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1 Introduction: Urban disaster governance
This thesis explores how disasters unfolding in the unequal city are frequently governed
through the resilience discourse – and how a more just disaster governance could come
about through a focus on rights of people. ‘The unequal city’ here refers to the urban
socio-spatial formations in which people’s lives unfold, (re)produced by unequal
material and social processes of urbanisation. While the thesis is inspired by cases of
urban disasters, it is focused on critically analysing and (at times) deconstructing the
bodies of knowledge related to urban disaster governance, in particular academic and
expert literatures. This summary article, the ‘kappa’, synthesises and grounds in
literature the four essays that form the main part of the thesis, entitled Essays 1-4.
Disasters tend to be portrayed by the media as exceptional events, spectacles of human
suffering unfolding somewhere else. Yet while hazards, such as asteroids or earthquakes,
may sometimes have sudden and solely ‘natural’ origins, with no human activity as the
direct or indirect cause of a shock (see Kelman, 2018), this is unlikely the case with
disasters. Disasters are defined as the ways in which these hazards or other causes
disrupt the lives of people and they are seldom fully natural nor sudden (Kelman, 2018;
O’Keefe, Westgate, & Wisner, 1976; Smith, 2006). However, even the relevance of
discussing naturalness of hazards can be debated. With economic globalisation, global
environmental change, and rapid planetary urbanisation, not only are hazards becoming
more frequent and devastating in many parts of the world, but people are also
increasingly likely to face ‘multiple exposures’ to varied stressors that can
catastrophically alter their lives (Gardner & Wordley, 2019; Kelman, Gaillard, & Mercer,
2015; Leichenko, O’Brien, & Solecki, 2010; Nygren, 2018).
Further, human societies around the world are increasingly urbanised and urbanising,
meaning that ever more people are part of and dependent upon the urban structures and
metabolisms – and are affected by their disruptions. When a hazard evolves into a
disaster, adversely affecting human lives, it is increasingly likely to do so in an urban
setting. While cities have been around for several millennia, the contemporary scale and
pervasiveness of the urbanisation process is staggering (Brenner, 2012). In 2018 around
55 per cent of the global population were living in urban areas and the figure is projected
to grow to 68 per cent by 2050 (United Nations, 2019). Urban spaces are also both the
political target and the tool of actors striving to shift the regimes to address climate
change (Madden, 2019). In this thesis ‘the urban’ is seen as reproduced by the planetary
processes of urbanisation, but the thesis also recognises ‘the city’ as the place where
peoples’ lives unfold and entangle – also with disasters.
While the shocks of urban disasters ripple beyond cities, there are specificities to ‘urban’
disasters in relation to ‘rural’ ones. When a disaster unravels in a city, questions such as
land-rights in context of a collapsed apartment building come to the fore in different
ways than they might in a ‘rural’ context (Global Alliance for Urban Crises, 2019).
Particularly in urban areas people’s lives depend heavily on collectively organised
infrastructure that regulates the ways in which ‘nature’ weaves in with the ‘social’ and
‘man-made’. When a hazard then unfolds, who is affected and how tends to be heavily
guided by the social, political, and economic processes that have unfolded over time and
in space (Nygren, 2018; Oliver-Smith, 1994, 2010). While (contemporary) patterns of
urbanisation tend to be heavily unequal, disasters tend to further exacerbate the preexisting inequalities (Collins, 2010; Elliott & Pais, 2006). For example, while some have
access to sturdy buildings and safe terrains to build on, others rely their lives upon
infrastructure (from levees to apartment buildings) not built to protect them if a hazard
strikes. Within urban human societies, ‘disaster’ is manifestly ‘social’. Disasters are
exacerbated by, or resulting from, unequal processes of marginalisation/facilitation,
where facilitation refers to how powerful groups of people can proof themselves from
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negative externalities related to hazard, while potentially capturing positive externalities
of such events (Collins, 2010).
To address the root causes of not only disasters, but also hazards (such as hurricanes
that accumulate strength from the warming ocean), governance of disasters needs to be
better integrated to other governance structures at different scales. Nevertheless,
disasters tend to be ‘managed’ both separate from day-to-day governance activities,
technocratically and ex-post (Knowles, 2012; Sudmeier-Rieux, 2014; Tironi &
Manríquez, 2018; Zurita, Cook, Harms, & March, 2015), as well as disconnected from
other long-term concerns such as ‘development’, climate change adaptation, inequality,
and urban fragmentation (Kelman et al., 2015; Kelman, Mercer, & Gaillard, 2017;
Krellenberg, Welz, Link, & Barth, 2017).
The connection between processes of urban marginalisation and disasters needs to be
better taken into account within disaster studies and governance practice (see e.g.
Krellenberg et al., 2017; Nygren, 2018). In order to address the need for thinking and
discussion on urban disasters and disaster governance, this thesis is focused on urban
disaster governance. Throughout the essays, the broad definition of disaster governance
can be traced back to Tierney's (2012) focus on multi-actor arrangements and processes
striving to reduce the potential or realised impacts of disasters.
Contemporary disaster governance tends to involve two parts: governance of exception
(as a response to and recovery from a disaster unravelling), and governance by exception
(see Essay 4). The latter implies leveraging situations that are framed as ‘exceptional’ to
justify governance interventions. While disasters have a potential to expose everyday
inequalities and act as a catalyst for change (Pelling & Dill, 2010), more often than not
the resulting shifts in governance have not been in the interest of those most vulnerable.
Rather, disasters tend to be leveraged by elite actors to push forward policies and
practices that are favourable to them (see e.g. Klein, 2007; Schuller, 2008a), while other
citizens’ rights are limited (Agamben, 2005; Fassin, 2012). In urban areas this may
involve displacing marginalised populations from central locations to peripheries to
allow for profiteering re-development of those locations, all the while the living
arrangements of wealthier and more powerful people are not affected adversely
(Fainstein, 2015; Letelier & Irazábal, 2017; Saraçoğlu & Demirtaş-Milz, 2014).
The concept of ‘resilience’ has also been profusely deployed within disaster studies, but
it is also a broader governance discourse and a boundary object (Brand & Jax, 2007) that
has permeated various fields and contexts, ranging from psychology (Norris, Stevens,
Pfefferbaum, Wyche, & Pfefferbaum, 2008; Wilson, 2012) to supply chain management
(Day, 2014; Scholten, Scott, & Fynes, 2014). In this thesis the focus is particularly on
‘resilience’ as a discourse related to both disaster and urban governance. However, there
are different emphases between the essays of the dissertation. Part of the differences can
be attributed to the time elapsed, as well as thinking evolved (by the author), between
the articles; part of them boil down to a slightly different focus of the research questions
across the essays. In Essay 1, I approach resilience as a stream of research, treating it
rather simplistically as if it were a discipline in its own right, with core tenets. In Essay
2, I treat (urban) resilience as a discourse, deployed in research and policy. In Essay 4,
on the other hand, (urban) resilience is assumed to be one feature of contemporary urban
disaster governance. In Essay 3, the focus is on the conceptualisation of ‘community’
within academic literature that explicitly refers to disaster-related community resilience.
While resilience may be depicted as something that an entity has or can acquire over
time, within academic literature, policy, practice, and media, it tends be viewed in
relation to a shock that has already happened, be it Hurricane Katrina (Burton, 2015) or
devastating impacts of economic divestment (Diprose, 2014). (Empirical) disaster
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studies research also tends to be retroactive (Norris, 2006), making sense of the
aftermath of a hazard that has already passed and the impacts which are already
unfolding. This is also my positioning: when discourses and concepts are
recontextualised and illustrated, they are discussed in the aftermath of a disaster that has
already taken place.
The specific urban disasters that have provided inspiration for the conceptual work in
this thesis are the Valparaíso fire of 2014 (in Chile where I stayed one year for research)
and the Canterbury earthquakes of 2010/2011 (in Aotearoa New Zealand where I stayed
for five months). Particularly, the disaster in Chile shaped heavily the focus of this thesis
on politics of resilience, housing reconstruction and urban marginalisation. It also
illustrated in the Essay 2, and is, as such discussed as an important part of the thesis
process, if not as part of the final essays.
While particularly Essays 1-3 are focused on the description and analysis of the
contemporary disaster governance context and its marginalisations, Essay 4 reaches
towards prescription through mobilising the ‘Right to the City’ framework in the disaster
governance context.

1.1 Research aim and questions
The research questions and underlying disciplines of this thesis shifted from the original
research proposal as a consequence of the field research, as the later sections of the thesis
explore. However, one quote has resonated with me from the beginning until the end of
the research project, even if I would reformulate it very differently nowadays. The quote
states that humanitarian (logistics) ‘operations have the common aim to aid people in
their survival’ (Kovács & Spens, 2007, p. 101). The original research aim was, broadly
speaking, to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of disaster reconstruction supply
chains in a way that would strengthen the resilience of a disaster-affected community.
The quote gave my research the underlying impetus, even if nowadays I might rather
formulate the underlying research motivation to be the following: disaster governance
should aim to support the rights of people, particularly marginalised, also in moments of
hazard-related exceptions, so that they can not only survive in the short term, but ‘thrive’
in the long-term. While this thesis does not aspire to directly change the material
practice, I hope that through critically examining the body of knowledge on disaster
governance, I can make a contribution indirectly. The research aim and research
questions presented here were clarified throughout the research process.
Research aim: To elaborate and explicate the conceptualisations of resilience and
rights within academic and expert literature relating to urban disaster governance.
To this end, particular attention is paid to unequal production of disaster impacts, postdisaster housing (re)-construction and Latin American context.
Research questions:
The research aim is striven for through answering four research questions. The first
three research questions are descriptive, examining conceptualisations and discourses
with disaster studies and disaster governance:
RQ 1: How do the paradigmatic differences between two streams within disaster
studies manifest themselves in and impact on the process of conducting field research?
(see Essay 1)
RQ 2: What characterises the urban resilience as a governance discourse? (see Essay
2)
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RQ 3: How is ‘community’ conceptualised within disaster-related community
resilience research? (see Essay 3)
The fourth research question reaches beyond the descriptive, into the domain of
prescription, imagining what urban disaster governance could be:
RQ 4: How could urban disaster governance be refocused to promote justice and
greater power for marginalised urban people? (see Essay 4)

1.2 Positioning of the thesis
The Figure 1 below illustrates the main fields of research that this thesis draws from, and
indeed seeks to contribute to, albeit to different degrees and in different ways. In the
figure, the dominant fields of research are depicted as oval bubbles (i.e., fields and subfields of disaster studies, urban studies and human geography), while the disciplinary
location of the thesis is shown in the middle of the figure as a round bubble with dashed
lines. In addition to the dominant fields of research, certain sub-disciplines and distinct
research perspectives that the thesis draws from have been depicted in the figure
(humanitarian logistics, critical and decolonial perspectives, urban governance, urban
sociology), with arrows connecting them to the disciplinary location of the thesis. The
Figure 1 could also be called a ‘synchronic’ view of the fields of research, in that it depicts
the current state of the disciplines (partial distinction, partial overlap), rather than their
conceptual ‘diachronic’ evolution (i.e. how the disciplines may have shifted and changed
over the course of time and space).
The thesis mainly draws from and contributes to ‘disaster studies’, as well as some subdisciplines of human geography. Disaster studies is an interdisciplinary mix of research
that encompasses both ‘natural’ sciences and ‘social’ sciences, observing disaster
phenomena both on very short (e.g. the tectonics of an earthquake), and longer temporal
scales (e.g. anthropology). Within the policy community (e.g. within United Nations),
disaster risk reduction and disaster management are few of the labels under which
disasters and their governance is discussed. These labels also appear in academic
literature.
‘Disaster governance’ that this thesis centres on can be seen to fall under ‘disaster studies’
academically, and ‘disaster risk reduction’ in its relations to policy. More particularly, I
consider the thesis to be contributing to qualitative and critical disaster studies that have
explored topics such inequality within disaster governance (see e.g. Blackburn, 2014;
Gaillard, 2010; Gaillard, 2019; Sou, 2018), as well as scrutinised the problematic impacts
and implications of resilience schemes and policies (e.g. Grove, 2014a, 2014b; Chandler,
2016).
While disaster studies is the main field of research that the thesis contributes to,
disciplinarily it draws heavily from various sub-disciplines of human geography,
specifically from (critical) urban and economic geography, as well as urban political
ecology. The central – and often implicit – concepts of the thesis such as place, space
and scale come from geography. Also, many of the key disaster studies works and authors
that the thesis builds on, are geographers.
Additionally, the works from broader set of urban studies have strongly shaped the
thesis. For example, many of the core ideas of urban geography present in this thesis can
be considered to stem from the side of urban sociology (see e.g. Lin & Mele 2013), even
if in the thesis, these core works are read through and with the works of contemporary
geographers.
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Figure 1 The main fields that the thesis draws from and contributes to

Finally, two additional streams of literature have shaped the thesis, namely ‘critical and
decolonial perspectives’, as well as ‘humanitarian logistics and supply chain
management’ (HLSCM) literature. The former involves a wide and versatile body of
knowledge that often strives to make visible and counter various forms of exploitation
and inequality (see e.g. Escobar, 1995; Horkheimer & Adorno, 2002). While the thinking
in this conceptual thesis is influenced by critical and decolonial perspectives, it should
be highlighted that the research did not perform decolonial work. In the words of Santos
(2014), this thesis remained very heavily ‘on this side of the line’, speaking from an
academic positionality and mainly about research and policy, rather than being a
ventriloquist for the vulnerable (c.f. Santos, 2014). In turn, the latter (HLSCM) could be
seen as a relatively new stream of research embedded mainly business studies and supply
chain management literature in particular, but with an empirical focus on disasters and
with a theoretical dash of disaster studies. While of the four essays of the thesis only one
(Essay 1) deals with HLSCM, it was the dominant stream of literature at the Department
and research group, where I implemented this research and dissertation. The stream
shaped the work in many, often oppositional ways, as the research choices made had to
be justified against the measuring stick of HLSCM and scholars writing on it.
Overall, the diversity of disciplinary perspectives has brought both breadth and depth
into my thinking about urban disaster governance. Yet difficulties have arisen
particularly when conveying those thoughts to a particular academic audience, be it in a
conference or when submitting an article to a journal. It has taken me some time to get
a feel of what an audience expects to be said and left unsaid – and how.
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Figure 2 Discursive fields

Whereas Figure 1 depicts the disciplines and streams of research that the thesis draws
from and contributes to, Figure 2 depicts the academic and expert discussions and
streams that the thesis dissects and analyses in the essays. The discursive fields critically
analysed or deconstructed in each essay are depicted as arrowed lines. This implies that
while, for example, Essay 4 treats urban disaster studies as its main ‘discursive field’
(Snow, 2013), the analysis is a dissection of the body of knowledge. When the discursive
field is more delimited than the figure might imply, the discursive field is labelled in the
figure, following the essay’s title. Hence, where Essay 1 covers a broad ground within
disasters studies, ranging from ‘disaster resilience’ to HLSCM, Essay 4 is limited to
urban disaster studies. Meanwhile, Essay 2 focuses on ‘urban resilience’, while Essay
3 zooms in on community resilience.

1.3 Structure of the thesis
This kappa will synthesise – and anchor in aforementioned literatures – the most
relevant pieces of conceptual development, as well as epistemological and
methodological elaborations, present in the four essays forming the thesis. The thesis is
structured as follows. The following and second section introduces briefly the Valparaíso
fire of 2014 that served as a focal inspiration for the research undertaken in the thesis.
This is followed by the section 3 on ‘epistemological and methodological underpinnings’
(building particularly on Essay 1, partially on Essays 2-4) and section 4 on ‘conceptual
contributions’ (building particularly on Essays 2-4).
The section 3 serves a dual purpose: (1) reflecting on the aspirations and complications
of conducting critical and interdisciplinary disaster research, and (2) summarising key
epistemological and methodological perspectives taken and choices made across the
essays. The section 4, meanwhile, summarises the conceptual contributions of the essays,
linking them to various target literatures related to urban disaster governance. It
concludes by introducing three overlapping subjectivity categories for disaster-affected
people that arise across the Essays 2-4 in particular: the beneficiary-stakeholder, the
active citizen and the territorial community.
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The thesis concludes with the section 5 that discusses the contribution of the thesis as a
whole, beyond the conceptual elaborations made across the essays. It should be noted
that in the thesis, the ‘conceptual contributions’ refer to the elaborations and explications
of conceptualisations and discourses made in and across the essays.

8

2 Valparaíso fire of 2014 as an illustration and
inspiration for research
The events and aftermath of the Valparaíso fire of 2014 in Chile have shaped this thesis
heavily, even if the analysis is focused on the broader sets of academic and expert
literature, rather than scrutinising the case. In particular, the fire has had a bearing on
which concepts and framings have been developed to inform the essays – and which
concepts and framings have been played down or even ignored. For instance, the
prominent focus on the politics of resilience, housing reconstruction and urban
marginalisation in the thesis is inspired by the fieldwork conducted in Chile.
Furthermore, the case serves as an illustration in Essay 2, and as an inspiration for the
Essays 1 and 4. That said, the empirical material regarding the Valparaíso fire of 2014
plays only a minor role across the thesis and its essays, even if it served to anchor my
research perspective to disasters as a socio-political phenomenon. This section gives a
brief review of the Chilean disaster context and the Valparaíso fire of 2014 in order to
expose some of the key sources of inspiration underlying the thesis. The minor role of
the case description as part of the broader analysis is discussed further in the section 3
focused on epistemology and methodology.

2.1 Disasters in Chile
Chile is a Latin American country, stretching over 4000 kilometres between the Andean
mountains in the East and the South Pacific Ocean in the West. Most of the country lies
alongside two tectonic plates, the Nazca plate and the South American plate. The country
has experienced several devastating natural hazards throughout its history, including the
1960 Valdivia Earthquake that remains the most powerful earthquake ever recorded.
Much of the country’s physical infrastructure has been built in an earthquake resistant
manner and hence despite the high probability and intensity of the earthquakes in Chile,
the damages caused by earthquakes in Chile are often less devastating than elsewhere
with similar magnitudes (see e.g. Vanholder et al., 2011). In addition to earthquakes and
the resulting tsunamis, there are several other types of hazards that unfold in Chile. In
2015 alone, the country saw an 8.4 Richter earthquake, heavy rains that resulted in
mudslides, forest fires during the dry summer, and volcano eruptions. The disasters that
unfolded did so across the vast country, from North to South.
Despite the prevalence of natural hazards, not all shocks faced by the people living on
what is nowadays known as ‘Chile’ have been of natural origin. Colonialism left a trace in
the Chilean history that continues to echo. Furthermore, a great shock for the people
living within the borders of Chile came when in 1973 the democratically elected socialist
president Allende was displaced in a military coup supported by the U.S Americans.
The state and its disaster governance are centralised (Sandoval & Voss, 2018), with
ONEMI, the Chilean governmental organisation of interior and public security, being
formally the central organisation in charge of disaster governance. Despite the
centralisation and the challenging geography of the country – or because of them – many
Chileans emphasise the resilience and ability to face severe disasters and organise
themselves in their aftermath (see e.g. Campos & Marin, 2017; Gonzalés, 2015; Moreno,
Lara, & Torres, 2018). Furthermore, non-governmental and commercial organisations
are prominently present in disaster governance.
In Chile, as elsewhere, those that are marginalised in the socio-political system, are more
likely than others to be adversely affected by disasters. While the broad strokes of
contemporary Latin American patterns of inequality and marginalisation can be traced
back to colonialism, in Chile the heavy neoliberal policies continue to polarise the
country. While on aggregate level Chile is counted among the wealthy OECD countries,

9

the socio-economic inequalities that exists within the country are stark (Keeley, 2015)
and for instance its Gini coefficient, which describes income equality, is 0,46 putting
Chile in the company of Mexico and Costa Rica (OECD, 2019). Particularly within cities
the inequalities and polarisations among Chileans become evident.

2.2 Valparaíso fire of 2014
Valparaíso is a Chilean city on the coast of the Pacific Ocean. In the 16th century
Valparaíso was established as a port for the kingdom of Chile (Pérez Muñoz, 2007). The
port was later was expanded for the purposes of the new nation, after Chile became
independent from Spain between 1810 and 1818, and the port remains heavily influential
for Chilean economy to this day (ibid.). Contemporary Valparaíso is especially renowned
for its cultural life, and its historic quarter is counted among the UNESCO world heritage
sites (UNESCO, n.d.). Valparaísoans are proud of their city’s narrow windy streets, the
barrios with a colourful flair, the local corner stores and the vibrant cultural life. The
houses are built on the steep slopes, covered in colourful paints and murals. Local people
often identify strongly with their neighbourhood or cerro, the hill that they live on, while
tourists meander in the streets of Cerro Alegre and Cerro Concepción.
Moving up the hills from the flat seaside planos and the feet of the hills, the formal parts
of the city shift towards low-income and informal settlements. The words población
callampa, toma (de terreno) and campamento are words that have been used in Chile to
describe informal settlements (Ministerio de Vivienda y Urbanismo 2013). In Valparaíso,
many houses start out as tomas, claims of terrain upon which housing is built. The word
toma carries along with it the idea of self-organisation and strength. In Valparaíso tomas
may also imply that the official city planning of residential housing lags behind the actual
construction of houses. While in Valparaíso tomas might be considered to be in the grey
corner of formality, campamentos are more clearly informal, and associated with less
agency and higher levels of poverty (see Essay 2 for further discussion).

