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Abstract 
The everyday and events: Understanding risk perceptions and 

resilience in urban Nepal 

Hanna A. Ruszczyk 

This thesis argues for a broader and deeper understanding of urban risk perception 
and resilience in under researched, ordinary medium sized cities of the world such as 
Bharatpur, Nepal.  A detailed intra urban comparison of a core urban ward and a 
rapidly urbanising ward provide a conceptual and methodological tool showcasing a 
complex risk landscape as perceived by residents.  In the everyday, respondents 
perceive a range of risks including economic security and physical infrastructure.  
Through participation in informal governance structures (women’s groups and 
neighbourhood groups), some residents are addressing urban risk in the everyday.  
Women’s groups are a form of informal urban social, economic and environmental 
resilient infrastructure while neighbourhood groups are allowed to do more, thus 
reworking the urban to address their perceived risks.  Bharatpur, Nepal provides an 
opportunity to learn from its inhabitants: what the urban “we” perceive as risks, how 
the urban “we” enact resilience and or rework the urban as well as how they attempt 
to create and influence a future that is of benefit to them and their communities.   
 
Two events lead to a changing risk environment for residents and the local authority.  
The change in administrative status (from a municipality to a sub metropolitan city) 
and the devastating Gorkha earthquake highlight the complexity of risk perceptions 
and practices shaping people’s response to risky events.  Through these events, risk 
for poorer, marginalised residents is being accumulated and responses to perceived 
risk may need to be reworked by informal organisations that currently have power in 
the city.  Through the lens of these two events as well as the everyday, the role of the 
local authority is viewed as a particularly important form of risk governance in the 
city.  The local authority manages the informality of risk governance space allowing 
some groups of residents to address their perceived risks while excluding segments 
of society.   
 
The international aid community’s ambivalence towards the problematic resilience 
discourse framing their work is also made visible in this research.  The international 
aid community of Nepal is utilising disaster community resilience in two distinct 
ways:  as a bridging mechanism for their siloed work and as a project management 
tool of the donors to manage practitioners.  The resilience lens ignores urban 
residents’ perceptions of risk and power dynamics in society.  This results in an 
assumption that “communities” can become resilient.  The overarching contribution 
of this research is the linking of disaster and urban studies of ordinary medium sized 
cities through the concepts of risk perceptions, resilience, community and a multi 
scale analysis leading to insights of relevance for theory, policy and practice.  This 
research argues to de-privilege disasters and a conceptual space is created for 
engaging through time and space with a broader interpretation of urban risk and 
urban resilience as perceived by actors from the local to the national and to the 
international scale.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 An earthquake and a city 

The funding guidelines for the PhD steered the research to have a practical 

application in the global South, in a country which had exposure to natural hazards 

and this overlapped with my interest in a policy relevant study.  My initial research 

title was "Earthquakes and community resilience: From debate to practical 

application in urban settings”.  The initial research aim was to address a gap in how 

resilience is understood in the urban context and to assess if resilience can be 

operationalised.  I had hoped to create a set of disaster resilient community 

characteristics for the urban setting in Nepal.  This changed after I started the 

fieldwork.  After the first fieldwork trip to Bharatpur, Nepal it was clear that natural 

hazards were not a perceived priority risk for Bharatpur’s residents thus this changed 

the focus and direction of my research.   

 

During my second field visit to Bharatpur city, in central Nepal I experienced an 

earthquake.  On the 25 April 2015, I was walking along a commercial street in ward 

4, one of my fieldwork sites, when the ground started shaking.  I could not believe 

that the much anticipated earthquake – at least in the context of the international 

humanitarian and development community - was happening.  I was evacuated from 

Nepal and did not collect all the empirical research I had hoped for.  The Gorkha 

earthquake, as it became known, killed 8,856 people and injured 22,309 more, 

destroyed in excess of 600,000 homes, and damaged almost 300,000 in the hill 

districts of west-central Nepal (GofN, Ministry of Home Affairs et al, 2015).  The 

epicenter of the earthquake was in Gorkha District, 60 km north of Bharatpur.  

