rural similarities. To restrict
our investigation to more recent situations, they all took place between 2000 and
2020. This is a time period when critical political changes were taking place, not
least a strengthening of neoliberal ideology. The cases concerned the closure and
takeover of important services: one petrol station, one hospital, three schools and
one local grocery shop. Together, the six cases featured in approximately 140 news
items spanning both local and national media.

The news items were analysed in terms of text and illustration, and the
narratives of rural vulnerability and resilience that each set of news items
represented - separately and together. The six cases were reported in the media
with between 12 and 34 news items per case, spanning periods of between two
and 20 years. Including all of the items addressing each case meant that both
celebratory texts like the ones in the introductory examples and more critical or
pessimistic texts could be studied. Most texts were published in local newspapers,
primarily Visterbottens-Kuriren and Viisterbottningen. Only a handful of articles,
specifically regarding one of the cases, reached the national press.

A qualitative text analysis was performed. In our first analytical step, all the
media reports on the respective initiatives were read through and their respective
storylines were documented. This included making notes on events that stood out
as important and singled out in the news reports — e.g. decisions to cut back on
a specific service, initiatives to protest decisions or the outcomes of initiatives —
and on the type of focus, activities, identities and emotional responses with which
each phase was associated. It also included making notes on whose voices were
represented.

An important reflection regarding the division into phases is that it brings
with it images of linear and temporal movement (cf. Woods et al. 2012). In that
sense, dividing events into phases risks obscuring the relational and dynamic
character of space, place and identity, as described by Massey (2005). This calls for
caution, and we want to stress that pinpointing the ways in which different phases
and emotions are represented was not our main goal; the first analytical step
served the primary aim of describing the overarching tendencies against which
the following analyses were conducted. We report the results of this first analytical
step in the following section.
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In the second analytical step, we explored how initiatives were explicitly
and implicitly embedded in context, such that the media reports were made
comprehensible from a perspective of space, spatially related politics and identities.
We looked for how the media reports included references to places and areas —
specific villages or types of area — in order to explain the initiatives. This enabled
analyses of how spatial relations were constructed and imbued with certain power
dynamics, but also how rural populations were variously represented as actors
in and victims of the reported initiatives. We have used the concepts of ‘spatial
imageries’ and ‘rural identities’ to highlight the notions of rural space and identity
that were produced in these representations.

We then discussed the storylines, their contextualisations and the notions
of space and identity they contained in relation to evolving debates on rural
resilience. Two concepts were chosen as specific entrances to these discussions:
‘patchy resilience’ and ‘cruel optimism’ While the former, inspired by Tsing et
al. (2019), emphasises the incoherent concurrency of the resilience thinking
represented, the latter, inspired by Berlant (2007), opens up space for analyses of
the ideological directions encouraged by the positive values with which resilience
was articulated by the media.

The media narratives

The media narratives were all structured around four central phases, which each
focused on different aspects of the reported cases: the threat of closure, resistance
to those closures, successful takeovers and new closures. Typically, these phases
were entangled in different ways depending on the angle of the news piece, and
often appeared in the same news item. We have separated them below for clarity.