Figure 3 Cerro la Cruz, one year after the fire
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The public services from road maintenance, public transport to trash collection are likely
to be restricted to the formal neighbourhoods. Furthermore, the people living in informal
settlements lack the property rights to the lands they have built on and lack the support
of law for their housing situation. The people that do not have a formal address, either,
are excluded from formal participation to state affairs as well.
The Valparaíso fire of 2014 erupted on 12th of April, destroying some 3000 houses
(PNUD, 2014) particularly in the informal and low-income neighborhoods residing in
the city’s hills. At the time I was in Finland, preparing to study the role of commercial
organisations’ involvement in disaster governance in the aftermath of the 2010
earthquake in Chile. However, when I was contacting local researchers for a
collaboration, a fire erupted in the town neighbouring the university I was going to visit,
reshuffling the wellmade plans. When I was in Chile one year after the fire, housing
reconstruction was a key concern for many of the people who had lived or were living in
the
disaster-affected
neigbhorhoods (see Figure
3).
Amidst
this
reconstruction
process,
(urban) resilience was
being deployed, both as a
discourse evoking certain
categories of meaning (see
Essay 2), as well as an
explicit
concept
in
everyday public discourse.
For instance, the Figure 4
below depicts the ‘Pillars
of resilience’, from selfcriticism to recognising
strengths, posted on the
wall of a community
centre. While in the rest of
this thesis I seek mainly to
elaborate and explicate the
conceptualisations
of
resilience and rights in
academic
and
expert
literature relating to urban
disaster governance more
broadly, the case of
Valparaíso fire served as a
focal inspiration for the
critical
reading
of
literature.

Figure 4 'Pilars of resilience' on the wall of a community centre (las
Huaitecas)
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3 Epistemological and methodological
underpinnings
‘Hey man of science with your perfect rules of measure
Can you improve this place with all the data that you gather?’
(Gurewitz, 1989)
The following section summarises and anchors in literature the epistemological and
methodological underpinnings of the research that I conducted across the four essays.
This section serves a dual purpose. Firstly, it reflects upon the aspirations and
(particularly) the complications of conducting critical and interdisciplinary disaster
studies research. In doing so, it mobilises the research undertaken in this thesis as an
example to illustrate epistemological and methodological issues at stake. Secondly,
within this broader narrative, the section seeks to summarize the key epistemological
and methodological perspectives taken and choices made across the essays.
The section begins with an overview on ‘epistemological and methodological openings –
and what this thesis is not about’. This is followed by a subsection 3.2 that takes stock of
the ‘epistemological and methodological perspectives adopted’ in the essays and
subsection 3.3 that reflects on my positionality in disaster research. The section is
concluded by ‘epistemological and methodological closures’ that tie together the main
epistemological and methodological underpinnings of the essays, most prominently
articulated in Essay 1.
The main contributions of this thesis concern elaborating and explicating the
conceptualisations of resilience and rights within academic and expert literature relating
to urban disaster governance. As such, the analysis undertaken across the essays is
mostly text-based and builds on secondary data. Even if the case of the Valparaíso fire of
2014 features in the essays, either as an explicit illustration (Essay 2) or an implicit
inspiration (Essays 1 and 3), it plays a minor role for the analysis. For this reason,
discussions on the case and the related primary data are kept relatively concise in the
following.

3.1 Epistemological and methodological openings – and
what this thesis is not about
In order to solve the ‘biggest problems’ of the world, such as climate change and other
issues threatening the existence of carbon-based (human) life on the planet,
interdisciplinary research has been portrayed as part of the solution (Ledford, 2015).
Also within disaster studies, there have been calls for involving a variety of disciplines
and perspectives on multiple scales (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2019) for better and more
relevant research, with critical researchers emphasising particularly the role of
diversifying epistemologies and encouraging local researchers taking the lead in studying
disasters (Gaillard, 2019; ‘Power, Prestige & Forgotten Values,’ 2019). Yet, disciplines,
bodies of knowledge, and individual theories carry along with them embedded and
deeply rooted assumptions about the nature of knowledge. Inter- and transdisciplinary
research can tease out these paradigmatic clashes (Ledford, 2015), leading rather to
tensions in the university corridors, than harmony in the world.
The paradigmatic, research-philosophical differences related to knowledge creation can
be discussed with the help of concepts ‘ontology’, ‘epistemology’ and ‘methodology’.
Broadly put, ontology refers to philosophical inquiry into being (Al-Amoudi &
O’Mahoney, 2016), while epistemology is concerned with knowledge (e.g., how and what
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can we know?) and how the world of phenomena can be understood (Shaw, Dixon, &
Jones III, 2010). Methodology, on the other hand, communicates an approach to
carrying out research in relation to theoretical framework that is deployed, under certain
epistemological assumptions, while ‘methods’ refer to the practical toolbox of data
collection and analysis (Duberley & Johnson, 2016).
The paradigmatic tensions and contestations within disaster studies were present also
throughout the process of writing this thesis and its essays (see Essay 1). While I began
with a supply chain management framing for my thesis, I ended up somewhere different.
Over the course of the research process, I embedded myself more strongly within the
discipline of human geography, and the broad interdisciplinary set of disaster studies.
This also meant that I did not orientate my work and contribution very much to supply
chain management literature, as I had originally intended. This shift in disciplinary
emphasis was entangled with a shift in my epistemological and methodological
perspective. However, as supply chain management features in the essays and shaped
the way the field work in Valparaíso unfolded, it is order to return to the original wirings
of the thesis.
I started my dissertation studying disaster reconstruction from the perspective of
humanitarian logistics and supply chain management (HLSCM, see Figure 1, p.5) (see
e.g. Kovács & Spens, 2007; Wilson & Meriläinen, 2014). Previously I had been working
as a demand (and supply) planner within fast-moving consumer-goods industry and now
I wanted to put my supply chain management understanding to a more ‘noble’ use –
scientific research.
The primary argument for humanitarian logistics discipline initially manifested in the
idea of getting material (disaster relief) aid more efficiently and effectively from point A
to point B, using supply chain management knowledge gained at the commercial sector
for the benefit of the non-profit one (see e.g. Van Wassenhove, 2006). As a rudimentary
example, if x amount of goods – or humanitarian aid – needs to be delivered from A to B
as efficiently as possible, it makes sense to optimise the process in a way that x gets to
the destination with as little r (resources) and t (time) wasted in delivering it as possible,
so that more x can be delivered. Ultimately, the logic goes, more lives can be saved and
suffering alleviated (see Kovács & Spens, 2007).
From a purely logistical perspective, the proposition is laudable. However, when one
starts viewing the humanitarian system and disaster relief more theoretically through
the lenses of supply chain management, problems arise. While more recent SCM
approaches to disaster relief address issues such as cash-based assistance, and
collaborative cluster perspectives haven broadened the scope of HLSCM, the following
issues continue to be embedded in the literature and thinking underlining SCM.
Firstly, even ‘classical’ (non-humanitarian) supply chain management (SCM) is not very
mature as an academic field, as it can be considered a rather new field of research. The
rise of SCM as a concept in management practice and studies can be traced back to the
1990s, even if earlier antecedents exist (Mentzer, DeWitt, Keebler, Min, & al, 2001). The
discipline’s own theoretical stock has not quite matured, and it keeps borrowing depth
and credibility from elsewhere (e.g. Fawcett & Waller, 2011). The most common
theoretical borrows from other disciplines to supply chain management are relatively
conservative business studies theories, such as the principal-agent theory, transaction
cost analysis, network theory, and finally the resource-based view (RBV) that looks into
how companies use their resources to stay competitive (Halldorsson, Kotzab, Mikkola, &
Skjøtt-Larsen, 2007). At the heart of SCM, there tends to be a deep-seated idea of
organisations hopping about in a Porterian four-field, competing against various
pressures to survive and thrive (Porter, 1980). SCM is generally not interested in the
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performance of a supply chain or network per se or in a broader, more inclusive way, but
rather that of a nodal company – or a dyad or triad of organisations at most. This means
that SCM, as a conceptual framework, draws the focus of analysis on the performance of
a very restricted entity. For this reason, it is not a very appropriate framework for
analysing the effectiveness and efficiency of aid provided on more macro and meso levels.
Secondly, supply chain management, sometimes even referred to as demand-supply
chain management (Hilletofth, 2011), rests on the idea of a competitive market, where
the invisible hand does its matching job. While supply chain management deals with the
micro scale of demand and supply, that is the particular goods and services that the focal
company is supplying or demanding, the logic of market pervades. People generate the
demand by being willing to pay for a specific product and company responds with supply.
Goods and services flow ‘downstream’ from suppliers towards customers/buyers with
value increasing at each step, while money generally goes upstream – and information
flow coordinates both.
In the humanitarian context, where non-profit organisations or other entities provide aid
without charge to beneficiaries, there is no customer or buyer in the downstream of the
supply chain. Instead, the one who can decide on the ‘demand’ for goods is often the
donor providing funding for aid organisations (see e.g. Kovács & Spens, 2007).
Particularly when donated funds are earmarked, the money goes where the donor wants
it to go. Aid organisations, having in many cases a better understanding than donors of
what is needed in a disaster, benefit from non-earmarked donations that they can
allocate themselves to need they see as most pressing. Yet this means organisations can
supply to a demand that they themselves create, often based on so-called needs
assessments that they themselves are part of creating. Even if feedback from the
recipients is sometimes post-facto received, this ex post communication does not
relevantly influence supply.
While aid organisations have worked to develop needs assessment techniques,
instrumental and inappropriate aid continues to be a problem (ALNAP, 2015): for
example, goods and services may be inappropriate, come in wrong quantities, or they
might result in further disruption of a community. Problematic aid efforts range from
houses that are provided following strict cost-benefit calculations rather than being made
into liveable spaces in concert with people’s actual needs for housing (Barrios, 2014;
Ganapati, 2012) to aid provision logics that disrupt community relations (Binder &
Baker, 2016). The issue with instrumental aid is that it might do little to address the
underlying vulnerabilities of the people affected by a disaster, such as those relating to
lack of rights (e.g. Redvers, 2015).
Classical SCM views towards disaster relief and reconstruction are thus problematic as
they do not analyse the phenomenon from the perspective of the affected people’s
wellbeing. The relief efforts are taken in their name, yet in technical sense they are
considered outside the supply chain, while an aid organisation acts as a proxy for their
needs and demand. While supply chain management can provide a pragmatic tool for
improving the supply of aid especially in the immediate aftermath of a disaster, it does
not fare as great in the same context as an academic theoretical framework. Its
theoretical underpinnings have limited potential to bite into the inequalities of disasters.
This is particularly important in the disaster reconstruction context that I focus on in my
research. Global production network (GPN) perspective (e.g. McGrath, 2018) could
address some of the concerns related to the conceptual and theoretical baggage of SCM,
while tracing what essentially is a chain or network of aid supply. However, the focus in
this thesis revolves around a place that is affected by a disaster, as well as the people and
organisations connected to it. It is for this reason supply chain management and GPN
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are almost edged out of the thesis when it comes to the framework that is used to make
sense of the phenomenon of urban disasters.
That said, some aspects of SCM are still highly relevant for the thesis. I went to the ‘field’
before starting my doctoral studies (I was in Christchurch from October 2013 until
February 2014) as well as very soon after their beginning (I was in Chile from January
2015 until December 2015). My past education, experiences as a supply chain
practitioner, and the conceptual frameworks I was most exposed to prior to leaving for
the field, came from the side of SCM. It is for this reason that when I was striving to
‘collect data’ I was fixated on trying to get access to a single organisation whose
operations I could present as an inspirational case of saving lives. My plan, both times,
was to collect data about that very organisation. Yet when I was on the field – which I at
that point regarded ‘just’ as the context where the organisation was doing the life-saving
– I became increasingly fascinated and troubled by the lived experience of the disaster:
its inequalities and particularly its entanglements with infrastructure. Despite this
growing interest that ended up defining this thesis, much of my data on disasters remains
collected along the epistemological and methodological perspectives associated with
SCM (e.g. positivism and relative lack of documentation of ethnographic details and
reflexive outputs).

3.2 Epistemological and methodological perspectives
adopted
This section explores the epistemological and methodological perspectives taken and
choices made across the essays to answer the research questions of the thesis. The section
starts off with introducing the role of the case of Valparaíso fire of 2014 for the analysis
– as an illustration in Essay 2. The fieldwork setting and the associated primary data
are also introduced. The subsequent three sections go through three epistemological and
methodological relationships to the text – and resilience – that were adopted in the
course of writing this thesis. These are entitled Discourse, Conceptualisations, and
Deconstruction.
Much of the analysis in this thesis is text-based, relying on secondary data such as sets
of academic and practitioner literature. However, the analytical relationship to text, and
ways of analysing it, differ across the Essays 1-4. In most of the essays, ‘resilience’ is
present as a kind of plastic boundary object (Brand & Jax, 2007; Star, 2010). ‘Resilience’
is not only what is made sense of, but its treatment also illustrates the different ways of
viewing text and language. Whereas in Essay 1 (disaster) resilience is treated as a stream
of literature, later in the thesis process (Essays 2-4), I came to treat (disaster) resilience
rather as a governance discourse and a concept. Of the following sections the ones
entitled Discourse, Conceptualisations, and Deconstruction (sections 3.3.2-4) will both
elaborate on these diverse perspectives and relationships to text, as well as introduce how
they are deployed as a method in particular essays, to answer a particular research
question with a particular set of research material.

3.2.1 Illustrative case description of Valparaíso fire of 2014
All of the essays in the thesis are influenced and inspired by the case of Valparaíso fire of
2014 (introduced in section 2) as it is shaped heavily my understanding of the
phenomena discussed. The case features explicitly in Essay 2, and implicitly in Essays
1 and 4. However, of the essays featuring the Valparaíso fire, only Essay 2 digs into the
case more analytically – and even then for the purposes of illustration of the specific case,
rather than induction from the specific towards the universal.
The primary data are described in detail in the Essay 2. The fieldwork was conducted
and the data were collected and generated throughout the year 2015 in Valparaíso, Viña
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del Mar and Santiago de Chile. First five months I lived in Valparaíso region, after which
I visited the city on a regular basis. The Table 1 below is a variation of the table in Essay
2, introducing the actors and interviewees being approached and the types of data
sources that resulted from the process. In Essay 2 (p. 104) I have described the data in
the following manner:
‘The data consist of 9 formal, recorded, semi-structured interviews
ranging from 32 to 146 minutes; 6 formal interviews with written notes
(in cases where an audio recording was inappropriate); and 7 field visits
with photographs, video clips, and field notes. The interviews were
conducted in Spanish or English. Transcripts of the recorded interviews
were sent back to the interviewees for review. The author wrote up notes
following 21 of the many informal discussions. The secondary data consist
of documentation provided by the interviewees, as well as reports, news
articles, and online content.’
Table 1 Data sources (Slightly adapted from the table in Essay 2)

Actor

Types of data sources

Central
government’s
local
representation
Municipality,
housing
Chilean Navy

Recorded interview, 71 min
2 workers
Field visit to Cerro la Cruz, meeting field staff and
presented community members

Research institute
on employment
Innovation project
for
disaster
resilience
Volunteers from
university

Community

School near
campamento
TECHO

Interviewees

Recorded interview, 32 min

Lawyer

2 recorded interviews, 67 min + 146 min

Officer

Recorded interview, 62 min

Expert

Recorded interview, 54 min

Entrepreneur

Interviews
Field visits to Cerro la Cruz and Cerro las Cañas with a
volunteer
Field visit to student volunteer event in campamentos
(informal settlements)
Recorded interview, 88 min , interviews
Field visits (e.g., Cerro la Cruz, Cerro las Cañas, Cerro
Barón, Cerro Camiroaga), participation in a community
centre meeting, etc.
a Field visit to Cerro Camiroaga, with interviews

3 volunteers

3 community
members
Psychologist,
2 teachers
Leader

Recorded interview, 38 min
Intervention Model and webpage content
(Organisation was involved in (re)construction in Cerros
Ramaditas, La Cruz, Mariposa, Merced and Las Cañas)
Bioreconstruyendo Recorded interview, 55 min, interview and observations 2 workers
Valparaíso
on the field in Cerro Carcel (F7)
Facebook posts from May 2014 to January 2017 and 3
YouTube videos 44 min, 4 min, 1 min
(Organisation was involved in reconstruction in Cerro la
Cruz)
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The primary data is mobilised explicitly only in the Essay 2, the research question of
which is ‘What characterises the urban resilience as a governance discourse?’. To answer
the research question, the essay first analyses resilience discourse within academic and
expert literature, and only then proceeds to recontextualising and illustrating the dual
discourse of urban resilience through a two-stage case study nested within the discourse
analysis. The case study can be located within the paradigm of critical realism in which
social phenomena are socially constructed, even if ‘real world’ might exist (Fairclough,
2005). Hence the critical realist case study strives for explanation rather than prediction
(Wynn & Williams, 2012). The communication of the two NGOs was analysed for the
purpose of exploring how their communication was ‘colonised by’ the urban resilience
discourse (Fairclough, 2005), rather than for purposes of generalisation (Essay 2).
It should be highlighted that while in this thesis the specific case of Valparaíso fire of
2014 was analysed as embedded within a dominant macro-discourse of urban resilience,
this does not mean I believe specific places and cases should be seen only as part of
globally dominant narratives. Quite the contrary, research that strives to remain close to
local disaster governance practice is valuable and would benefit from inductive and
ethnographic practices centred on a certain ‘sites’. However, as the focus here is on
disaster governance bodies of knowledge and dominant narratives, rather than on the
specific cases, the ways in which I might for instance ontologically understand place as a
chance of space and entanglement of space-time trajectories (see Massey, 2005) is not of
primary importance for the arguments put forth in the thesis.

3.2.2 Analysis of discourse in academic and expert literatures
In layperson’s terms the word ‘discourse’ refers to, among other things, ‘verbal
interchange of ideas’ and ‘a linguistic unit – larger than a sentence’ (Merriam Webster,
online, 16.10.2018). Within contemporary social sciences, however, ‘discourse’ regularly
reaches beyond a certain verbal expression, into the domain of meaning and power – and
the politics of meaning. The purpose of analysing discourses relates to the power of
discourses in shaping social practices and social structures – and vice versa (Fairclough,
2005). I see discourses to be in dialectical relationship with other aspects of social life, a
position typical for critical discourse analysis (see Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). However,
rather than deploying critical discourse analysis (CDA) as a method, the study provides
a critical analysis of discourses on resilience and disasters.
I am also inspired by Escobar's (1995) treatment of discourse that builds on Foucault's
(1986) and Said's (1979) critical insights on how the entanglement of discourse and
power shape social reality (see Essay 2). Escobar (1995) looks into how knowledge
shaping a phenomenon is connected to systems of power, and ultimately frames and
potentially shapes people’s subjectivities. In this thesis, the analysis of discourse takes
place within distinct ‘discursive fields’ that are understood as the context within which
discourses and meaning-making are unfolding (Snow, 2013). However, it should be
highlighted that the understanding of ‘discursive field’ here is very narrow and refers to
specific silos of contemporary disaster studies literature in English (see Figure 2).
(Urban) resilience features as a governance discourse across the essays, but it is in Essay
2 that discourse is the core object of analysis, with the research question ‘What
characterises the urban resilience as a governance discourse?’. In the first stage of the
analysis present in the essay, the characteristics of urban resilience emerged from a
critical reading of academic and expert literature on urban resilience. While the
discourse remains open, two strands of the discourse were identified that were
simultaneously deployed, yet in tension with one another. These strands were entitled
‘robust city’ (stressing safety, stability, unaffectedness and solutions for resilience
building and retaining the status quo) and ‘self-organised neighborhoods’ (emphasising
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empowerment, self-organisation, responsibility, social resilience, and self-governance of
affected individuals and communities). The recontextualisations of the dual discourse of
urban resilience were then, in the second stage of the analysis, studied in the context of
a case study on the Valparaíso fire of 2014. The categories of meaning identified in the
first stage of the analysis were used to code the communication of two NGOs involved in
the housing reconstruction following the fire, for illustrative purposes. The two-stage
analysis of discourse served to uncover the dominant characteristics of urban resilience
within academic and expert literature, but also to provide one illustration of how this
discourse can recontextualise understanding of the situation in a specific setting.

3.2.3 Conceptual analysis and typology development
Discourse, as understood in this thesis, encompasses a wide range of concepts and
meanings. Within Essay 3, I focused on the meaning (and politics of meaning) of a single
concept, ‘community’, as embedded within resilience discourse. In the essay, I conducted
a content analysis on academic literature on disaster-related community resilience,
focusing on how ‘community’ is conceptualised within the stream of literature. While the
analysis is embedded within resilience discourse, the focus is on the concept, rather than
the discourse. The content analysis dug beyond the manifest content (for instance, the
explicit and visible wordings used in a literature to explain what a ‘community’ is) into
the realm of latent content (what was implied about ‘community’) (see Graneheim &
Lundman, 2004).
The research question of Essay 3 is: ‘How is “community” conceptualised within
disaster-related community resilience research?’. As the focus was on explicit
conceptualisations of community, the literature was selected systematically through
Scopus in June 2018. The search was targeted on articles mentioning “community
resilience” and “hazard” or “disaster” in their title, abstract or keywords. Of the 265
papers, 244 fitted under the broad scope of disaster studies. In the first stage of the
analysis abstracts and paper sections explicitly concerning conceptualisations of
community were scrutinised using content analysis. The coding scheme was developed
iteratively (see Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), resulting in 16 codes and
a typology of three conceptualisations of (resilient) community. In the second stage, the
analysis was further limited to 101 articles published within disaster and climate change
studies journals. This was in order to both clarify and verify the scheme, but also to
explore how individual papers deployed one or several conceptualisations of resilient
community.