Fortunately, Bharatpur was not in the direction of shaking and was largely 

unaffected (Hand, 2015).  However, a high magnitude aftershock on May 12th 

damaged approximately 300 buildings and destroyed 100 in Bharatpur.  I returned 

almost five months later with the aim of understanding if and how the earthquake 

had altered local perceptions of risk in my intra-urban comparison wards.   
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1.2 The research  

New insights into the scale and nature of urban risk are needed (Ziervogel et al, 

2017; Dodman et al, 2013; Bull-Kamanga et al, 2003). When this research was 

initiated, I attempted to understand urban risk perceptions of hazards especially the 

infrequent but high magnitude earthquakes in Nepal.  Oven and Rigg (2015, 705) in 

their investigation of landslides and tsunamis, suggest, “our object of attention is the 

point and immediate surroundings of an event, be it a landslide, tsunami or 

earthquake.  But both the production of risk in the first place and the human impacts 

in the aftermath of an event make subtle traces to other” geographical realities.  

These links to other risks and realities warrant further consideration.  Researching 

natural hazards without understanding how and why people live their lives in the 

everyday leads to a narrative that does not adequately reflect rapidly urbanising 

cities where perceptions of risk can take different forms.  This grounding in the 

everyday gives us clues to limitations and possibilities for the future as well as how 

urban residents cope with and possibly prepare for the future.   

 

1.2.1 Research aim and questions 

This research aims to understand the relationship between the everyday and two 

events (change in municipal status and the Gorkha earthquake) by exploring the 

changing risk perceptions, priorities and actions taken by urban residents in two 

wards of comparison in a rapidly urbanising city.  I also aim to reflect on how the 

concept of resilience is being utilised by the international aid community in Nepal’s 

urban context.   

 

In order to address this aim, four research questions were examined: 

1.! What are the risk perceptions of residents in the city? 

2.! How do residents address their perceived risks?   

3.! How do residents perceive the urban risk environment when events occur?  

4.! How do international aid agencies understand urban risk and resilience in 

Nepal and to what extent do these understandings reflect the everyday lives 

and needs of urban residents? 
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1.2.2 Strategic context for the research 

According to the Overseas Development Institute (ODI), by 2030 there will be 11 

countries with a high number of people living in poverty, overlain with high multi-

hazard exposure and inadequate capacity to reduce the risks faced; Nepal is one of 

these countries (Shepherd et al, 2013).  Nepal “remains one of the world’s 48 ‘least’ 

developed countries, and 37 per cent of the population live on less than $1.51 a day 

(ADB, 2014), even after more than sixty years of ‘development’” (Rigg et al 2016, 

64).  Within a dramatically changing landscape where Nepal is transforming from a 

rural to an urban-based country (Muzzini et al, 2013), the local authorities are 

increasingly being forced by the central government and the international aid 

community to implement both development and disaster risk reduction efforts (Jones 

et al, 2014).  This is occurring in an environment where the local authorities have 

received little training and minimal technical and human resources from the central 

government they represent.   

 

Bharatpur is a city of 200,000 people located near to the Nepal-India border in 

Chitwan District and can be considered indicative of where and how people live in 

rapidly urbanising Asia.  Cities such as Bharatpur are where projected global 

population growth will be, in urban centers with less than half a million inhabitants 

(Dodman et al, 2013).  Bharatpur is an ordinary city (Robinson, 2006) without any 

particular claim to fame.  Ordinary cities of this size are where most urban dwellers 

live.  These cities face a number of challenges including significant inward migration 

resulting in rapid urbanisation, limited, if any, urban planning, insecure livelihoods, 

changing social networks, lack of regular electricity provision and lack of solid 

waste management thus reflecting the difficulties of urban life (Mitlin and 

Satterthwaite, 2013).  Urban life in the ‘ordinary city’ as a practice is shaped by 

individuals who engage with each other and the government “through a range of 

alternative imaginaries and practices of participation, self-reliance, autonomy, 

diversity, subaltern communities and knowledges, differences and specificities” 

(Peake and Rieker 2013, 3).  