1. Reporting the threat. The first phase entails the news that a local service is
threatened with closure. Contextualising descriptions are provided of the local area
and its population, together with brief histories of the local services, along with
information about who took the decision and on what grounds. The first reports
on decisions or proposals to withdraw services are perceived by journalists — and
the villagers who are given a voice in the media reports - to be negative for the
local area. This is given extra weight through descriptions of the villagers’ feelings
of disbelief, depression and dismay. Villagers often admit to having been taken
by surprise by the decision; saying that they see it as a mockery and feel anger,
hopelessness and powerlessness. Repeatedly, the quoted villagers link the decision
to the viability of their future. The decision to withdraw a service is constructed
as a threat to the conditions of viability for the local area, and sometimes also as a
symbol for the hardships of life in rural areas in general (cf. Larsson 2018; Enlund
2020).
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2. Reporting resistance. The focus changes as the narratives begin to represent
local protests. This second phase focuses on villagers' defiant reactions and
emphasises their stated determination to ‘fight' and give decision-makers a
‘match’ It is often noted that villagers ‘joined together collectively. This second
phase comprises concrete expressions of not wanting to cave in, and of local
organisation. It is dominated by affective expressions of anger, commitment and
fighting spirit. Primarily, the focus is on efforts to convince decision-makers to
change their decisions, but also nascent plans for taking things into their own
hands. Sometimes resistance is connected to rural struggles in other areas, thus
creating significant connections between the local situation and the situation and
power of action shown in other places or at other times. Other forms of defiant
practices are also suggested in the texts as villagers are quoted about their plans.
Consistent with recurring articulations of the decisions as ‘death blows’ that will
destroy all chances of a local future, villagers argue that they will literally be forced
to move away from the area if the decision is carried through: “then we’ll move”,
“well sell the house and move away”. Regardless of whether fighting or moving
away are suggested as possible lines of action, they are always represented by
the media as defiant practices that will be undertaken primarily as a politicised
response to the policy decision being criticised.

3. Reporting successful takeovers. The third phase is mostly separated from
the first two, and generally takes place some time later because protesting and
preparing takes time — anything from a few weeks to around three years. This phase
is about describing the successful takeover of the threatened service. It contains
descriptions of the practical circumstances of the takeover, such as holding
meetings, the setting up of associations or cooperatives, and collaborating with
local businesses. The value of this phase is emphasised through representations of
villagers™ positively charged feelings of hope, joy and confidence, which contrast
starkly with the feelings that were present within the other narrative phases. This
third phase is also characterised by feelings of exhaustion after intense commitment,
as well as relief, joy and a sense of empowerment expressed by villagers as the
threatened service is restored. It contains pride about having accomplished things
together, and village community is emphasised as being of particular importance,
as is the oft-mentioned ‘renewed faith in the future, connecting the initiatives
with the temporality of rural space.

4. Reporting new closures. A fourth phase is common in news items published
some time after the takeovers. This is about reporting the final closure of the service
(this phase was present in all cases except that of the petrol station). This phase is
often preceded by reports of new difficulties arising after the first takeover. When
villagers are quoted, they describe feelings of disappointment and resignation.
Sometimes reports are confined to short notices of bankruptcies and closures -
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the reasons for which are always described as economic. After the fourth phase
has been covered in the reporting of the community service, reports usually cease.
Even though the problems and risks associated with losing the service remain
and continue to affect the local population, the lack of an identifiable ‘topic’ -
the threat of closure, protests, takeovers, closures - to which news texts can be
connected, means that the situation disappears from the media, only appearing
again as reminders in reports on related issues.

Producing rural space and identity

Two approaches to resilience were apparent in the studied material - packaging
initiatives as either sudden or processual. On the one hand, there was a desire
to identify and report significant and reportable events; to “saturate coverage of
events over a short period of time”, before turning to something else (see Altheide
& Snow 1979: 238; van Dijk & Poell 2013). The first articles in particular, about
the respective initiatives, focused on an initial incident that was easy to package as
a singular acute ‘threat’ — often a decision to withdraw a service. These incidents
seemed to have been necessary in order to catch the eye of the media. They
tended to reproduce an understanding of resilience practices as rapid reactions to
unforeseen crises.

This approach of focusing on specific events was paralleled, however, by
constant contextualisations that situated them in troubled geographical space -
by means of either long descriptions or short sentences or word choices. These
contextualisations also comprised references to previous events, creating
continuity over time. This type of contextualisation reproduced an understanding
of resilience practices as embedded in an ongoing situation of rural decline and
vulnerability, where threats were comprehended as the results of longstanding
processes, rather than hitting suddenly and out of the blue (Magis 2010; Skerratt
2013). While the two approaches actualised different interpretations of resilience
practices, they also worked together to produce both spatial imageries and rural
identities.