3.2.4 Aspects of deconstruction
Where discourse analysis interrogates ‘discursive representations of reality’ (Jorgensen
& Phillips, 2002, p.21), deconstruction can be argued to take a step further – or in a
different direction. Where, for instance, some of the established critical forms of
discourse analysis build particularly on structuralism and post-structuralism (Jorgensen
& Phillips, 2002), deconstruction is associated with a postmodern tendency to fragment
and decentre grand modernist narratives and theories (Dear, 1986; Duncan, 1996).
Deconstruction tends to be traced back to Derrida, who, for instance, took on dominant
philosophical frameworks, exposing and undermining their foundations through
shaking the binaries at their cores (Collins & Mayblin, 2011; Popke, 2004) 1.
While particularly in Essay 1, as well as to a degree in Essays 2-4, there are
deconstructive elements, my deconstructive project is limited in scope – and situated
1 Note that Collins and Mayblin’s book is a graphic guide, while relatively academic in content. I thought
this was a fitting homage to Derrida.
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within a broader explanatory frame analysing the political economy. In Essay 1, the
deconstruction is conducted between two streams of literature, analysing them in terms
of ontology, epistemology, and methodology. Meanwhile, in the other essays the
deconstructive element means that instead of striving to present a unified neat
proposition (for instance, a singular view of depicting what a ‘community’ is), I have
striven to openly show how a single concept or a boundary object can encompass or be
locatable within several conceptualisations or discourses that deploy binaries in
conflicting ways (see particularly Essay 3). While framing deconstruction as a distinct
method might be problematic considering its intentions and origins, its influence on the
essays is worth mentioning as it has had an influence particularly on how the research is
conducted and presented, striving to destabilise singular dominant narratives.

3.3 The epistemology, methodology and positionality in
(‘my’) disaster research
Disaster studies are often conducted inductively (Lindell, 2013) in the aftermath of a
disaster (Norris, 2006), and legitimised with the idea that the research might make the
lives of the current or future disaster-affected populations better or more tolerable, for
example, through supporting better preparedness strategies. If disaster research did not
strive towards a societal contribution, however indirect that might be, the potential risk
of further stigmatising (Fekete, 2012) and traumatising (Falb, Laird, Ratnayake,
Rodrigues, & Annan, 2019) – with research itself – of the people adversely affected by a
disaster might be unjustified.
Nevertheless, it is not just the potential harm caused by research to its participants that
urges (social) scientists to strive towards contributing to society, even beyond the
academic influence of their work. For example, (Bourdieu, 2003) has argued that social
scientists have a moral obligation for public engagement. Researchers are fed, clothed,
housed, and otherwise supported by the labor of others and ‘resources’ of the planet –
academic activity, however noble the communicated aim, is not disconnected from the
material world. Dussel (1993) has pointed out that even the Frankfurt School, associated
with Critical Theory, was funded on the surplus value produced by the labor of gauchos
and peons of the Argentinian pampa. Unless one believes there is an intrinsic value in
having an ‘intellectual’ class, indeed, research calls for a contribution.
Knowledge and knowledge creation are tightly connected to societies, and there are
various interpretations on how research is supposed to contribute to the ‘society’ (which
society? what society?) over time. Habermas distinguishes between three knowledge
intererests of research, namely
(1) control with the help of prediction, typically present in empiricalanalytical sciences;
(2) hermeneutical understanding that strives to convey and make meaning
out of traditions, typically present in the humanities, and finally
(3) emancipatory knowledge interest striving for societal self-reflection,
awareness of possibility of change and ridding societies of excesses of
(oppressive) power (Habermas, 1971; Huttunen, 2014; Wessler, 2008).
Habermas’ emancipatory knowledge interest can be seen as a legitimation of critical
theory (ibid.) Horkheimer (1982 [1937]) argued that theory is critical when it strives to
‘liberate human beings from the circumstances that enslave them’, while ‘traditional
theory’ tends to strive towards control over human and nature. This thesis is ‘critical’ in
that it strives to expose and make explicit the potentially problematic and oppressive
connotations and implications of dominant conceptualisations and discourses within
contemporary urban disaster governance research and practice. This is done particularly
in relation to unequal processes of urban marginalisation (and facilitation).
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As the focus of the thesis is on academic and expert discourses and contextualisations,
there are severe limitations to the ‘emancipatory’ potential of the research conducted.
The work was not conducted from the standpoint of the disaster-affected and
marginalised people (see e.g. Harding, 1993) and in Chile I was very much lodged into
an outsider position (see Berger, 2015). At times, this outsider position(ality) appeared
to allow the interviewees to act as experts of their topic and context, providing interesting
in-depth insights, while often it acted as a hurdle (see Essays 1 and 2).
The outsider position had to do both with my ‘identity’, diverging from the Chilean norms
– but perhaps even more so with the ‘identity’ projected upon me in the Chilean context.
As I discuss particularly in Essay 1, in Chile I felt I was seen mainly as an educated
person coming from a ‘developed country’, país dessarrollado. Most importantly, most
of the time when some (often educated) key informant introduced me to people living in
informal or low-income settings, I doubt there was a meaningful communication taking
place. Many of the issues that Falb et al. (2019) recognise as difficulties in ‘attaining
meaningful consent’ were at play: language barriers (I could not understand the strong
dialect spoken by some, nor did I feel my Spanish was sufficiently clear at times) and
uneven power relations (beyond my privileged position, many were beneficiaries of the
actors making the introductions) in particular inhibited a meaningful connection. In
words of Santos (2014, p.3), I remained heavily ‘on this side of the line’.
The strong outsider positionality is why in the essays I have striven to be careful in how
I have used the primary data we – considering two interviews were conducted with my
local collaborator Wilfredo Yushimito – had collected. Most of the data referred to is
from representatives of aid organisations, while the little data I use from disasteraffected people is deployed to give general background to the case. Only exception is a
direct quote in Essay 2, which I have checked with the respondent in the context of the
article. The transcripts of the recorded interviews were sent for member check, providing
the interviewees a chance to correct any misunderstandings or mistakes. When, for
example, I referred to field notes in writing Essay 2, I endeavoured to cross reference
the ideas put forward with the publicly available material. But even more importantly, I
did not use the data for induction, but rather as an illustration. What this means is that
what I theoretically postulate in the essays does not stem from specific cases, but from
literature. While in Essay 1 I rather speak autoethnographically of the research in
Valparaíso, Essay 2 is the only article of the thesis where data features as such.
Here it might be relevant to return to rediscuss the calls for diversifying epistemological
approaches and supporting local researchers in taking a leading role within disaster
studies (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2019; Gaillard, 2019; ‘Petition Power, Prestige & Forgotten
Values,’ 2019). While transnational research collaborations can bring interesting insights
to ‘local’ issues, there are serious shortcomings with it too - particularly when
frameworks and people from dominant places get to define what is relevant and ‘True’ to
people and places elsewhere (Blaser, 2014; Grosfoguel, 1997; Massey, 2004; Mignolo,
2000; Peake, 2011; Smith, 2012). When researchers who might be familiar with the local
fragmented, contested and entangled realities do not get to set or even join the academic
conversation about the phenomenon, much that is relevant might remain absent and
much that is present might be problematically essentialised (think of research on
indigenous resilience, c.f. Reid, 2018).
In Chile I interviewed brilliant practitioners working to address the reconstruction
following the Valparaíso fire, whose analysis of Chilean disaster governance was more
granular than mine could ever be. Yet, back in 2015 I was not capable of building a
meaningful research collaboration with these people, nor establishing a broader one with
local researchers, also outside the private business university. I was also unsure of what
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it was I could bring to the table. Furthermore, while I did get my hands on decolonial
Latin American literature, from Santos to Mignolo – in the beginning particularly thanks
to a Finnish colleague with Chilean ties, Maria Ehrnström-Fuentes, (see e.g. 2015) – for
the most part I have remained out of the loop of Spanish-language Latin American
literature and thinking, to say nothing about Mapudungun. As such, this thesis is not
about Chilean disaster governance nor radically decolonial. Instead, I have focused
mostly precisely on analysing and deconstructing the dominant disaster governance
discourses and conceptualisations – even if in Essay 2 I also analyse the semi-regulated
forms in the Chilean context.
Even if I believe it would be very important to foreground the voices of the disasteraffected people when studying disasters, the material I have does not sufficiently do that.
The main hurdles for returning to Chile to collect additional, more appropriate data for
this thesis were financial.

3.4 Epistemological and methodological closures in the
essays
This section has summarised and anchored in literature the epistemological and
methodological underpinnings of the research that I conducted for the thesis. In addition
to reflecting on choices made across they four essays, the section mobilised the research
undertaken to reflect upon the aspirations and complications of conducting critical and
interdisciplinary disaster research.
Rather than being just an inventory of research perspectives adopted in individual
essays, this section has made visible the development of epistemological and
methodological positionalities adopted over the course of the research process. However,
it should not be interpreted as a growth story leading to the discovery of my (essential)
ontological, epistemological, and methodological identity - even if in Essay 1 this might
appear to be the case. Rather, while I believe my positionality has shifted in relation to
disaster studies, this shift is entwined with the conceptual and theoretical move away
from supply chain management, and towards perspectives to disasters informed by
critical human geography.
In Essay 1 I discuss ontology, epistemology, and methodology within two streams of
disaster studies literature, namely ‘disaster resilience’ as well as ‘humanitarian logistics
and supply chain management’. The purpose of the essay was to illustratively deconstruct
some assumptions behind these academic conversations – as well as behind my own
qualitative inquiry. The essay was the first one to be completed, and as such it does not
reflect the research process and perspective of the thesis in its entirety. However, I think
it provides a good and metaphorical summary of the relationship of the thesis and its
essays to qualitative research within disaster studies.
In Essay 1 I depict my view of the reality as a social scientist by painting a picture of a
magnificent green and blue rock floating through space. Upon that rock, the Earth, lays
a cloth. The cloth is almost transparent, yet woven with a multitude of stories. Some of
the narratives are dominant, stretching visibly across the planet. Meanwhile, others are
intricate and local. Some of the big, thick narratives are entangled with the ugly grey
growing on the rock and eating away the green and blue. Here the grey colour refers
particularly to exploitation of nature, humans included.
When I am conducting research, I am

21

‘pulling the cloth from one corner, seeing how it folds differently
depending on where I pulled and whether I pulled the dominant narrative
or not. Pulling a dominant narrative was easy. One tug lifted a cloth in
visible way that was easy to describe. But a dominant narrative was just
one of the narratives. It may have also been connected to nasty grey stuff.
So I wanted to be careful and tried pulling gently here and there, following
the different folds of the cloth. Finally, as a researcher I was expected to
contribute, and I started laying my own teeny tiny stiches on the cloth.
How and where I pulled, tugged and stitched the cloth was my
methodology as a social scientist’ (Essay 1, p. 95)
To me, the cloth represents the social realm and discourses. By depicting the social realm
as a cloth covering the Earth I do not mean to say that human beings would be separate
from the Earth, but my intention is to emphasise that as a social scientist communicating
with other humans and building on the narratives produced by other humans (be it
contemporary academic texts, a bobble head of Socrates appearing in my nightmares or
graffiti on the streets of Beirut or Valparaíso), I am very much stuck with the cloth, seeing
phenomena through the cloth. So even if Reality is not socially constructed, the domain
where I operate as a social scientist, is. Here I am in alignment with critical realism.
There is also a normative dimension embedded in the quote above. The reference to
‘nasty grey stuff’ recognises that certain dominant discourses legitimise marginalisation
of people and ecosystems – and implies that reproduction of such discourses should be
avoided.
The perspective to research outlined in Essay 1 is visible across the thesis and its essays,
including the research aim to ‘elaborate and explicate the conceptualisations of resilience
and rights within academic and expert literature relating to urban disaster governance’.
For instance, Essay 2 scrutinises the urban resilience discourse deployed by academics
and experts, striving to make visible its politics with respect to marginalised people.
Meanwhile, Essay 3 studies the conceptualisations of ‘community’ within academic
community resilience literature. In both essays, a dominant narrative of resilience and
its politics are laid bare. Finally, in Essay 4, the descriptive emphasis gives way for a
prescriptive one: three ‘right to the city’ perspectives are mobilised to reimagine different
politics of disaster governance. To put back to the metaphoric terminology of Essay 1:
Essay 4 is an intent at stiching together something new.
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4 Conceptual contributions
This section summarises the conceptual contributions of this thesis to various target
literatures, as delivered mainly by Essays 2-4. The section begins with a brief overview
on ‘conceptual openings’ that introduces the literature developments related to urban
disaster governance, resilience and marginalisation that motivate this research. This is
followed by five background sections, entitled
•
•
•
•
•

Neoliberal disaster governance (4.2)
Actors in disaster governance (4.3)
Urban governance and urban marginalisation (4.4)
(Urban) resilience (4.5), and finally
Justice and rights in disaster governance (4.6)

The main analytical contributions of the thesis lay in the essays that home in on the
conceptualisations of resilience and rights within academic and expert literature relating
to urban disaster governance. These essays, and the synthesis of their findings, will be
discussed in the final and seventh part of this section entitled ‘conceptual closures in the
essays’.
Given the restricted space in the essays, they do not fully expand on, or explain, some of
the key literatures and understandings underlying the arguments of the essays. This
section, then, provides background to the essays, rooting their key contributions into
broader themes and introducing key concepts along the way. Much of what follows is
describing the dominant governance patterns and narratives that tend to stem from
places in the Global North. However, when recontextualisations are made, they are done
so in the Latin American context, as this is the focus shared by the Essays 1, 2 and 4.

4.1 Conceptual openings
Resilience is a buzzword that has found its way to policy and practitioner discourses on
urbanism: whether it is the Rockefeller Foundation, and actors backed by it, calling for
‘100 resilient cities’ (100 Resilient Cities, 2019) or Global Alliance for Urban Crises lifting
‘urban resilience’ up as a binding framework to bring together various urban
development concerns (Global Alliance for Urban Crises, 2019). While resilience as a
governance discourse has been widely scrutinised in various academic fields, from
disaster studies to international relations (see e.g. Bankoff, 2019; Chandler & Reid, 2016;
Diprose, 2014), there is still a need to do so extensively and critically within the urban
disaster governance context, which is what I strive to do in Essay 2. In Essay 3, on the
other hand, I explore the conceptualisations of resilient community within the academic
disaster-related resilience literature.
The discourses and conceptualisations deployed by academics and experts in disaster
governance context can influence how the material relief and reconstruction efforts
develop and play out. Particularly as transnational non-governmental and commercial
actors are playing an increasingly important part in (urban) development (Martens &
Seitz, 2015) and disaster governance (see e.g. Pelling, 2011), the discourses and concepts
that they shape and are shaped by have an influence on the material practices and
realities across the globe. Even if the recontextualisations of disaster governance
discourses may not be uniform across the different places, exploring the broader patterns
and particular manifestations of these discourses and concepts can be helpful in
understanding the phenomenon at large.
Scrutinising the dominant disaster governance discourses, and their interplay with the
inequalities of the underlying governance structures, is not a trivial task. While the
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unequal disaster risk is a product of processes of marginalisation and facilitation
(Collins, 2010), these processes have not been appropriately addressed in politics, quite
the contrary. For instance, the global environmental change affects particularly, but not
only, the marginalised populations of countries in the Global South (IPCC, 2019;
Sovacool, Baker, Martiskainen, & Hook, 2019), and the impacts of the associated
disasters continue to be unequally divided across the globe and within cities.
In this thesis the focus is on the patterns of marginalisation/facilitation connected to
housing and (in)formality of urban settlements. Informality is a relevant form of
marginalisation to focus on, as it illustrates the ways in which people might end up in a
blind-spot of many ‘formal’ organisations, such as governments – not being able to
register one’s housing situation can have implications on anything from not being able
to vote to not access to public transport. Beyond the relevance of the phenomenon for
illustrative purposes, the focus on (in)formality is justified by the shere magnitude of the
phenomenon. The number of people living in informal settlements has grown globally to
883 million people in 2014, even if the ratio of people living in informal compared to
formal settlements has not most recently increased (United Nations, 2018).
While most of the essays of the thesis are descriptive, analysing existing material, the
final essay takes steps toward prescription, imagining what should be. While it could be
argued that much of the thesis is motivated by a sense of injustice in comtemporary
disaster governance, it is in Essay 4 that this perspective is foregrounded. In order to
address
the
unequal
disaster
impacts
resulting
from processes
of
marginalisation/facilitation, there is a need to discuss rights and justice in relation to
disasters (see e.g. Fainstein, 2015; Huang, 2018; Nygren, 2018; Ziervogel et al., 2017). In
Essay 4, together with my co-authors, we strive to distinguish and elaborate three
distinct conceptualisations of right to the city, and then imagine how they would change
disaster governance in the post-disaster housing reconstruction context.
The following section starts off the background sections with debating neoliberal disaster
governance.

4.2 Neoliberal disaster governance
Governance is an age-old concept, but it gained increased traction in academic and policy
circles in the 1980s and 1990s, as the focus on (national) governments in politics became
questioned (Weiss, 2000). As the influence and power of non-state actors grew, and
technological changes appeared rapid and globalisation imminent, a focus on
governments was no longer seen sufficient and ‘governance’ came to vogue – even if in
the popular discourse ‘governance’ and national administration keep being conflated
(ibid.). This debate lurks also behind Tierney's (2012) focus on disaster governance that
highlights the roles of various agencies, organisations, and informal groups as part of the
arrangements and process related to addressing potential or realised disaster impacts
(see Essay 4).
Neoliberalism as the contemporary form(s) of capitalism has taken various shapes across
space and time. Its heritage traces back to the end of the Habsburg Empire and the
globalist thinkers of the ‘Geneva School’ in the 1920s and 1930s (Brandes, 2019;
Slobodian, 2018). Neoliberal ideology carries the embedded assumption that the
wellbeing of people can be advanced by protecting the freedom of the market and
entrepreneurship (Chomsky, 1999; Harvey, 2005). The notions of freedom and dignity
are used as justifications in support of neoliberal ideas (Harvey, 2005). The liberal
ideology, also embedded in the neoliberal project, holds that
‘economic, political, and social relations are best organised through
formally free choices of formally free and rational actors who seek to
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advance their own material or ideal interests in an institutional
framework that, by accident or design, maximises the scope for formally
free choice’ (Jessop, 2002, p. 453).
This implies that the role of a constitutional state should gear its efforts towards enabling
formal freedom, rather than meddling with economic or social interventions.
Despite the emphasis on freedom and the prevalence of the anti-state rhetoric, neoliberal
ideology and governance discourse has a conflicted relationship with the (role) of the
state: at the same time as the ideology’s proponents continuously attack ‘the big state’
when discussing, for example, social welfare, the state is expected to expand certain
institutions and mechanisms that support powerful economic actors and discipline the
marginalised, for instance through surveillance (Brenner & Theodore, 2002; Peck &
Theodore, 2019). In fact, neo-liberalism can be seen to begin with the recognition that
‘free’ markets alone will not assure the continuity of the capitalist project, but it needs
institutions to protect it and ‘encase’ the economic structures away from democratic
influences (Slobodian, 2018).
Rampant inequalities thrive under neoliberalism, but proponents of neoliberalism argue
that the benefits of the economic system trickle down, enriching ultimately also the many
in addition to the few. However, neoliberalism and the free markets have not cashed in
on their promises to provide wellbeing. Inequality persists and has deepened both within
and across nations both ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ nations (Stiglitz, 2016), despite the
supposed efforts to reduce it (Hickel, 2016).
The relevance of shifting conceptually from government and towards governance relates
to the empirical realities of neoliberalisation, and the associated shift from state
‘intervention’ towards ‘market forces and partnership-based forms of governance’, with
state capacities being dispersed to various actors and scales (Jessop, 2002, p. 454). One
of the reasons for focusing on disaster governance in this thesis is to draw attention away
from individual actors reacting to individual disasters to the wider patterns of
marginalisation and facilitation (see Collins, 2010) – and the dynamics of power and
allocation of resources. However, while the focus in the thesis is on disaster governance,
insights from disaster (operations) management and disaster risk reduction literatures
inform the discussion, even if the analytical focus of the thesis on disaster governance
diverges from what is typical of these literatures close to policy and practice undertaken
by distinct actors.
In Essay 4 we further discuss that contemporary neoliberal disaster governance tends
to be a two-pronged phenomenon, involving governance of exceptions, as well as
governance by exception. The first prong, the governance of exceptions is defined here
in relation to efforts by various actors to respond to and recover from hazards that come
seemingly unannounced. In theory, the disaster management cycle also consists of
preparedness and mitigation, but the emphasis in the Essay 4 and in this thesis is on
disaster governance unfolding from a (hypothetical or) realised hazard. The second
prong, governance by exception refers to how tragedies justify extreme political
measures that may do little to address the actual disaster for those most affected – this
relates to the so-called ‘shock doctrine’ (Fassin, 2012; Klein, 2007). The two prongs of
disaster governance resonate to a great degree with Anderson, Grove, Rickards &
Kearnes' (2019) recent conceptualisation of how emergencies are governed through
(‘emergency-as-exception’ and ‘emergency-as-technique’), albeit their focus is on
‘emergency’, rather than ‘disaster’, as well as on ‘racialised biopolitics’.
Paricularly in the Essays 2 and 4 the discussion on neoliberal urban disaster governance
and resilience is (re-)contextualised with literature and illustrations from and about

25

places in Latin America. While the emphasis of the analysis is precisely on the academic
and expert literatures, often deployed by ‘Northern’ actors, a few notes regarding the
context of Latin American neoliberalism are in order. In Latin America, and Global South
more broadly, neoliberalism has taken a variety of forms. Even if transnational capital is
pushing for homogeneity in Latin America’s economic patterns, there are differences
between national development models (López & Vértiz, 2015): both amongst the
countries, as well as in relation to the Global North.
The neoliberalisation in Latin America initially involved opening the countries up for
trade and investments, as well as privatising government firms, from 1970s onwards,
with a further push for free trade and privatisation coming from the International
Monetary Fund in 1985 (Liverman & Vilas, 2006). Contemporarily, many Latin
American countries have moved towards neoliberal ‘hybrid governance regimes’ where
networks of governmental, private and civil-society actors provide the services earlier
associated as the state’s duties (Sletto & Nygren, 2015, p. 968). Whereas some countries
have continued along the neoliberal policy trajectory and emphasis on ties with the
United States (e.g. Chile); others have been more critical towards international finance
(e.g. Argentina), and yet others (e.g. Bolivia) have a transitional model wrapped in antineoliberal and anti-imperialist rhetoric, even if in practice the material basis of the
economy might remain connected to capitalist logics (López & Vértiz, 2015).

