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Why We Disagree About Resilience: Briefing Note 
Understanding urban resilience through arts-based experimentation in the global South: 

Manila, Nairobi and Cape Town 

 

     
 

‘We also have our social imagination: the capacity to invent visions of what should be and what 

might be in our deficient society, in the streets where we live, in our schools’ (Greene, 2000: 5) 

  

Overview 

 
The term resilience has become an urban catch-phrase yet the meaning can be somewhat contested 

in different contexts. The concept has its roots in science-based articulations of responding and 

adapting to shifting ecologies in a climatically compromised milieu. The word itself has recently found 

traction beyond scientific communities and is being integrated into urban planning agendas – most 

explicitly seen in the Rockefeller 100 Resilient Cities programme (RC100), and in the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). Although entering public discourse more regularly, how the term is 

understood may not find the consensus assumed in scientific communities. 

 

This briefing note explores how arts-based methods offer alternative methods to reveal contesting 

understandings and priorities revolving around resilience. It starts by giving a brief overview of the 

socio-technical entanglements around resilience thinking – demonstrating how competing logics and 

perspectives may result in different actors struggling to find common ground. It then introduces the 

potential for arts-based methods to create spaces for conversation where previously there was mistrust. 

Finally, it offers some recommendations on how to align different actors and knowledges for more 

coherent policy actions. 

 

Socio-technical entanglements 

 
Resilience thinking has largely been shaped by scientific communities, and in particular in response 

to the risks associated with socio-ecological systems. Macro data is essential for understanding the 

scope and scale of socio-ecological risks, but can miss the everyday socio-technical entanglements 

necessary for thinking through resilience, particularly in the global South where the majority of people 

live in vulnerable conditions. In Africa, there can be up to 75% of residents living in slum conditions.  

 

Despite the best attempts at participatory processes, there is an inevitable disjuncture between 

scientists, engineers, city planners and their institutions, and those eking out a living, often in the 

margins of cities. Technocratic solutions can also make assumptions or miss the fine grain reality of 

peoples’ social and cultural lives, and how these play out spatially in uneven urban contexts. In 

addition, many poor residents who may be the most at risk, have research fatigue and are at best 
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bored, at worst irate, by participating in research processes while everyday material conditions do not 

significantly improve.  

 

It has therefore become important to develop new research and resilience thinking strategies that 

better weave macro spatial and environmental data with lived experience. These tactics need to take 

into consideration that we need to recast the social life of people to account for often irrational and 

incongruous decision-making. Despite our best intentions, much of our lives is driven by wants and 

desires as the success of consumerism attests. People make opaque decisions in their daily lives while 

resilience planning tends to assume otherwise. This cognitive dissonance is important to recognize in 

order to develop strategies to improve urban resilience. In addition, resilience thinking requires 

temporal and spatial imaginations; an ability to think through the past present and future 

simultaneously.  

 

Tactical and technological decision-making based on top-down processes of planning that is informed 

by scientific data alone may produce inappropriate interventions. Although many social and human 

sciences techniques may deepen understanding socio-technical entanglements, given the intellectual 

leaps required in resilience thinking, arts-based experimentation is well-placed to bring different kinds 

of people together to foster alternative urban imaginations that can complement top-down and macro 

data approaches. The arts allow for access to different kinds of information and knowledge – so the 

arts based methodology is one way to bridge the gap between that cognitive dissonance/desires/drives 

and what is consciously known or rationally decided 

 

Arts-based experimentation 

 
The role of arts in producing urban knowledge is being increasingly recognized the world over. 

Essentially the role of arts-based experimentation is to introduce new starting points for thinking and 

engaging with people and places.  

 

Arts-based practices can contribute the following: 

 

 Create non-threatening spaces for engagement with diverse participants around complex 

issues. People are more likely to take part in discussions when they are at ease and enjoying 

themselves. Arts-based projects tend to be more welcoming than formal political platforms.  

 Foster inclusion and deal with lack of consensus. Diverse participants will mean a range of 

perspectives that may be irreconcilable. Arts-based projects do not require consensus as they are 

essentially exploratory.  

 Reveal and diffuse societal power dynamics. Arts-based experimentation can expose and 

subvert societal power dynamics as the space of the project can be established as neutral territory, 

suspended from reality. 