Spatial imageries

Permeating all four phases were efforts to situate the represented initiatives
in space. Not only were the local circumstances described, but the situation of
rural areas in Norrland in general was given significance, and the reports hinted
at a common understanding of the specific vulnerabilities of this space. Such
comments indirectly suggest a certain degree of spatial insensitivity on the part
of decision-makers (Skinner et al. 2016). Often, but not always, explicit critical
references to rural policy were communicated in the material, either by the
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journalist’s indignant statements or by quoted villagers who leveraged criticism
making it clear that the decisions being challenged were interpreted as examples
of a spatially unjust situation marked by a general urban normativity.

Reports on decisions are thus instantly articulated within a negatively charged
discourse on Swedish rural areas as marked by a downward spiral, and by being
badly and unfairly treated by national rural and regional policy (cf. Nilsson &
Lundgren 2021). In this sense, the volunteer initiatives are by default included in
a strong narrative about rural decline (cf. Andersson 2013; Lundgren 2017); there
was a constant undercurrent in the media representations presenting northern
rural areas as problem-laden. When reporting on the protests against closing
down a petrol station, its decisive significance for the region was established by
quoting one of the villagers: “We want to keep the petrol station. We don’t want a
depletion of the area” (Viisterbottens-Kuriren, 7 March 2001). Similarly, one news
item contends that losing the village shop has further effects:

It’s not just the shop that disappears, with the shop the village also
loses [...] Apoteket and Systembolaget, Schenker, DHL, Bussgods and
Svenska spel. [...] What will happen to [the petrol and diesel pumps
currently placed outside the shop] is not entirely clear, but as it looks
right now, the opportunity to buy fuel [locally] will also disappear.
(Lokaltidningen, 13 Nov 2013)

In addition, when the topic of a specific news item was a successful takeover, and
the focus was on the villagers’ pride in having succeeded, the spatial embedding
often reminded the reader of the difficult circumstances through comments
such as: “It’s about the survival of the village” (Visterbottens-Kuriren, 14 Nov
2016). Such embedding also included choice of words, such as the word ‘saved’
in headlines like: “Village saved its school” (Visterbottens-Kuriren, 8 Jan 2016),
which relentlessly reminds readers of the previous threat.

Representations of takeovers were thus always also representations of
rural space, as the media texts interwove the main topic with contextualising
descriptions of concrete conditions and rural imagery. But although negatively
charged imagery dominated, there were also representations of rural areas as
spaces of specific engagement and community. Such representations highlighted
a sense of community, affinity and a history of having (been forced into) taking
responsibility (cf. Cras 2017; Enlund 2020; Gotfredsen et al. 2021). Representations
of space gained extra power from being connected with other rural places
where services had been threatened - regardless of whether they had lost them
forever or succeeded in taking something over - thus forming relations between
different villages. Such articulations contributing to a sense of rural specificity
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and communality also draw upon the experience of other places, thus reaching
beyond the physical boundaries of individual villages (Massey 2005).

While the media certainly reported criticism of the decisions, its tendency to
contextualise the initiatives provided comprehensible information, which, at least
at times, led to naturalising the type of decisions leading up to the initiatives. Not
much was indicated, however, about the many different reasons why this situation
prevailed; the unwelcome decisions were debated, but the different political
considerations leading up to those decisions often remained unaddressed.

Rural identities

In the news items, villagers are repeatedly described as united and their reactions
and initiatives as rooted in popular sentiment. Rural identity is produced through
references to villagers being assertive, strong-minded and action-oriented:
“County residents take up the fight” (Folkbladet, 29 Dec 2016). It is also suggested
that these characteristics have a history:

[T]he chairman then led a sing-along where the consistent theme was
that if something is to be done, we must do it ourselves. The song was
composed for the inauguration in August 1999, but the text felt just as
relevant on this day. (Visterbottens-Kuriren, 13 Sept 2004)

Such references to similar and - presumably - shared experiences in the past,
such as when it is stated that the ‘battle song’ had actually been composed five
years earlier for another event (Visterbottens-Kuriren, 13 Sept 2004), contribute
to producing a rural space and identities that derive power from this connection
with past time (Massey 1994).