4.3 Actors in disaster governance
National governments, and institutions working under them, are often at least formally
in charge of declaring states of emergencies and coordinating aid efforts (UNISDR,
2015). An insufficient disaster response and recovery can challenge the ‘social contract’
between the people and the state (e.g. Pelling & Dill, 2010; Siddiqi, 2013). Furhermore,
in cases of urban disasters, governments at different scales are central actors in
rebuilding collective infrastructure vital for peoples’ everyday lives. However, when it
comes to the material aid provided and the discourses that shape disaster response,
recovery and preparedness, in many geographical contexts the role of governments has
been diminishing. Compared to, for example, Keynesian welfare state ideology that lays
emphasis on the state’s role in governing disasters, neoliberalism has tended to roll-back
the state’s responsibilities towards people, seeking instead market-based solutions and
laying responsibility on actors operating on the ‘local’ scale (Coaffee, 2013; Jones &
Vasvani, 2017). This can mean both a formal de-centralisation of responsibilities from
national to local governments, potentially without adequate redistribution of resources
(Blackburn, 2014; van Voorst, 2016), and ‘responsibilisation’ (Sletto & Nygren, 2015) of
communities and individuals (Chandler, 2016).
In neoliberal disaster governance contexts, the ways in which disaster response and
recovery are manifesting are often guided by a varied mix of state agencies, experts and
think tanks: both through controlling the resources used, as well as shaping the
discourses of disaster governance more broadly (MacKinnon & Derickson, 2012;
Paidakaki & Moulaert, 2017; Peck, 2006). This mix of organisations involved in disaster
governance can shift along the phases of disaster governance. For example,
humanitarian organisations’ legitimacy to participate in ‘crisis’ response rests
particularly on their capacity to provide immediate response (Pandolfi & Rousseau,
2015), while governments might be (expected to be) steering the long-term
reconstruction efforts, or at least involved in coordinating or enabling them (see e.g.
Lyons, Schilderman, & Boano, 2010; Silva, 2010).
While global governance issues, disasters included, would sorely call for a multi-lateral
organisation (Martine & Alves, 2019), the United Nations’ capacity to act in that role has
been diminishing along with the financial means available for its ‘core’ activities (Adams
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& Martens, 2015). This has resulted in fragmented and piecemeal programmes, as well
as the creeping in of corporate agenda (ibid.). Furthermore, for instance in the case of
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami that affected eleven countries, UN was first de-centred in
the response phase by a U.S. led consortium including India, Australia, Japan, Canada
etc., and then in the recovery phase by the World Bank (Bello, 2006). Yet UN’s
organisations remain central actors in disaster governance, in terms of disaster policy
and discourses: think of, for instance, the Sendai Framework guiding particularly the
activities of states with other stakeholders, ranging from community to nongovernmental organisations (UNISDR, 2015). In addition to UNDRR (UN Office for
Disaster Risk Reduction), for instance UNDP (United Nations Development
Programme) and UN OCHA (United Nations Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs) all play a role in disaster governance and climate change
adaptation.
While disaster governance might seem to encompass a random assortment of actors and
fragmented visions for disaster response and recovery, certain ‘private’ and non-state
actors are particularly influential in disaster policy and practice. These range from
businesses to think-tanks. For instance, the ‘100 Resilience Cities’ network, supported
by the Rockefeller foundation, boasted in their report (2019, p. 2) that:
‘Our combined efforts have helped to mainstream the concept of resilience
in both the global and urban lexicon, resulting in thousands of articles
published which mention our work in international, national, and local
publications in every city where we operate.’
Leitner, Sheppard, Webber, & Colven (2018) identify Rockefeller Foundation as a central
architect of the globally influential urban resilience complex that includes public, private
and non-governmental actors. Meanwhile, the Resilience Builder toolkit asking ‘What’s
your Plan?’ (Chandra et al., n.d., p. 1, emphasis added) – where the question reflects the
content of the document conveying that resilience is about your ‘community’ being selfsufficient and ready for whatever may come – lists the RAND corporation among the
actors having co-produced the tool. The RAND corporation was initially founded by the
U.S. Air Force with the Douglas Aircraft Company and focused extensively on Soviet
Union and the ‘threat’ of communism (Medvetz, 2012), and its means-ends systems
analysis aiming at governance efficiency have been heavily influential in what is now
thought as ‘neoliberal’ governance in the U.S. (Knafo, 2019; Medvetz, 2012). Both the
Rockefeller Foundation and RAND Corporation, as well as a myriad of other actors
globally, have their own and potentially conflicted interests in steering (disaster and
urban) governance and for instance deploying the resilience discourse. Beyond the lifesaving rhetoric, these interests may range from wishes to curb the ‘big government’ in
relation to welfare costs, to creating markets for their products.
In cases of major national disasters the ‘unholy trinity’ of global governance (Peet, 2009)
– the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and the World Trade
Organisation (WTO) – might get involved in governance of exception, but particularly
governance by exception. These organisations have been influential in the shift of
Western interventionism in Global South since the 1990s, away from liberal statecentred focus (e.g. structural adjustment programs in the Latin America and Caribbean)
towards post-liberal resilience approaches focused on self-governing and self-organising
subjects amidst the unpredictability of life (Pugh, 2014). In disaster governance, the
World Bank and IMF have been particularly involved in reconstruction, ranging from
housing and infrastructure rebuilt projects to pushing for shifts in land-use and
economic models‚ with influence baked into various instruments from loan conditions to
more discrete forms of political presence (see e.g. Bello, 2006; Ganapati, 2012;
Gunewardena & Schuller, 2008; Klein, 2007). Of the ‘unholy trinity’, the presence of the
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World Trade Organisation in disaster governance is less direct, but nevertheless there
(see e.g. Schuller, 2008a).
For-profit businesses are also highlighted as key actors in disaster response and recovery
(Tierney, 2007; White, Edwards, Farrar, & Plodinec, 2015). The corporate form is the
dominant and recognised shape of human organising in a neoliberal society, where other
forms of organising tend to go unrecognised (e.g., labour related to social reproduction,
see e.g. Braedley & Luxton, 2010), unappreciated (e.g. social movements and unionising,
see e.g. Petras, 2011) or framed unaffordable. The for-profit businesses are thought to be
relevant for neoliberal disaster governance for two main reasons, namely for (1) they are
part of the society/economy that should not be disrupted, and for (2) they can organise
commodified response and recovery aid for the ‘community’. Regarding the former, it is
considered important that for-profit businesses are made ‘resilient’, so that if a disaster
unravels, the disruption the economy is kept at minimum (Marshall & Schrank, 2014;
Paton & McClure, 2017). Furthermore, following a disaster, pro-growth initiatives,
justified with the need for economic returns, are likely to be hegemonic in neoliberal
disaster governance (Barrios, 2017a; Paidakaki & Moulaert, 2017). Regarding the latter
point, for-profit businesses are increasingly acting also as public sector’s suppliers in
disaster governance, also on behalf of governmental actors (Schuller, 2008a).
Furthermore, when businesses get involved in something as seemingly altruistic as
disaster governance, even if it might be for purposes of corporate branding, they are
congratulated as being more flexible than governmental bureaucracies (see e.g. Ergun,
Heier Stamm, Keskinocak, & Swann, 2010; Johnson, Connolly, & Carter, 2011).
Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are also important in disaster governance at
different scales. Non-governmental humanitarian actors and their donors are, on the one
hand, a staple in the global ‘humanitarian system’, responding to a range of disasters
across the globe (ALNAP, 2005). On the other hand, local non-governmental actors that
are not typically involved in disaster governance might repurpose themselves after a
particular disaster (Grube & Storr, 2013). Non-governmental organisations associate
with the principle of not making a (financial) profit from their operations and that they
exist for the purpose of some sort of common good (Lewis & Kanji, 2009). Yet as the aid
industry has grown in number of organisations, staff, and the surplus value they circulate
across borders, also the issues associated with NGOs’ aid provision also need to be
appropriately scrutinised (De Lauri, 2015; Johansson, 2017). While an NGO might not
be striving to make a profit, many NGOs are increasingly ‘professionalised’ and operating
with similar organisational structures and practices as businesses (see e.g. James, 2016),
or they are encouraged to do so (see e.g. Van Wassenhove, 2006). Furthermore, even if
aid was not sold for a profit to a beneficiary, it is commodified for the (potential) donors
(Johansson, 2017). As Zapata Campos and Zapata (2013) illustrate with the case of a
rubbish dump La Chureca in Managua, NGOs and media in symbiosis can ‘produce’ a
disaster, as well as objectifying and commodifying the marginalised.
Non-governmental organisations have increasingly become involved also in urban
disaster governance in some contexts, such as the Caribbean, as there has been a shift in
disaster governance away from infrastructural and land-use planning towards
addressing social causes (Pelling, 2011). In urban areas where people depend heavily on
the infrastructure, the involvement of non-governmental organisations may sometimes
prove particularly problematic. An example of a problematic urban disaster governance
intervention, involving a wide range of non-local and non-governmental actors and
resulting in a major waste of resources, is provided the (lack) of housing reconstruction
in the aftermath of the Haiti 2010 earthquake. New York Times reported in 2012, how of
the 7.5 billion dollars of available and disbursed (not necessarily spent) aid funding only
215 million dollars had been allocated to providing permanent housing (Sontag, 2012).
Meanwhile, despite the pressing need for reconstruction, temporary relief housing

28

solutions had at that point consumed 1.2 billion dollars, as aiding organisations either
shied away from housing issues or struggled to work in concert with local actors (ibid.).
Yet, NGOs come in many shapes and forms and might arise, for instance, from pro-equity
social mobilisation in the aftermath of a disaster (see Paidakaki & Moulaert, 2017) – even
if one might consider NGOs as ‘tamed social movements’ (Kaldor, 2003, p. 589).
The major issue with corporate and private philanthropy by private and non-state actors
lies in the fact that the power to decide what form of ‘good’ is imposed on the recipient
remains in the hands of the donor. On the surface, the ideas of humanitarianism, charity,
and philanthropy strongly present in disaster governance associate with an act of ‘giving’,
coming from ‘those that have’ to ‘those that have not’, asserting a hierarchy between the
donor and the beneficiary. Yet there are differences in how the three concepts are
understood. As an overstatement, within the pages of the thesis, (1) humanitarianism
and all things ‘humanitarian’ encompass the broader ideology of (Western) aid (see
Fassin, 2012), and (2) philanthropy relates to societal influence of wealthy actors who do
their ‘loving of humans’ from above, while (3) charity refers broadly to the acts and action
of ‘giving’. The idea of altruism, of selfless devotion for a greater cause, is baked into all
of these overlapping forms of ‘giving’. Nevertheless, as Graeber (2007) might point out,
the (pure) notion of altruism has historically coincided with the rise of egoism, where the
latter has often been in the form of the market: altruism and egoism are constructed
relationally.
Although there is nothing novel about philanthrophy – think of the Good Samaritan of
the Christian doctrine (Fassin, 2012) – the scale at which corporate and private ‘gooddoing’ is shaping the world is startling. Whether it is the Bill and Melinda Gates
foundation spending fortunes in ‘global’ health care and agriculture (Curtis, 2016), or
Facebook launching a (since banned) mega-project to provide ‘free’ internet in India
(Venkatraman & Rangaswamy, 2016), tremendous amounts of capital are circulated by
philanthropists to causes of their own choosing.
While the classical notion of a national social contract is highly problematic, in the
relationship between philanthropists and ‘beneficiaries’, the absence of social contract is
glaring. The absence of a social contract of any sort implies the absence of people’s rights
that could be translated into claims and calls for accountability (Curtis, 2016; Martens &
Seitz, 2015). In disaster and humanitarian governance this means that even if
‘beneficiaries’ considered aid as poorly targeted (see e.g. ALNAP, 2015; Redvers, 2015)
or inappropriate (see e.g. Barrios, 2014; Binder & Baker, 2016) they have little influence
on how the surplus value is spent in their name. In economic terms, surplus value is the
difference between produced commodities sold, minus the value of labour and means of
production that it has taken to produce said commodities (Harvey, 2017). As Mathew
Snow (2015) put it in an article for Jacobin, ‘we should be challenging capitalism’s
institutionalised taking’, rather than celebrating and reinforcing the individualised
charity culture embedded in the contemporary capitalism.
Capital, then, is a central actor in disaster governance, as the logics of its circulation
influence not only (1) how exceptions of disasters are governed, but also (2) how they are
governed by. As an example, a ‘natural’ hazard unravelling in an urban context may be
used as a reason for re-evaluating urban land based on exchange value considerations,
rather than taking into account the use value of the land and place for people living there
(Fainstein, 2015; Saraçoğlu & Demirtaş-Milz, 2014). This leads to enclosure of the
remaining urban commons (e.g. in informal settlements) into the exchange dominated
system (e.g. Skewes, 2005), as well as dispossession facing those affected by a disaster
(Saraçoğlu & Demirtaş-Milz, 2014). Meanwhile, the surplus value accumulated is tied to
infrastructure to preserve its value (Harvey, 2013; Madden & Marcuse, 2016).
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Urban disaster governance frameworks and campaigns tend to call for participation of a
variety of stakeholders (see e.g. Johnson & Blackburn, 2014), with ‘people’ or
‘community’ often supposedly in the centre of things. Both academics and practitioners
are happy to evoke ‘community’ to emphasise the people-centred and participatory
nature of their approach to development or disaster governance, be it justified or not
(Titz et al., 2018). Within disaster governance policy and research ‘people’ tend to
primarily refer to the human beings (likely), to be either directly or indirectly affected by
a hazard. Meanwhile, as Mitlin (2013) has recognised in the context of collaboration
between urban poor and ‘professionals’, experts do not tend to be framed as people with
needs, but rather they hold power to diagnose needs and prescribe solutions of others.
Even indigenous ‘bottom-up’ ideas associated with Buen Vivir (‘living well’, a set of ideas
emanating from South America to challenge conventional notions of development, see
Gudynas, 2015) can be rendered oppressive practices in the hands of professionals
(Ranta, 2018).
The concept ‘citizen’ is also an important one within disaster governance debates, as it in
comparison to a ‘person’ is loaded with a (sometimes vague) claim to rights. As Hannah
Arendt famously put it, and has been repeated over the past years in relation to the
‘refugee crisis’, citizenship implies ‘the right to have rights’ (see e.g. DeGooyer, Hunt,
Maxwell, Moyn, & Taylor, 2020; Gessen, 2018). However, as Shelton and Lodato (2019)
point out, even when the ‘general citizen’ is discursively deployed when powerful
organisations and institutions are planning their activities and policies, the ‘actual
citizen’ is likely to remain absent from decision-making. Furthermore, a focus on citizens
may problematically exclude the most marginalised populations likely to be affected by
disasters, such as some populations living in informal settlements. A common definition
of citizenship is an individual and liberal-democratic one, relating to a Westphalian
notion of a state (Purcell, 2003) and from that follows that if a person is not a citizen of
a nation, they struggle to be counted as a citizen on any scale: in cities or on the globe.
While cities might provide a space for challenging the nation-state centred politics and
understandings of sovereignty (Darling, 2017), the metabolic rift embedded in capitalism
might come to haunt the ideas of urban sovereignty (c.f. Foster, 2000; Ruddick, 2015).

4.4 Urban governance and urban marginalisation
The urban is not only about the material, infrastructural manifestations and housing that
appear to constitute a city. Neither are the urban nor a city a sum of its skyscrapers and
holy buildings, its market squares and factory halls, or its plumbing pipes or paved roads.
While built urban infrastructure and housing ‘has always been seen as a tangible, visual
reflection of the organisation of society’ (Madden & Marcuse, 2016, p. 12), the material
structures reflect and reinforce the social structures and power relations. Which
infrastructures and houses get built and maintained, as well as who has access to them,
tends to follow the lines of social stratification. In a city, the forms of social institutions
and practices may find a material form – like the church for a religion or marketplace for
the economy – but the material form is not the city, nor the urban as a whole.
Historically, a city can be seen as a material manifestation of the so-called Urban
Revolution that dramatically transformed the society and social order (Childe, 1950).
Urbanisation coincided with social stratification, the emergence of hierarchies with
powerful rulers (such as a king) and (more formal) government institutions (Smith,
2009), and it was entwined with state creation (e.g. Lefebvre, 2003). Contemporarily,
(neoliberal capitalist) cities and urban areas not only host the majority of the planet’s
human population (United Nations, 2019), but the unbalanced metabolisms of the urban
dictate and disturb also the ‘rural’ and ‘Nature’ across the globe (see Foster, 2000;
Ruddick, 2015). The ways in which the contemporary capitalist urbanisation and its
logics pervade the planet has provoked authors - such as Brenner and Schmidt (2014)
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building on Lefebvre’s The Urban Revolution (2003 [1970]) – to argue for debating
‘planetary urbanisation’.
Brenner (2012, p. 21) argues that the Lefebvrian ‘urban fabric’ is spreading across the
planet at a dizzying speed, and the urban is no longer a distinct site, but rather a
‘generalised, planetary condition in and through which the accumulation
of capital, the continuous closure of “common” spaces and realms, the
regulation of political-economic life, the reproduction of everyday social
relations and the contestations of the earth and humanity’s possible
futures are simultaneously organised and fought out’.
Here planetary urbanisation ties together with contemporary capitalism. The ‘planetary
urbanisation’ thesis is primarily an epistemic one that strives, among other things, to
decentre the city as a site, to reimagine the politics of the urban (see Buckley & Strauss,
2016; Peake et al., 2018; Ruddick, 2015). ‘Urban’ should no longer be seen merely as a
distinct site, yet the city remains also understood as a spatial formation and a place where
people’s lives unfold. While the understanding of the constantly reproduced urban
evades clear boundaries, a city also appears as a relevant scale to analyse the dynamics
of both urban (disaster) governance. Cities are also places where peoples’ lives unfold.
Housing provides a ‘close to home’ illustration of patterns of urban marginalisation.
Despite the importance of housing, for many people access to land and housing are
anything but secure. Homelessness and displacement are on the rise globally (Madden
& Marcuse, 2016). Based on extensive research by Prindex (2019), one in four people
from 33 countries – corresponding with 178 million adults – fear it is ‘very likely’ or
‘likely’ they involuntarily lose their home in the coming five years. As a result of profitbased urbanism urban land and other basic social necessities – such as housing or
sanitation infrastructure – have become extremely commodified (Brenner, Marcuse, &
Mayer, 2012). While there are other aspects of urban commodification, housing provides
a useful focal point: on the one hand housing production drives the commodification of
urban space (Madden & Marcuse, 2016), while, on the other hand, housing is a major
source of alienation in modern societies (Marcuse, 1975) and a major cause of household
debt.
Commodification is the dominant capitalist form of production, the goal of which is to
ultimately create profit and exchange value, rather than responding to people’s material
needs and providing use value (Chatterton & Pusey, 2019). There is nothing entirely
novel about urban commodification, which tends to become particularly visible through
(lack of adequate) housing and urban inequality. Writing in the 19th century, Engels
(1872) debates the solution to the ‘housing question’ that followed the burst of
industrialisation of Germany in the late 19th century. As rural populations rapidly
streamed (or were pushed) to the industrial centres and the infrastructure was
insufficient to support them, the cities that resulted were unjust, with inadequate
housing for the working classes. Unfortunately, Engels’s concerns have not become
outdated, but themes from his ponderings continue to find resonances in cities across
the globe.
Where Engels (1872) saw housing problems as a secondary evil connected to the
capitalist modes of production, the contemporary ‘housing crisis’ is not merely a derivate,
but an important driver of neoliberal capitalist processes (Madden & Marcuse, 2016).
Housing has become hyper-commodified in most parts of the world, meaning that it is
valued primarily as real estate (ibid.). The use value for the inhabitants of housing has
become secondary to exchange value of the investors. According to Madden and Marcuse
(2016), this hyper-commodification has been driven by three developments, namely,
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(1) deregulation supported heavily by the state and involving dismantling
restrictions on treating housing as a commodity,
(2) financialisation, that is increased involvement of actors striving to
make a profit through the use of monetary and financial instruments,
with the result of turning housing into liquid assets for investors, and
finally,
(3) globalisation of housing that has contributed to decoupling housing
from local residential needs.
To account for the brutality, complexity, scale and acuteness of the logics of
contemporary global economy, with ‘people, enterprises, and places expelled from the
core social and economic orders’ Sassen (2014, p. 1) has deployed the concept of
‘expulsions’. These expulsions also relate to housing situations: be it the countless people
being ‘warehoused’ in refugee camps, informal settlements, or prisons, or 9 million
households having their homes foreclosed in the United States (ibid.).
Owning a house – or other ways of securing housing over time in an urban area– can
provide people continuity and rootedness against the uncertainties of renting and
undesired movement, even if some critics associate housing and property claims with
possessive individualism (Roy, 2017; Varley, 2015). Housing can be thought of as ‘a social
right and property (means of wealth) as well as an intrinsic link to “land”’ (Tafti &
Tomlinson, 2018, p. 15). Bachelard (1994, p. 4) describes how a house forms ‘our corner
of the world’, it is the non-I that shelters the I, it is a body of images feeding us the
illusions of stability. Housing can also be seen as an infrastructure network produced by
a wide range of actors, and central for instance to climate governance (Bulkeley, LuqueAyala, & Silver, 2014).
The inhabitation and residency allowed by housing reaches also to the domain of the
collective, and home is a culmination of socio-environmental processes of life, rather
than a mere ‘unity’ (Roy, 2017; Skewes, 2016). In the contemporary urban societies,
housing often forms the boundary between public and private realms of urban life,
connecting the spaces of social reproduction with those of production, and linking the
domestic with the metabolic urban flows of the city. No house is an island, floating aloof
in the sea of tarmac. Neighbourhoods, for instance, can be central places and scales of
social organising. In the process of territorialised social movements claiming land from
capital for a community, a house gets defined by its use value, instead of its exchange
value (Skewes, 2005; Zibechi, 2012).
Essays 2 and 4 further discuss different types and dynamics of urban marginalisation
– such as poverty, informality and centralisation/peripheralization – in relation to
people’s housing situations. As the Latin American socio-political context has inspired
the debate in both of the essays, a few words regarding the patterns of urban
marginalisation in the context are in order. Firstly, colonialism shaped the forms of
urban marginalisation still prevalent to this day. The Spanish 2 colonisers imposed a
highly unequal land tenure system where most of the land was concentrated under vast
latifundios hosting plantations and extractive industries, driving indigenous populations
into informal settlements surrounding colonial cities and allocating plantation labour
only small parcels of land for subsistence (Cupples, 2013). This plight in urban areas was
further deepened in the 1950s by the import substitution scheme (ISI), as a result of
which rural populations migrated to cities and ended up in the informal settlements
(ibid.). The ISI model crumbled in Chile already in the 1970s, and by the early 1980s a
wave of neoliberal structural adjustment programs had swept across Latin America; yet
2
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again driving small-scale farmers off their lands and into cities, deepening the existing
inequalities (Cupples, 2013).
While neoliberal policies continue to give shape to contemporary urban inequalities in
Latin America, they are merely a more recent turn in the continuum of ‘development’
shaping the area since the Conquest (Escobar, 2008, 2010). Ultimately informality, then,
is not about lack of money to buy terrain, it is about whether the ‘formal’ institutions that
govern a geographic area allow people to claim a piece of land – and other resources
needed for living – and under which conditions. Currently those institutions are in many
ways still neoliberal, despite the pink and brown tides sweeping across (parts) of the
Latin American region (see section 4.2.2 above). While there is a tendency to define
informality in relation to governmental institutions, commercial actors are increasingly
influential in negotiating the borders of inclusion/exclusion to the ‘formal’ city. For
instance, ICT corporations such as Google can use digital technologies to ‘map’ informal
settlements, thereby ‘opening’ the neighbourhoods for capital flows, while portraying
this economic inclusion as a step towards broader socio-spatial inclusion (Luque-Ayala
& Neves Maia, 2018).

