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“Cultural Resilience after Catastrophe” 

What happens after a catastrophe? As we endure and begin to emerge from a global pandemic, 

we have all become, in one way or another, survivors of crisis. This seminar seeks to place our 

own moment in historical perspective by exploring how people in other times and places have 

coped with catastrophic upheaval and change. Our special focus will be on the role of culture 

and heritage as a means to build resilience – a term that we broadly interpret as material and 

psychological strategies for adapting to and coping with crisis, trauma and/or any form of 

change that shatters the routines of everyday life.  

We will open the seminar by exploring foundational concepts that will accompany us 

throughout the seminar: what do resilience, culture, resistance, and trauma mean, and how 

have their meanings changed across time and space? Our key text is Jonathan Lear’s Radical 

Hope: Ethics in the Face of Cultural Devastation (2008). This is an accessible and deeply 

researched three-part study of how the Native American Crow people faced the possibility that 

their culture might collapse--and what its leaders did to prevent that from happening. Selected 

articles and chapters from fields of cultural studies, psychology, sociology and history will 

complement our study of key concepts.  

In the latter part of the seminar, we will examine these concepts in action. How have people 

engaged in acts of cultural resilience and to what effect? We explore this question through 

various “case studies” at the level of individuals, families, communities, and nations. We will 

seek to understand the process of resilience and adaptation, asking in each case, how did 

people persevere? Our studies will include the Holocaust, Cambodian genocide, and Bosnian 

genocide. Based on participant interest, topics could include, for example, slavery and its 

legacies in America; ongoing or emerging responses to the current pandemic, and others. 

We have two main goals: first, to learn of concrete strategies and tactics of cultural resilience, 

and to appreciate the diverse forms in which they manifest. How have people actively resisted 

devastation using the tactics and strategies drawn from their particular cultures and 

civilizations? The sources we examine will include objects and texts: communally edited 

memorial, grassroots archives, memoirs, poetry, new prayers and rituals, websites and social 

media pages, and all variety of visual art. We may also hear directly from authors and activists, 

including a survivor of the Cambodian genocide, a Harvard librarian who documented the 

destruction of mosques in Bosnia in the 1990s, and the chief conservator of the US Holocaust 

Memorial Museum. 

Our second goal is to explore the impact that cultural resilience has had on people’s lives, and 

how this history might relate to our own challenging moment. In what ways can the history of 

cultural resilience inform our own struggles? Some themes we will consider include: how 

people have tried to document and chronicle everyday life in catastrophic times, reconstruct 

shattered ways of life, preserve the knowledge of individual and collective pasts, and offer a 

means to mourn and express grief for what has been lost.  