Throughout the phases, most news items included the voices of both villagers
and decision-makers. It is clear that the journalists specifically desired to make the
villagers’ voices heard. In that sense, the texts partially avoid what Haraway (2004:
87) has called a “political semiotics of representation’, where villagers are only
spoken about but never allowed to have their own voices heard (see also Duggan
& Peeren 2020). Instead, the media texts construct a seeming neutrality by also
offering space to representatives of the people (cf. Altheide & Snow 1979: 238; van
Dijk & Poell 2013). Villagers are themselves made active in the descriptions of
rural self-images through their repeated allusions to being - and being forced to
be - strong and inventive. Their voices often evoke specific forms of agency:

“County residents take up the fight”:

Representing rural resilience 1



Culture Unbound

Journal of Current Cultural Research

— Service is not something that anyone should expect others to create.
You have to create it yourself, says [chairman of the parents’ council].
(Visterbottens-Kuriren, 8 Jan 2016)

— We all strongly believe in this. We have worked a lot for this and
we have a good climate of cooperation in the village. That'’s a must in
sparsely populated areas, says [chairman of local industrial company].
(Visterbottens-Kuriren, 21 Jan 2017)

- Typically, in [name of village], there is fighting spirit. People join
together and solve problems that arise. We get nothing for free, we have
to fight for everything we want. (Visterbottningen, 23 June 2016)

Taken together, these representations produce a sense of rural unity and similarity.
This was partially accomplished by historicising hints that the present conflict
is not unique but that rural populations have a history of having to ‘fight for
everything. Rural identities were described as resilient in that they are constantly
prepared for changes, have a history of resisting threats, and are thus associated
with the successful survival of rural areas. They are often also closely connected
to a sense of morality; they constitute the essence of a moral rural ‘we, as
opposed to immoral (often implicitly urban) ‘others’ (Nilsson & Lundgren 2019;
Berglund-Lake 2020).

Rural unity is also given specific meaning when villagers are referred to by
simply using the village name as the active subject of sentences or by referring to
villagers by using the collective term ‘the people’: “Therefore the people in [the
village] have fought for a long time to keep [the petrol pumps]” (Viisterbottens
Folkblad, 21 Sept 2007) or “The people in the area rose up in defence of their
school” (Visterbottningen, 5 April 2013). The struggle was represented both as
saving welfare services and also as a struggle against deceitful or ignorant ruling
elites. The antagonism is made clear in headlines such as “The people’s revolt
against betrayal and watered-down welfare” (Folkbladet, 29 Dec 2016) and
sentences such as “With the closure of village schools, the rug is pulled out from
under villages that are fighting hard for their development” (Viisterbottningen, 14
June 2013).

In line with this, initiatives are described as exemplars of democracy. Villagers
taking things into their own hands are even defined as more democratic than the
rule of elected politicians. They are positioned as both moral and sensible actors
in a battle against immoral political decision-makers, who, upon reversing their
decisions, are described as having ‘listened to reason, or, as in the quote below,
having ‘come to their senses’:
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- It was good that the municipal management came to their senses. This
is how democracy should work, that the people rule. Democracy has
won, says [parent]. (Folkbladet, 2 Nov 2016)

Our analysis of the media narratives, as they followed and revealed the processes
of protesting decisions and taking over local services, shows that they appeared
to represent quite coherent demands. Conflicts were primarily framed as being
between villagers and politicians, and the respective groups were portrayed as
united. As long as the media did not detect hints of internal disagreements that
could be interpreted in terms of conflict — and they did not in any of the studied
cases — this logic prevailed. This does not necessarily mean that no internal
conflicts existed, but that no such conflicts were communicated by the media (see
Forsberg 2010). In this sense, the representations support and reproduce a general
tendency within rural studies to focus on, and reproduce, cultural homogeneity
(Panelli et al. 2009).