4.5 (Urban) resilience
The ways in which actors involved in disaster governance undertake practices, allocate
resources, prioritize activities and communicate their contributions are influenced by
broader governance ‘trends’ and discourses – that these actors may be part of creating
or deploying. This section will explore one such disaster governance discourse and
concept further, namely that of (urban) resilience.
Generally speaking, ‘resilience’ may refer to anything from a governance framework to
an aspirational psychological ideal fo navigating the increasing complexity and
uncertainty of life (see e.g. Bonanno, Galea, Bucciarelli, & Vlahov, 2006; Chandler, 2014;
Davoudi, 2016; Duffield, 2011; Konnikova, 2016). Within disaster risk reduction and
disaster management research and policy the emergence of resilience has marked a
discursive shift away from disaster risk and vulnerability. The previous approaches
zoomed in on individual hazard events and risks (that are responded to, recovered from
and prepared for in a cyclical manner; e.g. Kovács & Spens, 2007) and vulnerabilities (as
exposure to risk and lack of adaptive capacity; Adger, 2006). Meanwhile, resilience
approaches to disaster governance tend to highlight those capacities of an entity that
allow it to go through various types of stresses (Mitchell & Harris, 2012). The core idea
is that although a resilient entity – individual, community, society, planet – might be
affected by a shock, it will bounce back to its initial state, or beyond it, within a certain
amount of time (Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum, Wyche, & Pfefferbaum, 2008; Wilson,
2012). Whether the shocks are natural or political, resilience helps an entity in preparing
for, responding to and recovering from them (Paton & Johnston, 2001; Pendall, Foster,
& Cowell, 2010; Vallance & Carlton, 2015).
Within disaster studies, there would be much more to say about vulnerability than is
covered in this thesis (see e.g. Gibb, 2018). For instance, the whole paradigm of disaster
studies that questions the naturalness of ‘natural’ disasters has been labelled as the
‘vulnerability paradigm’, as opposed to the so-called ‘hazard paradigm’ implying
disasters are exceptional events (Gaillard, 2019). While the vulnerability paradigm has
been highly important (ibid.) due to its potential for critiquing existing power relations
and the status quo in relation of production of unequal disaster (risks), Bankoff (2019)
also claims that its potential has not been delivered before resilience already took hold
as the dominant discourse. This shift towards resilience is one reason why vulnerability
does not feature as much in the thesis. Another reason for the absence of explicit
references to vulnerability relates to the focus of the thesis on urban disaster governance
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and urban resilience in the context of disaster reconstruction. Rather than discussing
people’s vulnerabilities generally, the thesis is focused on dynamics of urban
marginalisation and facilitation facing (potentially) disaster-affected people (see Collins,
2010).
Resilience discourse has received a fair share of criticism, particularly for drawing the
attention away from governance structures and their resourcing, and turning the effort
towards responsibilising the (disaster-)affected people for their own survival, pushing
the political responsibility towards smaller spatial scales (e.g. Chandler & Reid, 2016;
Coaffee, 2013; Grove, 2014b; Sletto & Nygren, 2015). This tendency is seen as compatible
with, or stemming from, neoliberal rolling-back the responsibilities of the state in
regarding to its citizens’ security (Reid, 2012; Walker & Cooper, 2011). This thesis begins
from these critical realisations, exploring them further in the context of urban disaster
governance.
As all the four essays of this thesis elaborate ‘resilience’ further relatively extensively,
both as a concept and a discourse, it makes sense here to refer the reader to the essays
themselves. Essay 1 remains rather neutral in terms of resilience as it discusses the
broader set of literature that associates with disaster resilience. However, Essays 2-4
explore resilience more critically. Essay 3 views (disaster) resilience in relation to the
concept of ‘community’, exploring how resilience qualifies community, rather than the
other way around. Essay 2 explores a ‘contradictory’ tendency in how resilience is
deployed in relation to urban spaces and cities. On the one hand, urban resilience
discourse highlights the self-organisation of those (likely to be) affected by a disaster,
while on the other hand, it emphasises the unaffectedness and robustness of the city as
a whole. This is problematic as those who are likely to affected by disasters are those
marginalised within the city in the first place (Fainstein, 2015; Vale, 2014). Essay 4
starts off with the same recognition on the part of urban resilience discourse, but strives
towards prescribing a more just disaster governance, particularly in relation to postdisaster housing reconstruction. To stir imaginations beyond resilience, in Essay 4, we
aim to discuss rights in relation to urban disaster governance more broadly (see also
Nygren, 2018).

4.6 Justice and rights in disaster governance
This thesis began with a statement to explore the deployment of resilience discourse in
governing disasters unfolding in the unequal city – and with an aspiration to imagine a
more just disaster governance focused on people. The aspiration carries along with the
assumption that contemporary (urban) disaster governance is not just as it is. Where
certain people (globally, nationally and locally) are likely to remain insulated from
disasters, others are likely to face ‘multiple exposures’ that potentially alter their lives
catastrophically (Gardner & Wordley, 2019; Kelman, Gaillard, & Mercer, 2015;
Leichenko, O’Brien, & Solecki, 2010; Nygren, 2018). As disasters are not natural – even
if hazards might be – the inequality of the suffering arising from them evokes calls for
(disaster) justice.
Neoliberal disaster goverance generally, and resilience discourse particularly, have been
criticized for leaving systemic injustices underlying unequal disaster impacts untouched.
While there have been efforts to bring justice and rights (e.g. Ziervogel et al., 2017), as
well as negotiation (Harris, Chu, & Ziervogel, 2017), into resilience, the usefulness and
fairness of resilience as a governance discourse and concept remains debated. I am
drawn to agree with Chandler (2019, p. 1) who, having taken stock of resilience in relation
to politics of adaptation, argues that resilience has been exhausted and redundant, as it
lacks ‘adequate agential or transformative aspect’. Where the Essays 1-3 contended with
describing resilience discourse as part of disaster governance, potentially exposing its
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injustices, Essay 4 strives to move beyond neoliberal disaster governance and resilience
to imagine a more just urban disaster governance.
In striving to understand and imagine disaster (in)justice, Huang (2018) points out that
one should interrogate the production of unequal vulnerabilities both temporally and
spatially. This also implies that disaster (in)justice should not be defined universally, but
in relation to places and cases. Here Nygren's (2018) multi-dimensional and relational
approach to (disaster) justice can be a helpful illustration what such an interrogation
could look like. In the context of flood-affected city of Villahermosa in Mexico, she
explores disaster recovery as just one aspect of urban justice concerns, others ranging
from re-distribution of access to services to re-presentation of residents. Furthermore,
she does not only focus on the marginalised low-income populations, but also has turned
her ethnographic gaze on the middle and high (income) class neighbourhoods.
The multi-dimensionality and relationality of (disaster) justice means that is not
meaningful to lay out a universal notion of (disaster) justice. Even if this thesis is
motivated to imagine a more just disaster governance, it is not some ideal form of
teleological and universal justice that is sought to be uncovered and imposed on diverse
places. History provides a range of cautionary – and often brutal – examples where the
‘Western’ notions of justice, rights and law have tended to be a side-dish, or even
legitimisation, of colonialism and broader narratives of oppressive development (Esteva
& Prakash, 1998).
While a universal, teleological and de-contextualised notion of (disaster) justice might
be problematic, a few further words about ‘justice’ are in order. Whether one considers
the works of philosophers or public debates, justice consists of three core angles: welfare,
freedom and virtue (Sandel, 2009). The neoliberal governance context would, for
instance, foreground freedom and imply that welfare follows (ibid.). While virtue that
connects to the notions of good (life) may have been downplayed in the canon of ‘recent’
political philosophy, it has not disappeared in practice (Sandel, 2009). The sense of
injustice that outrages people (for instance, in the case of price gauging in relation to
Hurricane Charley in 2004 in the United States) in particular is very much connected to
notions of virtue (ibid.). In addition to making visible the unequal patterns of
marginalisation/facilitation (Collins, 2010) and potentially politicising the social
contract between people and the state (Pelling & Dill, 2010; Siddiqi, 2013), disasters can
also expose the conflicting notions of justice consisting of diverse notions and balances
between welfare, freedom and virtue.
As the focus in the Essay 4 is on rights, rather than justice as the key conceptualisation,
diverse notions of justice will not be explored here extensively. However, rights and
justice are tightly connected, even if their relationship depends on the political
philosophical perspective. In the Essay 4 ‘Right to the City’ (RTTC) framework is taken
as the starting point to discuss disasters and (in)justice. Yet there is no one perspective
to justice that would be shared across the the three RTTC conceptualisations and the key
works underlying them. For instance, where Lefebvre (a key inspiration to the neoLefebvrian RTTC) argues justice can be defined both as virtue and an institution
(Lefebvre, 2014), in the essays of Social Justice and the City Harvey (2009 [1973])
advances from liberal, eternal notions of social justice towards a Marxist viewpoint that
assumes social justice only in the context of actual social processes, and collapses even
the dichotomy between (just) production and distribution. Meanwhile, institutionalised
RTTC perspective is likely to understand justice in a liberal legalistic manner.
As the Essay 4 explores three perspectives of RTTC that have distinct implications for
the concept of rights, it is not meaningful to give a singular definition for what a ‘right’
is. RTTC tends to be mobilised for/by marginalised populations and often in purposefully
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fuzzy ways to allow for broader social mobilising (Attoh, 2011). Yet, the diversity in the
conceptualisations of RTTC means that the types of rights implied – negative/positive,
individual/collective, socio-economic/… – may be incommensurable with each other
(ibid.). However, an emphasis in this thesis tends to be on the socio-economic rights of
marginalised people.

4.7 Conceptual closures in the essays
This section synthesises and elaborates on the conceptual contributions in the thesis,
based on the essays. The Essays 1-4 are first presented separately in subsections 4.7.14, after which subsection 4.7.5 synthesizes the essays’ findings in relation to the
analytical research aim of the thesis to elaborate and explicate the conceptualisations of
resilience and rights within academic and expert literature relating to urban disaster
governance.
The four essays forming the thesis have focused on resilience discourses and
conceptualisations in the following ways:
•
•
•
•

Essay 1 treated resilience as a stream of literature that was deconstructed in
relation to HLSCM literature with respect to their ontological, epistemological,
and methodological implications
Essay 2 analysed (urban) resilience as a governance discourse in research and
policy
Essay 3 explored the conceptualisations of a community within academic
disaster-related community resilience literature
Essay 4 noted resilience as a governance discourse, yet moved on to explore
three right to the city conceptualisations in order to imagine a more just disaster
governance

The Essays 2-4 in particular elaborate on two to three perspectives to subjectivities of
disaster-affected people present in disaster governance. These are discussed further in
the synthesis of subsection 4.7.5.

4.7.1 Essay 1: From aid to resilience: how to bridge disaster
resilience and humanitarian supply chain management
research
Essay 1 deconstructs two disaster studies ‘paradigms’, or streams of literature, with
respect to their ontological, epistemological and methodological wirings. The two
paradigms outlined in the essay are disaster resilience and humanitarian logistics and
supply chain management (HLSCM). While HLSCM plays only a minor role in the later
essays, the comparison between the two streams of literature helps in exposing how
research perspectives – such as focus on disaster resilience – carry along embedded
assumptions and emphases about the nature of social phenomena. For instance, where
resilience literature draws attention to ‘bottom-up’ perspectives, emphasizing the agency
of communities, the HLSCM literature depicts how NGOs and other actors provide aid
‘top-down’. The perspectives on research have a bearing on, for instance, who are seen
as the key actors responsible and/or accountable for successful disaster governance.

4.7.2 Essay 2: The dual discourse of urban resilience: robust
city, self-organised neighbourhoods
Essay 2 contributes to critical disaster studies and human geography. In Essay 1 I refer
to my layered ontological-epistemological-methodological positioning briefly and more
metaphorically. In Essay 2, I leave philosophical poetics behind and put a label on what
I am doing in the context of the research question at hand. That label is critical realism.
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In keeping with critical realism, ‘real world’ exists. However, social phenomena are
socially constructed (Fairclough, 2005).
In the essay I analyse urban resilience as a disaster governance discourse from a critical
standpoint. The essay starts with a critical review of academic and expert literature on
urban resilience, from which the dual discourse of urban resilience emerges. The paper
finds that on a city scale, urban resilience discourse evokes the ‘robustness’ and
unaffectedness of structures that impacted by a hazard. Meanwhile, on the scale of
neighbourhoods and affected people, urban resilience discourse highlights the ‘selforganising’ capabilities of those affected by disasters. The disconnect between the two
strands of the urban resilience discourse is referred to in the essay as the ‘dual discourse
of urban resilience’.
The dual discourse resonates with the previous findings (Berkes, 2007; Diprose, 2014;
Grove, 2014a; Rinne & Nygren, 2016) that resilience tends to responsibilise the disasteraffected over their own vulnerabilities, while not addressing the systemic inequalities in
how those vulnerabilities are societally constructed. The paper then proceeds to
explaining and illustrating the dual discourse in the context the Valparaíso fire of 2014.
The case study has two stages: the first part serves to recontextualise the urban resilience
discourse (i.e. explore how the broader discourse is appropriated by or ‘colonising’
certain actors and their communication), while the second stage focuses on the
communication contents of two non-governmental organisations (NGOs) involved in
housing reconstruction following the Valparaíso fire of 2014.

4.7.3 Essay 3: Three conceptualisations of resilient community
In Essay 3, I explore academic disaster-related community resilience literature and turn
the attention to the concept of ‘community’, which so often accompanies the concept of
resilience (Bulley, 2013; Mulligan, Steele, Rickards, & Fünfgeld, 2016), and is present
ubiquitously in disaster governance and development related literature more broadly
(Titz et al., 2018). While ‘resilience’ (see e.g. Alexander, 2013; Chandler & Reid, 2016)
and ‘community resilience’ (see e.g. Barrios, 2014; Berkes & Ross, 2013) have been
widely scrutinised, the community as a fluffy boundary object has often escaped similar
attention within disaster studies. What I intend to do in Essay 3 is to explore how
resilience qualifies ‘community’ in academic literature: that is, as what kind of
community is a ‘resilient’ community portrayed in academic literature.
Although a ‘community’ indeed might be a malleable boundary object covered in fluffy
and positive connotations, and a magical scale always in between, even within disasterrelated community resilience literature it is conceptualised in varying ways. The distinct
conceptualisations carry different ideas regarding the agency of (potentially) disaster
affected people, the role of institutions and the types of sociality that are considered
relevant or desirable.
The essay builds on a literature review and content analysis of disaster-related
‘community resilience’ literature, conducted in two stages. While resilience is also very
much present in this essay, this time the attention is not on what ‘resilience’ is, but rather
on the sociality that is ‘made’ or assumed resilient (see Zebrowski & Sage, 2016). The
essay helps make explicit some of the implications and motivations that are involved in
deploying the concept of ‘community’ within disaster studies.
The essay identifies three overlapping conceptualisations of ‘resilient’ community that I
label as:
1. resilient community of belonging
2. resilient community of practice
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3. resilient community as an object of governance
A resilient community of belonging exists independent of hazards, passing through the
phases of disasters as an entity. It is bound together by a social fabric and potentially a
place. A resilient community of practice, in turn, can be understood through a social
network perspective: ‘community’ is the reconfiguration of people’s social networks
around a disaster, rather than an entity over time. These two conceptualisations can be
characterised as bottom-up perspectives, whereas the third one, resilient community as
an object of governance, is a top-down perspective. It depicts the community as a
collection of individuals to be governed.
Of the three conceptualisations, the most commonly deployed ones in the urban context
are resilient community as an object of governance and resilient community of practice.
In the literature reviewed, cities, meanwhile, were interpreted to lack what was here
entitled resilient communities of belonging. This led some authors to suggest that to
build resilience in cities, one should build communities of belonging.
The main contribution of Essay 3 is to make explicit the connotations and implications
of ‘community’ in disaster-related community resilience literature. When these
connotations are hidden behind the shiny surface of the boundary object, it is hard to
have a critical discussion on, for example, the political responsibilities regarding disaster
governance at different spatial scales – or on resilience building or becoming resilient,
for that matter. Several authors have noted that resilience implies pushing responsibility
towards smaller spatial scales, from governments to ‘communities’ and individuals,
without re-allocating the resources to these smaller spatial scales (Blackburn, 2014;
Chandler, 2016; Coaffee, 2013; Grove, 2014b; Rinne & Nygren, 2016).