 

Examples 
 

There are numerous potential tactics that can be engaged in arts-based experimentation, and ideally 

these are tailored to a specific situation in collaboration with arts-based facilitators. This note provides 

four examples that proved useful in unpacking perspectives and perceptions of resilience in contexts 

in the global South. 
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Material Metaphors 

Given that resilience is not part of the majority of urban residents’ 

vernacular, a way to unpack neighbourhood-based strategies of 

resilience requires thinking through a metaphorical terrain. Sharing a 

range of objects with different material properties, and then building 

descriptive and reflective narratives, can reveal the way in which 

people think about risk and resilience in the context of their everyday 

challenges. E.g. a rubber band can bounce back, whereas a piece of 

wire may not. Assumptions about resilience made at a macro level can 

be tested and challenged.  

 

 

Cut and Paste 

The way in which natural disasters is understood and explained can be 

revealed by looking at policy documents, academic texts, and news 

media items, but often these representations jar with the reality of a 

particular event. Providing participants with a wealth of photocopied 

material to analyse and then cut and paste together in a collage, can 

provide alternative, and sometimes more appropriate narratives of the 

impact of climatic risk. Collages produce visual representations of 

critique, often in humorous ways that reveals more serious underlying 

issues.  

 

 

Conceptual Mapping 

Although thick mapping and experimentations in GIS are finding new 

ways of representing spatial knowledge, how this data is developed can 

benefit from arts-based conceptual mapping techniques. The purpose 

of this kind of mapping is to reveal power dynamics, hot spots, local 

responses and opportunities. This is essential for developing new 

narratives on how resilience is understood at a neighbourhood scale. 

Tracing paper overlaid over maps allows for many layers to be 

captured. These need not be preoccupied with precise spatial data that 

researchers can fill in at a later stage. 

 

 
 

Role Play / Game Show / Debate 

Many of the tensions that exist between residents, public officials and 

scientists is based on assumptions made of each other. Role play allows 

for people to immerse themselves in another’s experience. Framing the 

role play within familiar media territory – such as game shows or 

debates – allows for an element of humour to emerge. This humour 

allows for participants to step outside of themselves, recognise the 

misconceptions of themselves and others, and laugh together. This 

reveals and subverts power dynamics and exposes the tensions and 

trade-offs implicit in resilience planning.  

 

Ultimately these creative activities are intended as tactics for generating discussion where previously 

there may have been distrust, and around confounding urban issues that are fundamentally shaped by 

everyday behaviour.  

 

Integrating Arts-Based Learning into Resilience Planning 

 
Arts-based experimentation can offer the following to making sense of and fostering resilience in cities 

in the South: 

 

 Changing perceptions and perspectives. In southern cities, there are numerous intersecting 

vulnerabilities – e.g. health, safety, housing – and resilience needs to be understood in relation to 
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social and material entanglements. Arts-based methods can reveal productive tensions, and create 

alternative narratives and representations of everyday life. 

 Recognize power dynamics. Crucial to resilience is understanding myriad power relations. Too 

often unhelpful binaries of ‘the community’ and ‘the authorities’ shape the way people understand 

and engage with complex urban issues. It is important to understand the broader societal power 

dynamics, as well as the localised networks of agency. Arts-based methods can reveal these in 

creative and collaborative way. These processes also shift power dynamics – especially those 

between “expert” and “subject/resident/community”. Arts-based methods do not only reveal 

existing dynamics and produce new knowledge, they also shift the production of that knowledge 

to the participants: in such a way that the participants are recognised as the experts while the 

“researchers” are there to learn. Arts-based experimentations destabilise some of the ways we tend 

to think about and approach resilience research and planning in these contexts. 

 Producing new knowledge in the gaps. There are significant gaps in knowledge about cities in 

the South, and in particular how resilience thinking tends to be shaped by Northern perspectives. 

Arts-based experimentation allows for new knowledge to be produced to fill those gaps, and in 

particular, providing the fine grain sensitivity to illuminating the everyday. 
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This document is part of a series of briefing notes as part of a project entitled, ‘Why we Disagree about Resilience?’ 

For more information please see the WhyDAR website on: https://whydarproject.wordpress.com 

 