Forsberg (2010: 80) uses the phrase “vulnerable noisiness” to describe the
visibility generated in rural protests, and how it tends to stand in the way of nuance.
Her argument resembles the way in which Butler (2016) has conceptualised protest
as a state that, despite its seeming unity and strength, is inherently conditioned
and constituted by vulnerability. This simultaneity of vulnerability and resilience
requires discussion. It is important to remember that the type of struggles studied
here are by definition constituted by vulnerability, both the spatial vulnerabilities
that contribute to uniting villagers as a group (although they may certainly
suffer these vulnerabilities differently) and the vulnerabilities involved when
interpretative precedence is unequally distributed among villagers. Furthermore,
the media’s representations of rural identities as united, strong and resilient were
only true during the phases focusing on protest and takeovers — and only for a
period of time.

Patchy resilience

It seems beyond reasonable doubt that rural volunteer practices are central to
upholding everyday life, as well as in dealing with processes of change, regardless
of whether this happens through acquiescence or resistance (Skinner et al. 2013).
This image was certainly present in the media reports, where the successful
initiatives were described as simultaneously necessary for, and intrinsic to, rural
resilience. But, despite their obvious similarities in structure and content - not
least their efforts to use words such as ‘restore’ or ‘save, thus arranging narratives
in terms of a discourse of resilience, as bouncing back from a temporary setback
(Scott 2013) - the media narratives did not fix coherent meanings of ‘rural
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resilience. The reports must rather be viewed as patches placed side by side,
constituting only a treacherously homogeneous image of resilient rural activities
that seemed to draw strength from different sources, not least global neoliberal
discourse and historicised notions of rural identity and experience.

This became even clearer when scrutinising the notions of agency that were
closely connected to the practices following from resilience thinking. Using Tsing
et al’s (2019) conceptual tool of ‘patchiness’ for noticing the differences within
resilience thinking, we saw that the celebrated agency moved in various directions.
Sometimes rural resilience seemed to reside in the collective of villagers as an
inherent agentic characteristic, while at other times it was connected to the agency
of individual enthusiasts. It could be connected to the ability to manoeuvre with
the established channels of democratic influence, such as knowledge about, and
the persistent courting of, decision-making bodies, but also to the ability to think
and act ‘outside the box” and ‘get things done’ outside of the established channels.
Hence, when faced with final closures, the media sometimes wrote about new
creative initiatives, for example villagers’ efforts to market and sell the now empty
premises after a shop had closed to families prepared to renovate them, or to use
a closed school as asylum accommodation.! Resilience was thus connected to a
range of concrete practices, as well as to different ways of exercising agency.

In the patchwork of rural resilience, one actor is strikingly absent: nature.
This might be considered surprising because much research on rural imageries
emphasises the importance of nature (e.g. Short 1991; Halfacree 1995; Baylina &
Berg 2010). However, the word ‘nature’ only surfaces a few times in the material
and always in paragraphs trying to contextualise initiatives by capturing the
pros and cons of a specific area. ‘Nature’ is then articulated as a ‘natural asset,
together with selling points such as ‘bus connections, ‘rich association life’ and,
always, ‘proximity to community services’ (e.g. Viisterbottningen, 16 March 2017).
This absence of what is otherwise evoked as a key concept in discourses on the
‘rural’ (‘nature’) is indicative of a difference, and suggests the presence of another,
concurrent discourse. In this discourse, rural resilience is instead centred around
community services and economic budgets, and is hence localised within the
power relations between rural populations and local and regional political bodies.
While a few studies have recognised non-human categories such as ‘nature’ as
having resilient agency (Duggan & Peeren 2020), the media studied here primarily
emphasises patches of human agency. If and when human actors seem to be
included in collaborative assemblages, it is not together with ‘nature; but with, for
example, the ‘economic budgets’ and ‘rural policies’ with which humans interact.