4.7.4 Essay 4: Refocusing urban disaster governance on
marginalised urban people through Right to the City
Where Essay 2 contended with analysing how the dual discourse of urban resilience is
deployed in academic literature as well as by experts in a post-disaster context, Essay 4
is oriented towards prescription, striving to reimagine more just urban disaster
governance. While the essay is motivated by the dilemmas arising from the field research
in Valparaíso and is leaning towards scholarship from and about Latin America, the
analysis is not based on any particular case study. The essay’s main contributions are to
disaster studies, as it strives to connect the management of disasters better to the
governance of the (shifting and) unequal status quo (see Kelman et al., 2015; Zurita et
al., 2015). In terms of conceptual debates on Right To the City (RTTC), the essay builds
on and elaborates further on Kuymulu's RTTC typology (2013, 2014).
The paper starts off with describing how neoliberal urban disaster governance
discourses and practices tend to emphasise the resilience of cities and their inhabitants.
Essay 2 showed how people most vulnerable to disasters are expected to exhibit selforganisation, while cities are (re)constructed for capital. Essay 4 builds on a similar
analysis of contemporary urban disaster governance regimes, yet the conceptual aim of
the paper is to ‘refocus urban disaster governance on justice for and power of
marginalised urban people’ (Essay 4, p. 164). The paper does this through discussing
three conceptualisations of RTTC – institutionalised, Harveyan, and neo-Lefebvrian.
The institutionalised RTTC conceptualisation is congruent with neoliberal urban disaster
governance that prioritises exchange-value, while the use-value for the marginalised is
comparatively neglected (c.f. Barrios, 2017b; Fainstein, 2015; Jones & Vasvani, 2017;
Peck, 2006). The other two RTTC conceptualisations may be used to challenge neoliberal
urban disaster governance. The essay finds that a Harveyan RTTC-inspired disaster
governance would strive to address the processes of urban marginalisation through
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democratisation, rather than focusing solely on disaster preparedness and response. A
neo-Lefebvrian RTTC-inspired disaster governance, on the other hand, would focus
more on bottom-up efforts for protecting and recovering the city’s use-value, prioritising
the disaster-vulnerable populations. We conclude the essay by suggesting that a
combination of the Harveyan and neo-Lefebvrian Right to the City conceptualisations
could result in a more socially just urban disaster governance, through an emphasis on
expressed through a multi-level struggle ‘involving local self-organisation, formal
democratisation and mobilisation of global networks’ (see Essay 4, p. 166).

4.7.5 Synthesis of the essays’ findings
The Essays 1-4 have served to elaborate and explicate the conceptualisations of
resilience and rights within academic and expert literature relating to disaster
goverance. In particular, the focus has been on resilience as a (neoliberal) disaster
governance discourse. The articles have discussed how private and non-state actors in
particular, from Rockefeller foundation to humanitarian organisations, are both
constructing the discourse, as well as being colonised by it (see Essay 2). Here we come
back to Escobar’s (1995) perspective on discourse that pays attention to entanglements
of knowledge with systems of power - and ultimately how discourses may frame and
shape people’s subjectivities. This is where the findings of the Essays, particularly 2-4,
converge.
Essays 2-4 have each elaborated two to three perspectives that link to subjectivities
present in disaster governance. In the academic and expert literature on urban disaster
governance and (urban) resilience, three overlapping subjectivity categories for people
directly or indirectly affected by a disaster emerged from the literature. These are labelled
here as:
1) Beneficiary-stakeholder
2) Active citizen, as well as
3) Territorial community
In academic and expert literature, the beneficiary-stakeholder is an individual with
a certain vulnerability profile, characterised ‘from above’ by a range of disaster
governance actors that have the power to allocate resources for disaster response and
recovery. The beneficiary-stakeholder is thought to be able to reduce their disaster risk,
but needs to be guided in this. The beneficiary-stakeholder is not a political animal and
remains a relatively silent stakeholder in governance processes that they cannot shape.
In relation to urban disaster governance, the beneficiary-stakeholder for instance accepts
the exchange value dominated logics of neoliberal urban governance as given. This
means that while the beneficiary-stakeholder might not appreciate a post-disaster
relocation, they will do so if the top-down disaster governance actors deem it a relevant
action or pressure them to do so.
The active citizen, on the other hand, can be an individual – or a collective of people –
that is defined in relation to an institution. The primary citizenship tends to be between
a government of a state and people who can prove their citizenship. However, citizenship
can also relate to having an address in a formal neighbourhood or ending up as a
beneficiary of a certain non-governmental institution with whom some sort of (social)
contract is formed. The active citizen, then, can have agency, but this manifests through
the logic of the institution. In disaster governance, the active citizen, can for instance
participate in ‘planning’ the disaster reconstruction of an urban neighbourhood, but only
in ways that are pre-determined by the institution, such as participatory planning
workshops. The active citizen can also shape the institution, but primarily through
processes that reinstate the institution (e.g. voting), rather than challenge it.
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The territorial community is a perspective to subjectivity and sociality of those facing
a disaster that starts with the material, territorial and geographical connections that
bond people and their interests together in the aftermath of a hazard. The territorial
community is a group of people in place, potentially over time. An identity might either
bind the people together or emerge from collective action. The territorial community
asserts claims based on their needs, for instance to land, and is both political and
organised. While at times, this perspecstive to disaster governance and resilience is
connected to rural and indigenous communities, particularly in literature from and on
Latin America, territoriality is also zibestrongly present in urban disaster governance
discussions (see e.g. Barrios, 2014; Skewes, 2005; Sletto & Nygren, 2015; Zibechi, 2012).
It is in Latin American political contexts that Lefebvre’s idea of city as an oeuvre,
produced by its inhabitants, finds particular resonance.
A subjectivity that does not, in contrast, seem to pop out from the reviewed disaster
governance research and policy is what could be characterised as transnational
citizenship that would allow for difference (Hearn, Oleksy, & Golánska, 2011;
Swyngedouw, 2004). That is to say, the disaster-affected people are not portrayed as
mobile and able to create connections across spatial scales – that role appears to be
reserved for the abstract white man (c.f. Hearn et al., 2011). While for instance forced
displacement due to a disaster is recognised, people are seen to be moved to be
‘warehoused’ elsewhere (Sassen, 2014), instead of being mobile and actively able to
shape disaster governance. While indeed those most marginalised might not have the
resources to be the (mobile) central nodes forging connections across places personally,
for instance diasporas could be important transnational actors in disaster governance
(Ho & McConnell, 2019; Sewordor, Esnard, Sapat, & Schwartz, 2019).
The focus on subjectivities and sociality framed by resilience discourse within the
neoliberal system is not a novel realisation stemming from my work (see e.g. Bulley,
2013; Chandler & Reid, 2016), but what I hope the above categorisation does is
strengthen the alternative imaginations of subjectivities present in the literature – and
make them more explicit in the context of urban disaster governance. I believe attention
to the subjectivities evoked within disaster studies and policy is called for, even if this
does not solve the problem that resilience discourse is overly focused on what disasteraffected people can do and be. More research is called for to investigate the mix of
disaster governance actors in different contexts, with a focus particularly on rights and
responsibilities.
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5 Concluding discussion
‘La hora sonó, la hora sonó
No permitiremos más, más de tu doctrína del shock’
(The hour rang, the hour rang
We no longer allow more, more of your shock doctrine)
(Excerpt from Ana Maria Merino Tijoux’s song ‘Shock’,
translated by the author below the original in Spanish)
This final section begins with a part entitled ‘reading the thesis as a whole’ that discusses
the contribution of the thesis, as a whole, beyond the conceptual elaborations made
across the essays. This is followed by subsections 5.2 that revisits the underlying tensions
of the thesis, and 5.3 that brings up potential avenues for future research.

5.1 Reading the thesis as a whole
The previous section of the summary article provided background to the essays, rooting
their conceptual contributions to broader themes. Furthermore, the section concluded
with ‘conceptual closures’ linking back to the thesis’ analytical research aim to elaborate
and explicate the conceptualisations of resilience and rights within academic and expert
literature relating to urban disaster governance. The summarised contribution across the
Essays 1-4 elaborated three categories of subjectitivies available for (potentially)
disaster-affected people within resilience as a (urban) disaster governance discourse.
While the previous section synthesises the incremental contributions of the essays, and
roots them to the existing bodies of knowledge, there is more to the thesis than these
elaborations. Beyond the analytical research aim, this thesis set out to explore ‘how
disasters unfolding in the unequal city are frequently governed with the resilience
discourse – and how a more just disaster governance could come about through a focus
on rights of people’. The thesis, as a whole, has contributed to politicising and denaturalising resilience as a part of urban disaster governance, by making its political
implications visible (e.g. Essay 2) and by challenging the status quo of urban disaster
governance through mobilising three distinct conceptualisations of Right to the City
(Essay 4). This section briefly revisits and ties together the key ideas of the thesis,
highlighting its broader contribution to disaster studies.
The thesis assumed a contemporary neoliberal governance context, where the political
responsibility over people’s wellbeing is diffused and fragmented. In this setting, disaster
governance is increasingly in the hands of various private and non-state actors – as
opposed to governments – ranging from NGOs to commercial organisations. These
actors are influencial in diverse ways: they may directly assume responsibilities
previously associated with the role of the state (Jones & Vasvani, 2017), act as suppliers
to governments (Schuller, 2008a) and as prominent deployers of discourses shaping the
disaster governance context as a whole (Leitner et al., 2018).
Many of the private and non-state actors appeal to humanitarian ideals to justify their
involvement in disaster goverance (see e.g. Fassin, 2012; Johansson, 2017). While
humanitarianism and philanthropy evoke imaginaries of selfless giving from ‘those that
have’ to ‘those that have not’, philanthropists circulate tremendous amounts capital,
accumulated in the highly unequal institutional context of contemporary capitalism, to
causes of their choosing (Snow, 2015). The disaster-affected people are framed as
beneficiaries, rather than citizens with rights. The private and non-state actors lack
accountability towards disaster-affected people (see e.g. Curtis, 2016; Martens & Seitz,
2015), while the risk perceptions of international disaster risk reduction community,
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fixed upon large-scale events, are unlikely to be shared by urban residents (Ruszczyk,
2018). These actors are not bound to the disaster-affected and marginalised populations
with a social contract that could be disputed (c.f. Pelling & Dill, 2010; Siddiqi, 2013).
Rather, the actors’ influence and power to define the ‘good’ in relation to disaster
governance stems from the surplus value available for them to circulate.
Disaster governance often tends to involve two prongs: governance of exception and
governance by exception (see Essay 4). The first prong implies how the (potential)
expectional circumstances are responded to and recovered from. Meanwhile, the second
prong points to how tragedies justify (often extreme) political measures that might do
little to address the concerns of those worst affected by the actual disaster (Fassin, 2012;
Klein, 2007) and the unequal patterns of marginalisation and facilitation underlying it
(Collins, 2010). In the urban context, governance of exception may, for instance, involve
housing reconstruction for the people left homeless in the aftermath of a hazard.
Meanwhile, governance by exception may involve displacing marginalised populations
permanently from where they used to live, as urban land is reappraised based on
exchange value considerations, rather than those related to use value (Fainstein, 2015;
Saraçoğlu & Demirtaş-Milz, 2014).
Urban resilience discourse relates to both prongs of disaster governance. The dual
discourse of urban resilience simultaneously imagines a robust and safe city as a whole,
while also emphasising the self-organisation of people and their neighborhoods (Essay
2). Regarding governance of exception, the urban resilience discourse implies that safe
urban (infra)structures are important for preparing, responding and recovering from a
disaster. Meanwhile, marginalised people likely to have faced a disaster are expected to
self-organise. The urban resilience discourse hence might legitimise targeting the
governance resources to infrastructures that support capital accumulation, without
questioning whether that move will do anything for the disaster-affected populations.
The dual discourse of urban resilience also connects to governance by exception. The
scalar disconnect (see Blackburn, 2014) embedded in the dual discourse means that the
fates of the vulnerable populations can be thought as separate from the fate of the city as
an entity. Hence, leveraging disaster as an exception to relocate marginalised people
from economically priced locations to peripheries can not be sufficiently problematised
within the dual discourse of urban resilience that disconnects the fates of the city and the
marginalised people. Ironically, the relocations are likely to reduce the one thing the
disaster-affected marginalised populations are thought to draw strengths from: the
community. In particular, the (often place-based) community of belonging is
simultaneously celebrated as a source of resilience (see Essay 3), while its rights to
access resources are not appropriately debated.
In the neoliberal disaster governance context where private and non-state actors are
increasingly influencial, and state functions supporting people’s welfare are on retreat, it
is essential to discuss rights and justice. In this thesis, the focus was on urban disaster
governance and housing reconstruction, and for that reason the ‘Right to the City’
conceptualisations were chosen as an appropriate way to approach and imagine a more
just disaster governance. The suggested avenue for focusing urban disaster governance
on justice for and power of marginalised people involved recognising and supporting the
(1) self-organisation of marginalised urban people, (2) radical democratisation of
disaster governance, and finally (3) leveraging of networks to address
marginalisation/facilitation processes unfolding on multiple scales (Essay 4).
Beyond this thesis, there is a continued need to expose and reimagine the unequal
disaster governance arrangements. While there is nothing novel about pointing out the
unnaturalness of disasters (see e.g. Kelman, 2018), researchers should stay aware and
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interrogate the perpectives portrayed by academic and expert literatures. As was
illustrated in this thesis, conceptualisations (e.g. resilient community), discourses (e.g.
urban resilience) and streams of literature (e.g. humanitarian logistics and supply chain
management) that may be benign in and of themselves, might serve to decenter and
obscure the underlying patterns of marginalisation and facilitation that result in
(unequal) disaster risk. Particularly, if these perspectives are or become dominant, they
might hamper the legitimacy of politics that tries to address marginalisation and
facilitation on a structural level.

5.2 Reflections on the tensions in the thesis
There is an inherent tension embedded in this thesis that cannot be resolved, nor do I
believe it necessarily should. This has to do with the underlying mismatch between the
macro level conceptual debate on (neoliberal) urban disaster governance on the one
hand, and the complexly entangled politics and practice of knowledge production on the
other. The conceptual and theoretical discussion emphasises the role of structures in the
construction of unequal disaster risk, criticising the ways in which the dominant political
imaginations and discourses on disaster governance perpetuate the issues that they are
pledging to address. In particular, the description of the status quo, as well as the very
definitions of a hazard and a disaster, present in all of the essays evokes patterns of
causalities and structures at play.
Meanwhile, the complications of inter- and transdisciplinary research undertaken in the
thesis challenge static epistemological or methodological position(alitie)s. When it
comes to the politics and practice of disaster studies knowledge production, there is no
singular and coherent positionality that would be statically ‘mine’ as an individual
researcher. Rather, I see positionality emerging in relation to the research topic and the
existing bodies of knowledge. For instance, where in Essay 2 I have filed my approach
under critical realism, in Essay 1 - and arguably in Essays 3 and 4 – there is an
embedded deconstructive element striving to challenge particularly dominant
narratives. Furthermore, the focal empirical case illustrations do not comfortably fit with
the structuralist depictions hovering above on a macro scale. Yet resolving this tension
neatly on paper would be a dishonest depiction of how this thesis is and came to be.

5.3 Future research avenues
This thesis has left the nature/society binary untouched. For instance, where hazards
were accepted as, mostly or partially, natural phenomena, disasters were defined by
human suffering. This delimitation made sense in the light of the research aims and
impetus focused on urban disaster governance and marginalisation of people within the
current neoliberal regimes. Yet, as reimagining the political systems to be better in line
with the rest of ecosystems is urgently called for (Extinction Rebellion, 2019; Haraway,
2016), destabilising the nature/human binary should also be on agenda in disaster
studies. Although ‘resilience’ as a boundary object could link social and environmental
realms together also in politics (Adger, 2000; Grove & Chandler, 2016), work remains to
be done (Oliver-Smith, 2013). It is with and across these binaries I also wish to engage
in my future work.
As for urban governance and urban disaster governance, the developments over the next
decades will surely be interesting across the globe. While post-capitalist political visions
for urban governance are being proposed (e.g. Chatterton, 2016), the metabolic rift
embedded in the contemporary political system haunts me, along with the fragmentation
of (global) governance and/under neoliberalism. Tackling the issues of unequal
planetary urbanisation, as well as disaster-related marginalisation and facilitation
(Collins, 2010), will call for politics more radical than I can currently imagine. Yet,
echoing the calls of others, studying disaster governance on multiple scales and from
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diverse epistemological positions is called for (see Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2019; Gaillard,
2019; ‘Petition Power, Prestige & Forgotten Values,’ 2019) – to not only make visible the
obvious faults in the present system, but to also the potential and existing alternatives.
In imagining alternatives, future research needs much greater and more critical
engagement with the diverse notions of (disaster and climate) justice and rights.
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Essay 1: From aid to resilience: how to bridge
disaster resilience and humanitarian supply chain
management research
The essay below contains the final, revised version of the book chapter in question (E.
Meriläinen, 2018). The final book chapter can be found and referred to with the
following reference:
Meriläinen, Eija (2018). From Aid to Resilience: How to Bridge Disaster Resilience and
Humanitarian Supply Chain Management Research. In: Gyöngyi Kovács, Karen Spens,
& Mohammad Moshtari (Eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of Humanitarian Logistics
and Supply Chain Management. UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018. pp. 713-741.
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Essay 2: The dual discourse of urban resilience:
robust city and self-organised neighbourhoods
The essay below contains the last revised version of the journal article in question (E.
Meriläinen, 2020). The journal article can be found and referred to through with
following reference:
Meriläinen, E. (2020). The dual discourse of urban resilience: Robust city and selforganised neighbourhoods. Disasters, 44(1). https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12367
Abstract: Resilience has become a dominant disaster governance discourse. It has been
criticised for insufficiently addressing systemic vulnerabilities while urging the
vulnerable to self-organise. The urban resilience discourse involves a particular
disconnect: it evokes ‘robustness’ and unaffectedness at the city scale on the one hand,
and self-organisation of disaster-affected people and neighbourhoods on the other. This
paper explains and illustrates the dual discourse through a case study on the
reconstruction of informal and low-income settlements in the aftermath of the fire in
Valparaíso, Chile, in 2014, focusing on the communication contents of two nongovernmental organisations (NGOs). These NGOs deployed the discourse differently, yet
both called for affected neighbourhoods to build a more robust city through selforganisation, and both suggested their work as the missing link between selforganisation and robustness. A danger in deploying the dual discourse is that it requires
people who live in informal and low-income settlements to earn their right to the robust
city through ‘better’ self-organisation based on fragmented visions.
Keywords: informal settlements, robust city, self-organisation, urban resilience
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Essay 3: Three conceptualizations of resilient
community
The essay is single-authored by Eija Meriläinen.
Abstract:
Community resilience can appear as an appealing concept to deploy in
times of insecurity. Resilience and community are boundary objects
cloaked in positive connotations in both science and practice. In
community resilience, the promise and ambiguity of the two concepts meet.
Resilience and community resilience as concepts have received their fair
share of scrutiny, and while most works have approached community as a
qualifier of resilience rather than the other way around, this paper explores
how the disaster-related resilience concept qualifies “community”. The
paper identifies three overlapping conceptualisations of resilient
community, labelled here as resilient community of belonging, resilient
community of practice, and resilient community as an object of
governance. The conceptualisations are distinguished by their focus on
either bottom-up or top-down disaster governance, the treatment of
community as an entity or a collection of individuals, as well as the
emphasis on place or social networks. Furthermore, the role of institutions,
infrastructures and organizations receives a different weighting depending
on the perspective. The three resilient community conceptualisations help
make explicit some of the implications and motivations involved in
deployment of the concept of community in resilience literature. The
findings are based on a review of disaster-related community resilience
literature, but will contribute to an understanding of the community
conceptualisations deployed within disaster studies more broadly.
Keywords: community resilience; disaster; disaster governance;
conceptualisation

