
 

 

WHY WE DISAGREE ABOUT RESILIENCE (WHYDAR) 

OVERVIEW 
 

 

CONTEXT The concept of resilience is increasingly used in urban planning (e.g. 100 Resilience Cities Programme) 
and disaster risk reduction. While resilience may appear consensual to some, disagreements exist regarding what 
urban resilience should look like. Some approaches to resilience focus on infrastructure and materials, whereas 
other approaches are more inclusive of social and environmental concerns.  Based on this observation, WhyDAR 
aims to identify different ways in which urban resilience is understood while investigating the role of science, 
technology and expertise in the making of resilience strategies in the Global South. We assume in particular: 
 
1. A number of scientific and technical tools (e.g. maps, 

quantitative indicators) are increasingly used in the 
development of resilience strategies – yet science & 
technology have performative effects that need to be studied. 

2. Some ways of approaching resilience facilitate particular 
understandings of resilience. Methods matter and have 
implications for resilience planning and risk governance. 

  
In relation to these two assumptions we explored the potential of 
creative methods and qualitative GIS to find new ways of mapping 
for resilience, moving beyond conventional approaches based predominantly on quantitative indicators to include 
qualitative data and stories. Our primary interest was not to monitor and assess resilience, but rather to document 
different conceptions of resilience while surfacing underlying tensions or agreements in values. We explicitly 
addressed moral questions arising from these tensions by using philosophical approaches to ethical analysis. 

 
PLACES In collaboration with local partners, we 
worked in three cities: Manilla (Philippines), Nairobi 
(Kenya) and Cape Town (South Africa). These cities 
are currently facing a rapid urbanization rate while 
being at risk of chronic stresses and disasters such as 
flooding and drought. These cities also face 
important inequalities and have communities living 
in informal settlements that are disconnected from, 
or have poor access to, basic services and public 
authorities. 
 

QUESTIONS 
 How has the concept of urban resilience been deployed so far in Nairobi, Cape Town and Manila?  

Which disagreements or tensions exist around different 
conceptions of resilience? 

 Whose knowledge and expertise counts in the 
development of resilience strategies? 

 What are the implications for risk governance and 
social inequalities? 

 How can art and science be used creatively to 
encourage transformative resilience? 

 What ethical issues are raised by disagreements about 
reliance and how should we respond morally to them? 
 

METHODS We combined two types of methods: 
(i) Expert-interviews with city stakeholders  
(ii) Workshops with local communities and city stakeholders 

PROJECT OBJECTIVES 

 Open a learning agenda on the role 
of science in resilience programming 

 Examine opportunities for 
methodological innovation in the 
research and visualisation of 
resilience 

 

CONCEPTIONS OF RESILIENCE The concept of resilience initially 
came from the ecological sciences and referred to the ability of 
a system to recover from a perturbation. The concept is now 
widely used in different fields such as urban planning and 
international development. Resilience is relational and we 
need to ask, the resilience of whom to what? In urban planning 
it is useful to distinguish between technocratic, top-down, 
approaches, focussing on recovery, and transformative 
approaches, often more bottom-up, and with a focus on social 
aspects and system change. 

 

Fig. 1.  Andolo, Kibera (Kenya) 



 
 

Expert interviews – We conducted Interviews (between 
10-15 in each city) with representatives of planning 
authorities, NGOs operating in informal settlements 
and other relevant actors. The purpose of these 
interviews was to: (i) to explore the variety of ways in 
which resilience is understood, (ii) to study how 
resilience gets deployed in practice, and (iii) to identify 
which forms of knowledge and expertise are rendered 
authoritative in this process.  

 

Workshops - In each city we organized two types of 
workshops: 
 (i) Arts based surfacing of resilience with community: 
This workshop combined creative practices (e.g. theatre, performances) and participatory mapping to surface 
people’s values regarding resilience (creating ‘WhyDAR maps’). The data collected in the different activities were 
used to produce innovative resilience maps using qualitative data. 
(ii) Qualitative GIS feedback workshop with ‘expert’ city stakeholders: The purpose of this workshop was to have a 
conversation on resilience with people working in urban and resilience planning, using spatial visualizations to 
facilitate the discussion. The WhyDAR maps that were produced following the first community workshops were 
presented and discussed. 
 

OPENING-UP CONVERSATIONS ON URBAN RESILIENCE WITH WhyDAR MAPS 

The purpose of using creative practices in the workshops 
conducted with communities was to surface less tangible 
aspects of resilience. Maps and tools such as GIS are 
widely used in urban planning. Yet, maps, as other 
technical tools, are not neutral to resilience planning: 
they are necessarily reductionist and render certain 
things visible while making other invisible. Maps also take 
different meanings depending on who produces them 
(e.g. public authorities, NGOs) and how they circulate. 
Drawing on the observation that social aspects of 
resilience are often poorly represented in traditional 
planning maps and GIS, we introduce new layers on 
WhyDAR maps, for example, representing social 
networks that are important for communities and how 
they change during disaster events.  

Fig.2 The Challenges of mapping resilience (Faith Taylor) 

 
POLICY RELEVANCE AND APPLICATIONS – This work is intended to be useful for urban planners, civil servants and 
NGOs demanding a more comprehensive framing of resilience policy. WhyDAR maps for example can be used to 
trigger a conversation between actors from different departments or organizations. The WhyDAR project will also 
help identify which forms of risk governance and urban futures are being promoted as well as their ethical 
implications. 

MORE INFORMATION 

This document is part of a series of briefs including also topics such as ‘mapping methods’, ‘creative techniques’ which are 

available here: https://whydarproject.wordpress.com/.  
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Questions were organized around 4 main themes: 
View on resilience; Urban planning and decision-
making tools; Maps; Responsibility and ethics. 
Examples include: 

- Do you work explicitly with the term resilience? Do 
you see it as a useful concept? 

- Do you see current trajectories in your field as 
“resilient”? If yes, why, if no, why not? 

- How are decisions related to urban planning made? 
What is important for you to make robust planning 
decisions? 

- To which extent are maps critical to your work? At 
which scale? 
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