However, the focus on human agency also displayed a patchiness, or selection,
since some villagers received more media space than others: individuals and
groups who had the opportunity to engage in the processes and organise them.
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This became clear in the way that many news items were centred around and
emphasised the significance of individual enthusiasts — often local entrepreneurs
or people holding office within local associations — who became representatives of
the village ‘we’ (consolidated by supportive quotes from villagers in their capacities
of being parents, commuters, potential patients or just ‘villagers’). Missing from
the reports were any practices that might have been taking place at the unruly
edges (Tsing 2015) of the initiatives, beyond the focus on what the media reports
singled out as proper events and actors.

Adding to the ambiguity of resilience was the close connection with emotions.
While the emotions of villagers tended to be construed as being what drove the
narratives and provided them with a special spirit, emotions were also represented
as affecting commitment. Woods et al. (2012) have described how initiatives tend
to become increasingly unstable with time as initial energetic feelings change
and people become more and more overwhelmed by feelings of exhaustion and
disillusionment, sometimes resulting in them giving up protests. However, despite
the presence of such seemingly non-resilient feelings in the media representations,
the norm of resilience persisted; the rather rickety patches of information that
constituted the cases within the media managed to produce resilience thinking
and acting as an unthreatened ideal. Even though the thinking and acting were
very different in character — and even though there were also patches representing
setbacks and the vulnerabilities of rural subjects — they tended to primarily
emphasise the local ability to act and persist.

The concept of patchiness (Tsing et al. 2019) highlights the many and complex
ways in which resilience thinking comes into existence. But it is important to also
be aware of the presence of non-resilient traces within the media representations.
Even though, for example, the feelings of hopelessness, powerlessness and despair
presented within phases one and four were not portrayed as an ideal, or as part
of resilience thinking, their presence in the material has much to say about the
affective atmospheres of rural areas (Lindberg & Lundgren 2022). Rather than
just exemplifying patchy gaps in the norm of rural resilience, such feelings are
themselves indicative of the conditions necessary for resilience thinking to take
hold in the first place. Their presence illustrates the vulnerabilities that resilience
thinking tries to control, but also its inability to do so.

Cruel optimism

In the media narratives, the decisions initiating the series of articles are always
positioned as unwelcome, and the village initiatives therefore mark welcome
performances of rural optimism, commitment and resilience. The struggles to
save schools, shops or petrol stations are made symbolic of the promise of a local
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future and a living countryside (Nilsson & Lundgren 2018). This symbolism is
further charged with optimism through the representations of villagers’ positive
emotions. Such representations manifest a connection between the symbols of
local welfare and villagers’ well-being, such that the symbols and villagers’ bodies
become intwined: the village ‘is’ happy or, indeed, angry (Woods et al. 2012).

Berlant’s (2007) concept of ‘cruel optimism’ is indicative of the patchiness that
the notion of resilience seems to accommodate within the media representations.
According to Berlant, ‘cruel optimism’ names a relation of attachment to an
object of desire, and the cluster of promises that this object makes. It refers to
“compromised conditions of possibility whose realisation is discovered either to be
impossible, sheer fantasy, or too possible, and toxic” (2007: 33). By constructing
resilience as a celebrated object of desire, or ‘cluster of promises, the media texts
produce images of rural areas that satisfy any desires that readers might have
for soothing reassurances that good things will come to those who work hard,
and that rural populations are evidently and specifically fit for the task. That is
an image that reinforces several notions related to rural life. It confirms rural
self-images of (being forced to display) independence, and it keeps alive the hope
for a living countryside.

Reflecting upon the hope that is being relentlessly connected to the ‘cluster
of promises’ made by resilience as an object of desire (cf. Ericson 2021), it might
be productive to consider what are not presented as likely alternatives. For
example, the media does not call upon old aristocracies or new squirearchies to
keep rural areas resilient (e.g. Duggan & Peeren 2020). This comes as no surprise
given the area under study. Neither are hopes for the future articulated in terms
of changes in distribution policy, and subsequent increases in budgets leading to
new possibilities for the local presence of welfare services. In a few cases, hope
is connected to persuading politicians to reverse their decisions, but the overall,
though unspoken, hope is directed towards local initiatives.