1. Introduction
Resilience has become the governance framework and the ideal of the day to address the
complexity and uncertainty of life (Chandler 2014; Davoudi 2016; Duffield 2011). The
concept and discourse has taken flight in research, policy and practice. It has become an
aspirational psychological trait (see e.g. Bonanno et al. 2006; Konnikova 2016), an
organizing principle for communities (see e.g. Towe et al. 2015; Zebrowski and Sage
2016), and a mode of international intervention (see e.g. Pugh 2014; Vitale 2017). While
it can refer to ways in which people and communities weather everyday struggles
(Diprose 2014), it is associated particularly with shocks that come seemingly
unannounced. Whether the origins of those shocks are natural or political, resilience is
called for to prepare for, respond to and recover from them (Paton and Johnston 2001;
Pendall, Foster, and Cowell 2010; Vallance and Carlton 2015).
The roots of the resilience concept can be traced back to the Latin word resilio signifying
bouncing, and it has been deployed by a variety of scientific disciplines over time, from
mechanics and psychology to sustainability science (Alexander 2013). In contemporary
use, the concept’s history and metaphors are often anchored to natural sciences (e.g.
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Holling 1973), with resilience referring to an (eco)system or material that bounces back
to a state resembling the initial conditions after an externally-imposed shock (Davidson
2010; Norris et al. 2008; Vaneeckhaute et al. 2017). Within social sciences, resilience
tends to highlight the capacity of communities to bounce back or forward to a “new
normal” after a shock, with little or no external help (Houston et al. 2015; Leitch and
Bohensky 2014; Manyena 2006; Norris et al. 2008). Resilience tends to associate with
an endogenous recovery from a disaster or crisis; celebrating and expecting the affected
people to exhibit bottom-up organizing, self-reliance and agency (Grove 2014; Sletto and
Nygren 2015).
Particularly within disaster governance 3 (Tierney 2012), resilience thinking has had
purchase. Some consider it as a paradigmatic shift that draws the focus away from
people’s vulnerabilities to their agency and capacities, while others perceive
vulnerability, capacity and resilience as complimentary concepts and approaches to
governance (see e.g. Gaillard 2010; Manyena 2006; Sudmeier-Rieux 2014; Turner II
2010; Wilson 2012). For the proponents, resilience has carried the hope of doing more
with less; that is, carrying out public services or interventions with fewer resources than
before, while seemingly empowering the civil society (Bankoff 2018; Pugh 2014).
The critics of resilience thinking problematise how responsibility over governance
activities and outcomes is increasingly placed on smaller spatial scales: both through
responsibilising communities and individuals, and through decentralizing formal
disaster governance (Blackburn 2014; Chandler 2016; Coaffee 2013). Marginalised
members of a society tend to be more structurally vulnerable, and more susceptible to
harm from shocks (Adger 2006) than others (Gibb 2018). Resilience thinking is argued
to perpetuate structural vulnerabilities as it (1) does not address their underlying sociospatial distribution (Nygren 2018), but rather (2) frames vulnerability as self-afflicted
(Davoudi 2016) and ultimately (3) in striving to restore normalcy ends up conservatively
reproducing the pre-existing social structures, along with their injustices, power
disparities and vulnerabilities (MacKinnon and Derickson 2012; Fainstein 2015). The
compatibility of resilience with neoliberal ideals of rolling-back the responsibilities of the
state in regards to its citizens’ security has been noted and criticised (Reid 2012; Walker
and Cooper 2011), yet resilience thinking may also help to “renaturalise” politics and
(re)connect it to the reality of the planet it unfolds upon (Grove and Chandler 2016).
Some recent approaches have striven to address the shortcomings of resilience thinking
through drawing attention to “structural social-political processes” (Sudmeier-Rieux
2014, p. 252) or by introducing rights and justice into resilience (Ensor, Forrester, and
Matin 2018; Ziervogel et al. 2017).
Community as a concept is often present, explicitly or implicitly, in the research on
resilience. While resilience is discussed on a variety of scales – for example global (e.g.
Wilson 2012), national (e.g. Fjäder 2014), regional (e.g. Pendall, Foster, and Cowell
2010), city-level (e.g. Klein, Nicholls, and Thomalla 2003), and individual (e.g. Cox and
Perry 2011) – the discussions tend to highlight the local, community scales. Community
is the magical scale in between. Resilience of a community is interpreted to be more than
that of the individuals making it, as the “whole is more than the sum of its parts” (see
Norris et al. 2008, p.128). Furthermore, more resilience on local community level is
thought to lead to a more resilient national community (Mulligan et al. 2016).
Community is taken for something intrinsically good (Bulley 2013), and both academics
and practitioners refer to it to emphasise how people-centred and participatory their
To refer to a broader set of “structural arrangements and processes” related to governing disasters
(Tierney, 2012, p.343), the paper considers disaster governance rather than disaster management or
disaster risk reduction.
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approach to development or disaster-related work is, even when that might not be
entirely justified (Titz et al. 2018).
Recently, the compound concept of “community resilience” has become more established
both within disaster governance (e.g. Wisner and Kelman 2015) and more broadly (e.g.
Mulligan et al. 2016). “Community resilience” carries the positive metaphorical and
boundary object potential of the two related concepts, as well as their criticisms, in both
science and practice (see e.g. Brand and Jax 2007; Jamal et al. 2015). Disasters and their
makings are not restricted neatly within “jurisdictional, organizational and other forms
of boundaries” (O’Sullivan et al. 2013, p.238), and the community scale may seem
increasingly suboptimal to address issues evolving in a global context. Yet particularly in
times and situations of uncertainty, community is argued to become both an important
entity (Farole, Rodríguez-Pose, and Storper 2011, p.70) and a concept.
Through a literature review and content analysis, this paper aims to provide an overview
of the conceptualisation(s) of “community” within disaster-related
community resilience literature. “Resilience” and “community resilience” have
been the subject of a range of critical analyses (see e.g. Chandler and Reid 2016; Davidson
2010; Matarrita-Cascante et al. 2017; Sudmeier-Rieux 2014) and deconstructions
(O’Hare and White 2013; Shaikh and Kauppi 2010), and “community” is a widely
explored concept. Yet the ways in which “community” is deployed within “community
resilience” research have not been studied systematically. Usually community has been
treated as a qualifier and attribute of resilience, yet resilience also qualifies the notions
of community. In exploring the conceptualisations and notions of “community”, the
paper intends to make explicit also the implicit implications and motivations of the
concept’s deployment. While some of the observations are distinctive of community
resilience literature, others inform on the usage of the community concept in a wider
array of disaster governance literature. The next section of the paper outlines the
material and methods. The third section of the paper presents the findings of the
literature review and content analysis, introducing three conceptualisations evoked in
community resilience literature, as well as their overlaps. Discussion and conclusion
follow.

2. Material and methods

The literature review and content analysis was conducted in June 2018 in Scopus. It was
restricted to articles discussing “community resilience” explicitly as a concept in its title,
abstract or keywords. To narrow down the search to disaster-related community
resilience, concepts “hazard” and “disaster” were added to the key word search. The focus
here was on disasters connected to natural hazards, meaning that concepts such as
“emergency”, “crisis” and “catastrophe” that are likelier to also encompass armed
conflicts and other clearly “man-made” disasters, were not included into the search.
Furthermore, the search was limited to social sciences research and documents defined
as “Articles”.
The search included all time periods until present and resulted in 265 articles. The first
article found was from 1999. The papers’ titles, abstract and key words were scrutinised
to make sure that they discussed disaster-related “community resilience” and fit the
broad scope of disaster studies. This left altogether 244 papers to be analysed. These
articles are presented in the Appendix to Essay 3. While the reviewed articles form the
backbone of the paper, the findings are complemented with other relevant articles, such
as the key references present in the reviewed articles, as well as recent works on
conceptualisation of community within disaster studies or similar fields.
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Table 2 Coding scheme

Resilient community
of belonging

Resilient community
of practice

community of place

self-organization

community over time

social-networks (reconfigured)

identity

"internal" community
actors

rural community

"external" community
actors
mobility

marginalised community

mobility

Resilient community
as an object of
governance
demographics
citizen-stakeholders of
governmental and public
institutions
stakeholders in hybrid
governance by/of business
and non-governmental
organizations
users of infrastructure
targets of frameworks,
policies, technologies

social cohesion
In the first stage, the analysis focused on abstracts and paper sections explicitly
concerning the conceptualisation of community in the 244 articles selected. The content
analysis went beyond the manifest (explicit and visible) content into the latent (implicit
and underlying) content (Graneheim and Lundman 2004). The coding scheme was
developed iteratively (see Elo and Kyngäs 2008; Hsieh and Shannon 2005) and it
resulted ultimately in three conceptualisations of community and 16 related codes that
structure the paper (Table 3). The number of codes in the final scheme was rather
concise, and the final categories directly informed the three conceptualisations (cf.
Saldana 2015). I believe this was justified as I am reviewing existing academic
conceptualisations in a limited set of literature, rather than in vast empirical data.
In the second stage, the final coding scheme was applied to a more limited selection of
papers, focusing on those articles of the literature review that were published in disaster
studies and climate change studies journals. Journals with less than three contributions
on the topic were excluded. This left altogether 101 articles, presented in Table 4. The
abstracts - and relevant paper sections in unclear cases - were reviewed with the help of
the coding scheme for the purposes of clarifying and verifying the scheme, as well as
exploring how individual papers deploy one or several of the resilient community
conceptualisations.
The paper has some (de)limitations. Based on the categories arising from the literature,
the study focused on conceptualisations of community as something that community is,
rather than what community has – even if the boundary between these two aspects is not
black-and-white (e.g. think of infrastructure). This meant that one initial category of
coding was excluded, namely the “facilitators” that encompassed trust, leadership,
justice, power, decision-making, as well as social (and other) capitals. These concepts
and codes were shared amongst most of the other three categories presented here. They
are also often thought to be attributes of resilience, rather than of community.
Furthermore, the paper discussed mainly the conceptualisations of community within
community resilience literature, rather than operationalization of “community” which
could be the focus of future research.
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Table 3 Number of articles analysed in the second stage per journal

Journal title
International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction
Disaster Prevention and Management
Australian Journal of Emergency Management
Environmental Hazards
Jamba: Journal of Disaster Risk Studies
Disasters
International Journal of Disaster Risk Science
Natural Hazards Review
Journal of Environmental Planning and Management
Global Environmental Change
Journal of Flood Risk Management
TOTAL

Number of
contribution
s
32
14
11
9
8
6
6
5
4
3
3
101

3. Three conceptualisations of “community” within
disaster-related community resilience literature
This section of the paper discusses in detail the three main conceptualisations of resilient
community, namely:
(1) resilient community of belonging,
(2) resilient community of practice, and
(3) resilient community as an object of governance.
The typology is derived from the literature review and content analysis that resulted in a
coding scheme with three categories and 16 codes. The presentation of the findings
reflects the coding scheme in somewhat reformulated manner.
According to the community of belonging view, a community is an entity that certain
people belong to across spans of time, including through the phases of a disaster.
Community of practice, on the other hand, manifests itself because of a disaster: social
networks are reconfigured and people come together due to a disruption, not in spite
thereof. The first two views portray a community as a collective of people connected in
differing ways to respond to, recover from and prepare for disasters. Meanwhile, the
third view differs from the first two perspectives in that it treats the community as a
collection of people to be governed. The people are portrayed as users of infrastructure,
stakeholders in political processes and individuals who can reduce their own and their
community’s vulnerability.

3.1 Resilient community of belonging
The first of the three conceptualisations of “community” within community resilience
research is referred to as resilient community of belonging in this paper. Yuval-Davis
(2006) has argued that “belonging” can be understood on three analytical levels, namely
of
(1) social locations, which refer to people’s positionalities within a society,
(2) identifications of people and their emotional attachments, as well as
(3) value systems that people use to define the boundaries of belonging.
A community of belonging is to a great extent about who is excluded from, and who is
included into, a community (ibid.).
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The broad strokes of Yuval-Davis’ (2006) outline of a community of belonging are apt
for describing the first type of community conceptualisation introduced in this paper. In
disaster-related community resilience literature, a community of belonging exists
irrespective of all hazards, as an entity that lives through the phases of a disaster, or
several disasters over time. A “social fabric” or shared identities tie together the people
that form the community. The community of belonging may also be a community of
place, with temporal continuity. Particularly people that are thought to live off the
nature, or are in the margins or peripheries of the society, are considered to rely on a
community of belonging to prepare for, respond to and recover from a disaster.
Community of place
In the seminal paper on community resilience, Norris et al. (2008, p. 128) define a typical
community as one that “has geographic boundaries and a shared fate”. This highly
recurring conceptualisation of a community assumes that the people’s main attachments
to other humans and the non-human world are bound within a relatively restricted
geographical area (see e.g. Dutta 2017). The “community of place” thinking is highly
complementary with the notion of “local”, and many authors refer to “local communities”
when they want to highlight the geographically delimited nature of the people’s main
attachments. In the earlier, seminal works on “community resilience” this place-based
understanding of community can be traced back to the influence of environmental and
other non-social sciences (Mulligan et al. 2016).
While particularly more contemporary authors may recognise that
(1) a locality can contain several, often overlapping communities and groups that
are differently affected by a hazard, such as different genders (Proudley 2013),
ethnic groups (Colten, Grimsmore, and Simms 2015), and religious groups
(Guarnacci 2016), and that
(2) the main attachments and social ties of people may stretch beyond a restricted
locality,
some authors focus their discussion on those communities that they argue to be placebased (see e.g. Wilson 2012) or isolated enough from people and processes at scales
beyond the “local” to discuss a community of place. The latter is particularly the case of
populations living on small islands or in remote areas (Chacowry, McEwen, and Lynch
2018; Eriksson et al. 2017; Ferdinand et al. 2012). When a disaster comes, it is thought
to be the community as a whole that faces it. Leitch and Bohensky (2014) argue that
place-attachment in resilience discourse tends to be an aspiration projected on the
disaster-affected people from the outside, implying that individuals should not leave a
disaster-affected community, but remain locked in place.
Rural community versus urban community
In addition to geographically isolated communities, rurality presents another dimension
to a community of belonging. The idea of living off the elements, such as land (see e.g.
Mathews, Kruger, and Wentink 2018) or water (see Moreno, Lara, and Torres 2018),
seemingly resonates with the ecological metaphor of resilience. Rural communities are
thought to have lives and livelihoods that depend on local nature, making them both
more vulnerable to external shocks such as those connected to climate change, but also
overall more resilient than other people (Himes-Cornell and Kasperski 2015; Mathews,
Kruger, and Wentink 2018; Moreno, Lara, and Torres 2018).
Often rural communities of belonging are not conceptualised through what they are, but
in relation to what they are not: urban. Rural and urban communities might even be
placed on a continuum, as illustrated in the work of Rapaport et al. (2018), where the
resilience of communities is discussed in urban, sub-urban and rural contexts. Their
finding, echoed or implied by many other articles, is that rural communities are the most

81

resilient ones due to their social capacities, while urban communities are the least
resilient. This type of research might, unwittingly, reproduce the contested idea that life
in large and densely populated cities is somehow essentially different from idealised
communal rural existence - characterised by the break-down of social structures
resulting in mobility, instability and insecurity (see Wirth 1938).
The romanticizing of contemporary rural communities is also problematised within
community resilience research. As McManus et al. (2012) point out, in many parts of the
“developed” world the rural decline accompanied with new communication technologies
and working practices have led to a loss of community in rural areas. The sense of locality
that tied farmers to their local rural towns is withering away along with it (ibid.). While
cities are at the heart of capitalist processes which may contribute to alienation of
communities (Harvey 1989) and urban life heavily entwined with infrastructure
(Graham and McFarlane 2014), the processes of globalization, capitalism and climate
change shape communities’ resilience beyond the simplistic urban/rural or local/global
dichotomies (see e.g. Wilson 2012).
Yet when particularly urban regions and people are diagnosed to lack the characteristics
and dimensions of resilient communities of belonging, articles might prescribe
community creation as the solution to perceived lack of urban resilience (GonzálezMuzzio 2013; Rapaport et al. 2018). Often a neighbourhood becomes the proxy for a
community (see e.g. Kontokosta and Malik 2018), even when the community itself is not
taken as static (Wickes, Britt, and Broidy 2017). Notably in marginalised, low-income
and informal settlements, neighborhood-level attachments and social bonds are
portrayed as an important source of community resilience (Harte, Childs, and Hastings
2009; Usamah et al. 2014). While some see resilience and resourcefulness of individual
members of the community as a contribution to community level-resilience (Harte,
Childs, and Hastings 2009), others recognise a potential tension between individual
resilience and community level resilience, since resilient individuals might not remain as
members of a community in the long-term (Chelleri et al. 2015).
Community over time
The community of belonging also often has a temporal dimension to it (see Wisner and
Kelman 2015). The connection of people to a place or to one another is expected to have
evolved over time, potentially over generations. Concepts such as traditional society or
institutions (Gaillard and Le Masson 2007; Manyena 2014), indigeneity (Morley et al.
2016; Rahman, Sakurai, and Munadi 2018), and tribal community (Fan 2015) often
associate with this perspective. Over extended periods of time, members of a community
are thought to have developed traditions and cultural practices that support their ways
of living in a place.
Not only does this type of community live through a single disaster as one whole, through
their knowledges and practices they may have lived through several ones – even in
harmony with disasters (see Cho, Won, and Kim 2016). An illustration of this type of
treatment of “community” within community resilience studies can be seen in the work
of Rahman, Sakurai, and Munadi (2018) who highlight how the Smong story that was
passed along among the Simeuluean people for generations strengthened the
community’s resilience to the 2004 tsunami. These indigenous and traditional
knowledges and practices are thought to be insufficiently integrated into formal disaster
governance systems (Mercer et al. 2010). Yet (indigenous) community is at times thought
to be problematically romanticised (Brown 2014), especially when it comes to dealing
with the increasingly devastating impacts of climate change (Rakib et al. 2017) and
extractivism (Bambrick 2018; Colten, Grimsmore, and Simms 2015).

82

Another way to refer to a community of belonging that has developed over time is to refer
to people of a certain identity. Cultural and historical connections are seen as the source
of people’s capacity to survive and adapt (Gundersen, Kaltenborn, and Williams 2016;
Rahmayati, Parnell, and Himmayani 2017), and reinforcing identities is thought to
increase resilience (Boeri et al. 2017).
Social cohesion
The community of belonging conceptualisation highlights place-based connections,
temporal continuity of attachments, shared identity, rurality and/or urban marginality,
among others. At times the conceptualisation of a community involves multiple of these
characteristics, while at other times only one. What is common to the community of
belonging conceptualisations is that people are assumed to belong to a communal entity
that exists, or should desirably exist, throughout the phases of disaster(s). While in some
articles the understanding of a tightly knit community is left more implicit, concepts such
as “social cohesion” and “social fabric”, among others, serve to make this explicit. Social
cohesion is shown to lead to higher resilience of a community (Patel and Gleason 2018),
whereas “social fabric” tends to refer to communities’ internal social capacities as
opposed to “hard” infrastructure and systems that might be externally imposed (see e.g.
Khew et al. 2015; O’Sullivan et al. 2013). This often implies relatively clear boundaries
between those who are included into, or excluded from, the community (cf. Yuval-Davis
2006).

3.2 Resilient community of practice
Where the resilient community of belonging view portrays an entity that exists
independent of disasters, the resilient community of practice view highlights the ways
in which disasters bring about a community and galvanise people to action. Wenger 2011
(p.1) defines communities of practice as groups of people sharing a “concern or a passion
for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly”, and their
key feature and purpose relates to social learning (Wenger 2000). In the reviewed papers
resilient community of practice is often discussed in the aftermath of a disaster, with
particularly disaster-affected people acting on a shared concern. The existence and
legitimacy of resilient community of practice depends on the success in self-organizing
and leveraging social networks for the purpose of responding to and recovering from a
disaster.
While much of the disaster-related action might occur within a limited geographical area
where the disaster has struck, there is no assumption that the groups of people working
together would have known each other from before or that they would have considered
themselves a “community”. Even the lives of neighbors might not have been connected
in meaningful ways prior to a disaster. While a resilient community of practice may have
central nodes that coincide with geographical impacts of a disaster and the affected
people, the boundaries of the community are blurred and membership is ambiguous,
with the social network re-configuring over time. While some of the articles discuss a
realised disaster and a manifestation of a resilient community of practice, others
envision what it could or should be.
Self-organization (re)producing community
Within papers that deploy the community of practice perspective, core “community”
consists of people who are affected by a disaster and/or are doing something to respond
to and recover from it. The carrying idea is that (the potentially) disaster-affected people
– those who have lost their homes, livelihoods, loved ones or more in a disaster – are not
merely victims, but first and foremost survivors (see Moreno, Lara, and Torres 2018),
the agentic subjects of disaster governance. They are thought to be able to help
themselves and self-organise a significant part of the disaster response and recovery
(Matthies 2017; Vallance and Carlton 2015). Community resilience is described as
endogenous and autonomous (see e.g. Fois and Forino 2014; Imperiale and Vanclay
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2016). Yet, in the literature that adopts the resilient community of practice view, the selforganization is what (re)produces the community, rather than self-organization being
something that a community as an entity does.
Social networks, re-configured
While “community of practice” configures around a shared concern (a disaster), and is
performed through self-organization, it is not a mere collection of individuals. Rather,
the view of sociality put forth by the resilient community of practice perspective (see
Zebrowski and Sage 2016), can be understood for example through a social network
perspective (see e.g. Pfefferbaum, Van Horn, and Pfefferbaum 2017). People might be
members of several social networks – or communities – simultaneously, but a major
disaster is likely to re-configure those social networks and ties, to respond to the gravity
of the shock (see Misra et al. 2017). These social networks are likely to evolve as the time
passes on from the moment of a shock (ibid.). Common fate can also forge new
community identities (Ntontis et al. 2018; Goldstein 2008).
The “community of practice” perspective is particularly present in literature discussing
urban and densely populated places, where the density and diversity can be reconfigured
in new ways following a disaster. The context of research not only impacts the
conceptualisation of “community” deployed, but also the conceptualisation of
“resilience”, with the two being entwined. For example, Berkes and Ross (2013) argue
that, while the social-ecological systems thinking on community resilience is applicable
especially when considering communities of place, in “other” contexts community
resilience that focuses on psychology and mental health is more relevant.
“Internal” community actors
Resilient community of practice spans out from “internal” people and actors that are
rather directly impacted adversely by a disaster. Yet, the affected people’s social networks
also include their relatives, friends and acquaintances that may not be physically
impacted by a disaster, but who are part of the community of practice defined by social
connections. Wisner and Kelman (2015, p.354) define a community as “people living in
a locality and their extended networks elsewhere in space and time”. This view pulls the
place-based view of a community into the realm of the network view of community:
people in a certain (disaster-affected) locality can be thought of as central nodes in a
social network that spans far beyond the place. Diasporas and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) related to diaspora groups play an important role in mobilizing
relief (Sewordor et al. 2019).
Furthermore, while resilient communities of practice might center around a disaster, this
does not mean that a disaster would entirely re-shape social relations. Pre-existing social
networks, supported by “community infrastructure” such of neighborhood centers,
community service agencies and tribal organizations (Redshaw et al. 2017; Thornley et
al. 2015, p.26), form an important seed for a “community of practice” responding to a
disaster. In addition to the existence of pre-existing community infrastructure, the selforganization capacity of the community of practice depends on the social coordination
ability of pre-existing community organizations and associations (Grube and Storr
2013). Having a rich set of voluntary organizing models before a disaster is thought to be
beneficial to the local organizing and to community resilience, particularly if that
diversity is “associational” rather than political (Dutta 2017).
“External” community actors
The social network perspective is useful in highlighting how the boundaries of a resilient
community of practice are not clear-cut. In the era of globalization it is hard to find a
periphery whose people would be disconnected from other people, organizations and
processes to such a degree, as to assume that:
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(1) all preparedness for, response to and recovery from a disaster takes place within a
clearly delimited community, and
(2) all disasters, such as those related to climate-change, would be entirely external to a
community - contrary to what resilience as a metaphor tends to imply.
Rather, both community resilience and disasters evolve on multiple scales between local
and global (Wilson 2012). While a disaster is likely to re-configure the social networks of
people that are directly impacted by a disaster, people and organizations that are
“external” – that is, not directly affected by a disaster - are likely to take part in disaster
relief and reconstruction events.
The resilient community of practice that responds to a disaster is likely be emergent,
consisting both of people, places and organizations that were directly affected, and for
example organizations dedicated to the disaster response (Lai, Tao, and Cheng 2017).
These disaster response and reconstruction organizations can be voluntary and nonprofit, commercial or governmental. While the organizations may be already connected
to the social networks of the disaster-affected people prior to a disaster, the main focus
in research deploying the resilient community of practice conceptualisation tends to be
on social networks after a disaster. In this way actors that are “external” to the disasteraffected people before a disaster also become part of the community of practice.
Community organizations and infrastructure can act as links between “external” actors,
attracting resources and coordinating action (see e.g. Redshaw et al. 2017). Some of these
community organizations, or “communities”, are heavily online-based (Vallance and
Carlton 2015).
Mobility
Individuals, households and communities are likely to be mobile, whether they desire it
or not. Disasters and climate change related threats to lives and livelihoods in the
countryside drive people to cities or other rural regions, dispersing the social networks
further across space. For example small islands, ideal types of a bounded community of
belonging, are struggling with the rising sea level and facing relocation of even their
entire populations (Chacowry, McEwen, and Lynch 2018; Locke 2009). Meanwhile, the
developments in economic and environmental conditions, as well as farming practices,
have meant that even farmers “living off the land” may be disconnected from the rural
towns and communities, while being connected to globalized food systems (McManus et
al. 2012). Additionally, also rural regions experience shifts in demographics that
challenge the notion of a single “resilient” community (Connon 2017).
This type of mobility is compatible with the resilient community of practice perspective,
as the (re)configurations of the social networks can be expected. “Communities” are not
static and well-bounded entities that as a whole endure or suffer from a shock, as Barrios
(2014; 2017) illustrates. He describes how people displaced from several neighborhoods
by a hurricane went on to found two new neighborhoods elsewhere. Those
neighborhoods ended up exhibiting different types of sociality and resilience. Some
observers, falsely, accounted the positive resilient outcomes to the supposed agentic
rural background of these people. Yet, it was not so much the background or essential
unity of the people that explained the differences in the long-term resilience, but rather
a result of complex processes of resistance, dialogue and leadership between the disasteraffected people and governmental and non-governmental organizations (ibid.).

3.3 The resilient community as an object of governance
The third and most common conceptualisation of community deployed in the reviewed
papers on disaster-related community resilience is labelled here as resilient community
as an object of governance. This view on communities is in line with Bulley's (2013)
observation that a community is produced and governed through resilience. The articles
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that adopt this perspective depict – often implicitly - community as a demographic
sample of individuals to be governed. The community members are identified
particularly through their association with an institution or organization doing the
governance. This is more of a top-down approach that does not assume much about the
relationships between the members of a community, but regards individuals from a
distance. “Communities” – such as neighbourhoods and jurisdictions – might be
compared against each other based on surveys and analyses conducted on the
characteristics of individuals or households. Often this type of approach aims at
influencing policy and steering particularly governmental and non-governmental
organizations in their governance, management and planning of disasters. Frameworks
and technologies may be adopted as tools for change. Yet, an assumption is often
embedded that these top-down policies and efforts on resilience building lead to the right
kind of sociality (see Zebrowski and Sage 2016).
Demographics
Research that conceptualises community as an object of governance tends to view a
community as a collection of individuals. While neighbourhoods or other entities might
be compared against each other based on surveys and analyses, these “communities” are
compounded from their individuals (e.g. Leykin et al. 2013; Lisnyj and DicksonAnderson 2018) or households (Pujadas Botey and Kulig 2014) with certain resilience or
vulnerability profiles, or resilience capacities. The notion of “community” tends to
receive little analytical scrutiny, despite its presence.
The communicated aspirations present in the articles reviewed lean towards community
resilience, but the resilience building efforts described do not necessarily target a
community as a whole, but rather a specific demographic. Many of the articles in this
vein tend to first identify a certain group of community members as particularly
vulnerable – such as children (e.g. Osofsky and Osofsky 2018), the elderly (e.g. Lam et
al. 2017; Howard, Blakemore, and Bevis 2017), the disabled (Roth 2018), women (Rakib
et al. 2017) or small-scale farmers (Kruger 2016; Mathews, Kruger, and Wentink 2018)
– and then proceed to finding institutional and policy responses to address their
resilience. The resilience of a specific demographic is expected to result in resilience of
the community as a whole. Disaster education for children, for example, is expected not
only to reduce the individual vulnerabilities of the children, but the vulnerability of a
community through providing children with relevant awareness, knowledge, skills and
agency that spill over to support the larger community (Delicado et al. 2017; Nahayo et
al. 2018). This is in line with the resilience narrative in general: the vulnerable are made
resilient for the benefit of the community or society as a whole.
Citizen-stakeholders of governmental and public institutions
The institutions and organizations depicted in disaster-related community resilience
research range from governmental actors and institutions, through NGOs and research
institutes on to commercial entities. Some of these entities are primarily status quo
organizations, while others are seen to engage in governance in response to disasters.
The three conceptualisations of resilient community depict the connections between
organizations and communities in distinct ways. Where the resilient community of
belonging perspective gives organizations and institutions little attention, the resilient
community of practice perspective views the engagement between people and various
organizations from the nodal point of people and actors materially affected by a disaster.
Meanwhile, the resilient community as an object of governance perspective portrays the
community in relation to the organizations and institutions. The community tends to be
portrayed as “them” to be governed by the institutions and organizations, rather than
those that do governing. As exceptions to the rule are Sciulli, D’Onza, and Greco’s (2015)
research on resilience of local councils and Sugino et al.’s (2014) research on the mixed
roles of nurses in case of a disaster.
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Governmental or public institutions discussed in the articles include the local and
national governments, as well as entities such as the military (Stern and Saathoff 2012),
libraries (Grace and Sen 2013), and schools (Oktari et al. 2018). Particularly when
research addresses governmental organizations, a geographically delimited and placebased approach to community resilience becomes prominent (Cutter et al. 2008;
O’Sullivan et al. 2015). Yet, in comparison to the community of belonging perspective,
the resilient community as an object of governance perspective does not assume
community to be a place-based social entity. It instead focuses on individuals within its
geographically determined jurisdiction that are acknowledged as citizens, stakeholders
or otherwise legitimate users of its institutions. The conceptualisation of citizenship
tends to be rather passive – the “citizen” does not actively shape disaster governance, but
is governed as a citizen-stakeholder. Citizen-stakeholders are not political animals that
govern themselves or demand rights, but rather the “general citizens” in the name of
whom plans are drafted and action is taken, while the actual citizens remain absent from
decision-making and policy processes (see Shelton and Lodato 2019).
Similarly, a “community” does not actively govern itself or its parts but is governed by
institutions that are conceived to exist on higher scales. For example, while Oktari et al.
(2018) recognise that schools form a subsystem of a community, instead of discussing
how schools should be governed as part of, or by, a community, the focus is on how the
national or regional school system could or should influence the resilience of
communities (see Oktari et al. 2018).
Community is also the scale of governance on which the compound resilience can be
assessed – and compared against the resilience of other communities (see White et al.
2015). Resilience as a governance discourse tends to emphasise the social capacities of
vulnerable individuals and communities over the material conditions that
(governmental) institutions could provide to address the causes of vulnerability
(Chandler 2016). Also within community resilience research the emphasis tends to be on
how top-down organizations could stir resilience that arises from social ties and social
capital, rather than from “expensive” physical infrastructure projects (see e.g. Aldrich
and Meyer 2015; Freitag et al. 2014). However, despite the tendency to emphasise the
importance of the “social”, community resilience is often broken down to various
dimensions and capitals, beyond the various types of social capital. For example, Cutter
et al. (2008) break community resilience to the following indicators that are observed at
“community level”: ecological, social, economic, employment, institutional,
infrastructure and community competence. On the other hand, Kwok et al. (2016)
discuss the societal domain of “social, economic, institutional, infrastructural, and
natural environments”, also at the community level.
Stakeholders in hybrid governance by/of business and non-governmental
organizations
While in many cases governments at different scales are formally in charge of disaster
response and reconstruction efforts, the mix and balance of organizations involved in
community resilience building depends on the disaster context. Also the reviewed
articles tend to emphasise or promote a variety of institutions and organizations. For
instance, in the context of the United States, White et al. (2015, p.214) discuss the “Whole
Community” approach involving all sectors and resources of a community for disaster
governance, “whether belonging to the local government, non-profit organizations,
private business, or even individuals and neighbourhoods”. The authors particularly
emphasise the role of the private sector (ibid.).
The private sector and business organizations are depicted both as part of community
that needs to be made resilient as well as part of the hybrid (economic) governance that
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is expected to bring about the resilience of communities (see e.g. Howe 2011; Orhan
2016; Rose and Krausmann 2013). For example, Orhan (2016) views businesses as a part
of community and argues that building the resilience of businesses is needed to improve
the resilience of the community – or maybe rather society - as a whole. Meanwhile,
Carpenter (2015) argues that the private sector can also negatively influence the
resilience of a community: for instance, problematic real estate development practices of
private businesses can inhibit or disrupt the social networks that resilience stems from.
While the “community” of (potentially) disaster-affected people is often implied, in some
cases the explicitly discussed private stakeholder in the paper is a business organization.
The role of the transnational and national aid and development organizations is also seen
significant when it comes to building “community resilience” (see e.g. Kruger 2016; Lassa
et al. 2018). Firstly, these entities influence the disaster governance discourse; for
example, United Nations’ Hyogo Framework for Action (2005) striving at “building the
resilience of nations and communities to disasters” has been adopted at different scales,
including the local level (see Burnside-Lawry and Carvalho 2015). Secondly, aid and
development organizations and donors often play a significant role in material resilience
building (see e.g. Tadele and Manyena 2009; Yi et al. 2015), e.g. through gate-keeping
access to resources (see e.g. Grove 2013).
In articles focusing on the role of commercial or non-governmental organizations that
deploy the resilient community as an object of governance perspective, the community
can be seen as a collection of private stakeholders involved in and being impacted by
hybrid disaster governance. The resilient community is part of what the actors are
producing – but also the legitimization for the actor’s involvement in disaster
governance.
Users of infrastructure
Different types of infrastructure are thought to facilitate the functioning of the
individuals in a community, and disasters disrupt these infrastructures. For instance,
“building clusters” and “infrastructure systems” are expected to facilitate a community’s
social and economic activities (Ceskavich and Sasani 2018). While governmental
organizations are often framed to be responsible for what is thought of as public
infrastructure, also commercial and non-governmental entities participate in the
(re)construction. Physical (Aldrich and Meyer 2015), information (Arneson et al. 2017),
transportation (Kontou, Murray-Tuite, and Wernstedt 2017) and energy/electric (Jones,
James, and Mastor 2017) infrastructures are built top-down for individual users of the
infrastructure, that may also be considered stakeholders. While there are examples
where infrastructure was (re)constructed without any coordination with the local
government or relevant experts (see e.g. Borba, Warner, and Porto 2016), this is not
desirable.
Targets of frameworks, policies and technologies
In the reviewed articles that deploy the community as an object of governance
perspective, frameworks, policies and technologies are the tools of intervention for
institutions and organizations to develop community resilience top-down. This is often
done with the support of “experts”. Community members are the (potential) targets of
interventions, as well the adopters of policies and technologies. The community as an
object of governance perspective is often deployed in research that stems from
collaboration between (governance) practitioners and researchers (see Mishra et al.
2017).
Indicators (e.g. Cutter et al. 2008; Jülich 2017; Singh-Peterson et al. 2014) and indices
(e.g. Cox and Hamlen 2015; Rose and Krausmann 2013) are part of frameworks that
strive to influence policy and serve decision-makers. Articles in this vein echo the
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managerial proverb “you get what you measure”: through developing a resilience
framework and possibly also quantifying community resilience, one might be able to
bring more of it around (e.g. Yoon, Kang, and Brody 2016). Similarly to frameworks and
policy, implied to spill over to practice gradually and shape the “community”, also
technologies and techniques are interventions expected to bring about or contribute to a
community’s resilience (e.g. Kruger 2016; Mathews, Kruger, and Wentink 2018).

3.4 Overlaps of resilient community conceptualisations
The three conceptualisations of resilient community can be seen as distinct conceptual
perspectives. However, individual research articles often deploy elements from two or
three of the conceptualisations – and not always in coherent ways. Additionally, the
conceptualisations themselves overlap at the boundaries. This section of the paper brings
forth the commonalities and differences between the perspectives (Figure 8).

Figure 5 Overlaps in conceptualisations

The resilient community of belonging and resilient community of practice are both
depicted as bottom-up perspectives for the most part, with resilience arising from the
disaster-affected people. Yet, while resilient community of belonging exists a priori a
disaster, resilient community of practice comes to being as a response to a disaster.
Meanwhile, resilient community as an object of governance perspective tends to portray
resilience as a top-down intervention impacting and shaping a community consisting of
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individuals. The intervention is a response to either a realised or potential disaster.
Resilient community of belonging describes an entity that lives through a disaster as a
whole. The two other perspectives, on the other hand, portray a more atomised
community, with individuals and organizations being seen as either objects of
governance or nodes in a social network.
The organizations involved in disaster governance range from governmental and public
entities, as well as commercial enterprises present in the status quo to non-governmental
organizations specialised in disaster governance. Where in the resilient community of
practice perspective the connections between people are supported by organizations and
community infrastructure, resilient community as an object of governance highlights
how organizations govern and support the individuals. The resilient community of
belonging does not lay much emphasis on top-down actors in conceptualising
community.
Resilient community of belonging and resilient community as an object of governance
can both be seen as place-based perspectives, with a geographical focus or an emphasis
on territory. However, within the community as governance subsystem, the territory is
defined top-down and administratively, for example through determining a jurisdiction.
Within the resilient community of belonging perspective, on the other hand, the place
and people are connected in the conceptualisation of community. While all the
community conceptualisations may appear both in urban and rural contexts, the resilient
community of belonging is more likely to depict marginalised populations or regions.
These “communities”, such as in the case of informal settlements, may be excluded from
the considerations of the resilient community as an object of governance perspective.

4. Concluding discussion
Community resilience can appear as an appealing compound concept to deploy in times
of insecurity and disaster. Resilience carries with it the promise of bouncing back from
shocks, of weathering the potential storms. Meanwhile, community is cloaked in positive
connotations and implies the magical scale in between. Both community and resilience
are malleable boundary objects and ambiguous metaphors, and community resilience
draws its conceptual strength from the two (Brand & Jax 2007; Jamal et al. 2015; Norris
et al. 2008). While both community resilience and resilience have been extensively
analysed and deconstructed, most works have focused on the conceptualisation of
resilience, with community treated as its qualifier. Yet, resilience also has implications
for how community is conceptualised, and this paper has explored the conceptualisation
of community within disaster-related community resilience literature.
The reviewed literature on community resilience deployed three overlapping
conceptualisations of “community” that are labelled as
1. resilient community of belonging
2. resilient community of practice
3. resilient community as an object of governance
A resilient community of belonging exists irrespective of hazards and lives through the
phases of disasters as an entity, bound together with identities, a social fabric and
potentially place. Particularly marginalised people, living either in the rural areas or in
urban margins, are thought to rely on a community of belonging in responding to and
recovering from disasters. Meanwhile, the resilient community of practice view
observes how a disaster re-configures people’s social networks. The social networks
might center around a disaster-affected location, but the community exists in response
to a shared concern – a disaster.
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The final conceptualisation, labelled here as resilient community as an object of
governance, portrays community as a demographic sample of individuals with differing
disaster vulnerability profiles to be governed. The community concept (as an object of
governance) is often deployed in relation to governing institutions and organizations,
and the concept’s relationship to (potentially) disaster-affected people is implied rather
than spelled out. Compared to the previous two perspectives, this is a top-down
approach, where policies and interventions are expected to lead to the right kind of
sociality and resilience (see Zebrowski & Sage, 2016).
Within resilient community as an object of governance perspective, organizations and
institutions are the reference point in relation to which community membership is
defined, while they receive little attention in the resilient community of belonging
perspective. In the resilient community of practice perspective, organizations and
institutions can either be seen “internal” actors that are directly affected and selforganizing, or “external” actors that become part of the social network following a
disaster.
The three conceptualisations of community presented here are not clear-cut categories,
neither on the conceptual level nor in how they are deployed in the reviewed articles.
Conceptually, there are overlaps between the perspectives, but there is even more
variation in how perspectives are deployed in the articles: a single article may even draw
from all the categories in conceptualising a community, even if the implications can be
contradictory. While in many of the academic articles reviewed this mixing might be
unintentional and/or harmless, this is not always the case when certain
conceptualisations of community are evoked jointly. For example, Bulley (2013), who
reviewed community resilience policy documents from the UK government, noted that
while the communities were assumed as pre-existing, much of the resilience-building
effort was put into generating a sense of belonging and fostering identities for purposes
of governance (ibid.). If interpreted through the typology of resilient communities
presented in this paper, this would imply deploying the elements of both resilient
community of belonging, as well as community as an object of governance in a rather
obscure and circular manner.
Yet, it is not just the incoherent mixing of the distinct community conceptualisations that
can be problematic. “Community” remains an elusive concept used by development and
disaster-related researchers and practitioners to highlight the people-centeredness and
participatory nature of their work, even when it might not be entirely justified (Titz et al.
2018). This paper has provided an overview of the conceptualisation(s) of community
within disaster-related community resilience literature, making explicit also the implicit
implications and motivations behind the concept’s deployment. While the three
conceptualisations of community have their logic and merits, the question still remains
whether an alternative concept or a sharper conceptualisation of community should be
deployed when discussing (community) resilience. More attention should be paid to
forms of sociality present or promoted in the articles (see Zebrowski and Sage 2016)
through deploying a certain perspective of resilient community.
Academic literature on resilience should engage with its widespread critiques such as (1)
not addressing socio-spatial distribution of vulnerabilities (Nygren 2018), (2) framing
vulnerabilities as self-afflicted (Davoudi 2016), and (3) restoring the unequal, preexisting structures (Fainstein 2015; MacKinnon and Derickson 2012). Without a crisp
conceptualisation of “community”, it may become merely a legitimizing and fluffy addon to resilience, which does little to put people in the centre of disaster governance, nor
does it address the unequal structures that reproduce vulnerability. Even if no approach
is perfect and most research articles on community resilience are unlikely to devote pages
to pondering the essence of “community”, thinking about the motivations and
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implications of the concept’s deployment is relevant. Building on an array of literature,
this paper strives to support researchers in this pondering through structuring and
making explicit three conceptualisations of resilient community.
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Essay 4: Refocusing urban disaster governance on
marginalised urban people through right to the city
The essay below contains the post-print version of the journal article in question
(Meriläinen, Fougère, & Piotrowicz, 2019). The journal article (forthcoming) can be
found and referred to with the following reference:
Meriläinen, E. S., Fougère, M., & Piotrowicz, W. (2019). Refocusing urban disaster
governance on marginalised urban people through right to the city. Environmental
Hazards, 0(0), 1–22. https://doi.org/10.1080/17477891.2019.1682492
In contemporary neoliberal regimes, urban disaster governance typically
emphasizes resilience of cities and their inhabitants. Marginalized urban
people, most vulnerable to disasters, are thereby expected to exhibit selforganization. Yet cities tend to be (re)constructed for capital, prioritizing
exchange-value, while the use-value for the marginalized is comparatively
under-prioritized. In order to conceptually refocus urban disaster
governance on justice for and power of marginalized urban people, we
define and discuss three conceptualizations of the Right to the City (RTTC)
– institutionalized, Harveyan and neo-Lefebvrian. The institutionalized
RTTC is congruent with neoliberal urban disaster governance, but the other
two may be used to challenge this conceptualization. Striving to reclaim
decision-making over capital accumulation in the city, a Harveyan RTTCinspired disaster governance would prioritize addressing the processes of
urban marginalization through democratization, rather than focusing
solely on preparedness for and response to hazards. In partial contrast, a
neo-Lefebvrian RTTC-inspired disaster governance would be mainly
focused on bottom-up efforts to protect and recover the use-value of the
city, particularly for the disaster-vulnerable populations. We conclude that
a combination of the latter two conceptualizations, expressed through a
struggle on multiple terrains involving local self-organization, formal
democratization and mobilization of global networks, could make possible
a more socially just urban disaster governance.
Keywords: urban disaster governance, right to the city, neoliberalism,
justice, resilience