There is reason to reflect carefully upon the (cruel) optimism implied when
notions of resilience become normative. Inspired by Berlant, Bracke (2016: 64)
warns that resilience thinking frames inequalities as temporary situations to be
overcome by resilient subjects. Hence, the optimism within resilience thinking,
and indeed the feelings of empowerment and community expressed by the
villagers who participated in the initiatives studied here, does not only conceal
the patchiness of resilience. It also encourages understandings that may in fact
undermine some of the promises that the object of desire is making, such as the
promise that practices of resilience will resolve the vulnerability of the rural area
as though it were a temporary situation.

This becomes increasingly clear as neoliberal notions of responsibilisation
become confused with responsibility as ethical interpersonal care and consideration
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(Butler & Athanasiou 2013). The idea that was present throughout the studied
material — that rural populations are better off taking responsibility themselves
and that this is indeed their future — encourages neoliberal policy tendencies to
make rural areas responsible for their own growth (ITPS 2005; Hudson 2012).
However, the confusion between responsibility and responsibilisation also
contributes to a situation where the “domain of morality absorbs and deflects
the economic and political crisis” (Butler & Athanasiou 2013: 103). Hence, the
production of resilient rural areas and subjects as a celebrated norm contributes
to the depoliticisation of this very political process.

While the moral aspects were not present in the media texts in the sense
that rural populations were described as being expected to take action, the
presence of emotions seemed to play a crucial but ambiguous role. On the one
hand, representations of anger and disappointment were strongly connected to
value systems (cf. Woods et al. 2012) and used to highlight antagonisms between
rural populations and the politicians who made decisions that were seen as
‘death blows’ for the communities. On the other hand, the presence of emotions
sometimes seemed to deflect the focus. The media’s emphasis on the positively
charged feelings expressed when processes seemed (at least momentarily) to
have reached a satisfactory solution surely constituted accurate and at least
highly comprehensible descriptions of people’s feelings when their hard work
had paid off. This means, however, that the focus was directed, at least in part,
towards the work put in, the satisfaction (and exhaustion) felt and the democratic
significance of the initiatives — rather than towards the issue of distribution policy
or criticism of a democracy that makes rural populations feel they are less worthy
as citizens (cf. Lundgren & Nilsson 2018). In this sense, the media contributes
to constituting what James (2015) refers to as the ‘Look, I overcame narrative’ at
the heart of postfeminist rhetoric. In the cases examined here, this is a narrative
that tends to avoid the precarity and vulnerability of the spatial position in which
the represented villages and villagers found themselves, and thus often foregoes
discussions of resilience (Bracke 2016). However, according to James, the ‘Look, I
overcame narrative’ also encompasses the implicit question of why other villages
and villagers did not overcome. One can thus ask whether the representations of
resilience thinking and acting also indirectly produce notions of its opposite: that
villages and villagers who do not display the same engagement and commitment
are somehow responsible for their own vulnerability — and, by extension, for their
futures slowly becoming reliant upon more urban areas.

“County residents take up the fight”:

Representing rural resilience 1



Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

Concluding remarks and reflections

This study took its point of departure in the broad tendency to represent rural
resilience as a celebrated ideal and a condition of opportunity for rural areas.
Focusing on media representations of rural villagers’ efforts to protest when
services were threatened with closure and to take them over, the paper contributes
with descriptions of how the media forms a structure for narrating rural initiatives
containing four recurring phases, thus representing resilience as both an ideal and
a necessity. Resources deployed in this pursuit were the contextualising notions
of rural areas and of specific qualities ascribed to rural identity. The paper further
contributes with an understanding of how the media produces rural space and
identity while consolidating resilience thinking as the standard way forward. The
contribution also relates to theorisations of resilience as an incoherent ideal and
resilience thinking as an approach produced by assemblages of human actions,
space and the media.

Recent debates around the concept of resilience have highlighted important
aspects, four of which we would like to address in conclusion. Firstly, there is a
need to acknowledge that it is not only sudden changes, such as war or natural
disasters, that constitute ‘disturbances’ of the kind that local communities need to
adapt to. More slow-moving processes of change, such as long-term restructuring
processes, may also qualify as ongoing ‘disturbances’ (Pike et al. 2010; Sjostedt 2020;
Kvarnl6f 2022), which push rural populations into a state of constantly needing to
perform resilience. There was a simultaneous tendency to contextualise the cases
by recognising the historicity of the exposed spatial situation. Thus, a constancy
shone through whereby rural areas and populations emerged as specifically
resilient, interpreted in terms of being assertive, strong-minded, action-oriented
and prone to taking responsibility. Hence, the media representations implicitly
suggested that, rather than being an ideal whose constitution is dependent upon
successful repetitions within public discourse, resilience was evoked as a positively
charged characteristic residing in vulnerable (e.g. rural) groups and areas (cf.
McRobbie 2020).

Secondly, we identified a need to reflect upon the relationship between
resilience thinking and neoliberal discourse. It has been argued that resilience
thinking tends to obscure structural inequalities (Harrison 2013; Bracke 2016),
and the concept has been criticised for encouraging vulnerable rural communities
to take personal responsibility, thereby (in a sense) accepting cutbacks and the
withdrawal of welfare services (cf. Joseph 2013; Caldwell 2015; Enlund 2020).
We have suggested that the media constructions of resilience as an ideal imply
a ‘cruel optimism’ in the way in which they celebrate resilience while papering
over the spatial precarity and responsibilisation connected to it. However, we have
used the expression ‘patchy resilience’ to also shed light on how, in the media
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representations, resilience as an ideal never really succeeds in fixing the meaning
of rural areas and identities, but coexists with the constant and destabilising
presence of rural vulnerability. The latter is not, however, being given weight in
the representations because reportable events (notified decisions, demonstrations,
takeovers, bankruptcies) and the emotions they stir up in specific groups of (rural)
people take centre stage, and the reasons behind unwanted decisions are seldom
explored further.

Thirdly, there is a need to recognise the ambiguity of direction within
resilience thinking, rather than debating whether resilience is about bouncing
back to a previous ‘state’ or continuously bouncing forward into something
new (Scott 2013). As is clear from the above, the medias representations of
resilience show that, as an ideal, it tends to comprise different types of practice
that make sense from different ideological standpoints. The journalists’ positive
cheering and representations of villagers™ positively charged feelings surrounded
the successful endeavours to take over businesses under private or cooperative
management and the narratives about subsequent local community. Hence, we
argue that, rather than discussing whether resilience is about bouncing back or
forward, there is a need to start noticing the often patchy — multiple, ambiguous
and contradictory - movements that emerge when resilience is performed. One
part of this recognition of indeterminacy of direction concerns the way in which
the media’s representations of resilient rural subjects fulfil different purposes; they
give people what they want in terms of countering condescending stereotypes
of rural populations as being passive and dependent, and at the same time they
depoliticise and reinforce neoliberal policy that supports cutbacks to central
services.

Fourthly, we stress the importance of questioning the focus on people as actors
that theorisations of resilience often unproblematically build upon. Despite the
fact that the concept was originally drawn from the research field of ecology, few
studies have highlighted the collaborations that form what is defined as resilience,
e.g. collaborations between people, conditioning contexts, nature, policy, cultural
imageries and - in this case - economic budgets, notions of history and the
specificities of the media as a space for producing and disseminating knowledge.
To fully explore the potential of such a perspective, the increasingly interactive
uses of social media and other potential actors would also need to be included in
the assemblage. There is also a need for more in-depth studies that, in the words
of Tsing (2015), acknowledge the polyphonic assemblages that constitute rural
life and initiatives. Guided by the method of noticing, one way forward may be
to also explore activities taking place at the unruly edges of studied phenomena —
wherever that may take us.
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Endnotes

1 Such efforts included an awareness of the need to create jobs and attract incomers
(and that without the lost services this would be even more difficult than it had been
before) (cf. Niedomysl 2008; Nilsson & Lundgren 2021).
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