 

This research takes a qualitative comparative approach (McFarlane, 2011) to 

investigate changes in risk perception and coping strategies in Bharatpur over a 12 
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month period between November 2014 – October 2015.  During the period of this 

study, a number of changes were observed and experienced in Nepal.  The number 

of municipalities in Nepal increased by 275% creating an urban country at least in 

name, a devastating earthquake struck and the constituent assembly promulgated a 

new constitution after deliberating for seven years.   To date, disaster studies have 

been largely biased towards rural locations or large / mega cities, while urban studies 

has largely focused on mega cities or informal settlements (Dodman et al, 2013, 

Robinson, 2006).  This research focuses on the often overlooked medium-sized cities 

of the global South (Sou, 2014).   

 

There is a large body of research on large-scale, rapid onset, high impact natural 

hazard events such as earthquakes or volcanoes (Wisner et al, 2012a, Wisner et al, 

2004).  More recently a number of researchers are exploring chronic events that 

cumulatively can have a significant impact at the local (household) level (Wamsler 

and Brink, 2014; Sou, 2014; Dodman et al, 2013; Bul-Kamanga et al, 2003).  This 

research sits between the two.  A rapid onset hazard event is discussed in this 

research but only as part of a broader understanding of risk perception from the 

perspective of urban residents.  A connection is being made between how residents’ 

views of high impact events are intimately connected to everyday perceived risks.  

The interlinkage between culture and risk highlights the need to pay “more attention 

to people’s own priorities, perceptions and belief systems” in relation to everyday 

risks and hazard events (Bankoff et al 2015, 11).   

 

This research will show how events, which occur beyond the household and 

community scale and have wide reach (spatially and temporally), impact people’s 

risk perception and their lives in the everyday in wards 4 and 11.  Risk perceptions 

are explored and the interconnectedness between the everyday and events is 

explored.  The opinions of public sector officials at the local and central government 

level are considered in relation to their perception of hazards and risks, the role of 

government in the everyday and when events occur and also their understandings of 

resilience.  It is within this environment of rapid change, that I investigate the 

concept of resilience.  The contested and problematic concept of resilience warrants 

reflection in the discourse utilised by the international aid community.  They utilise 
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resilience in relation to communities and disasters with the aim of building the 

capacity of people to withstand earthquakes and other hazards such as floods.  How 

the resilience discourse is enacted in Nepal and what significance it has for disaster 

preparedness and urban risk reduction requires analysis.  “Asking questions about 

‘whose resilience’ and ‘whose city?’ can contribute usefully to efforts to improve the 

living conditions in stressed and distressed urban areas” (Vale 2014, 200).  This view 

of whose resilience and whose city with an acknowledgement of power does not 

reflect the current situation in the discourse driven by external actors in Nepal. 

 

1.3 Key concepts utilised 

The key conceptual frameworks underpinning this research include understandings 

of risk perceptions, everyday geographies, events, hazards, urban informality and 

resilience.  A social constructivist lens is utilised in order to understand people’s 

perceptions of risk.  According to Pidgeon et al (1992, 89) this: “Involves people’s 

beliefs, attitudes, judgements and feelings, as well as the wider social or cultural 

values and dispositions that people adopt, towards hazards and their benefits”.  Risk 

perception is multidimensional where a particular hazard can signify “different 

things to different people” (Ibid).  The starting point for considering the everyday 

involves “ordinary people, everyday actions and commonplace events” (Rigg 2007, 

16).  The everyday (Ibid, 7) signifies the: “Details and minutiae of local lives and 

livelihoods and the local structures and processes that create such everyday lives and 

which are, in turn, created by them”.  This research utilises the concept of events.  It 

is defined as occurrences that are “extraordinary, punctuating” and which “throw 

lives out of kilter” (Ibid, 17).  Events as occurrences: “May be atypical but 

understanding their impacts and effects requires that the events are embedded in 

everyday geographies which, perhaps only for a short time, become particular day 

geographies” (Ibid).   

 

The United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction’s (UNISDR 2015, 9) 

definition of hazard is utilised in this research: “A potentially damaging physical 

event, phenomenon or human activity that may cause the loss of life or injury, 

property damage, social and economic disruption or environmental degradation.  

Hazards can include latent conditions that may represent future threats and can have 
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different origins: natural (geological, hydro meteorological and biological) or 

induced by human processes (environmental degradation and technological 

hazards)”.   In this research, urban informality is defined as (Alsayyad and Roy 

2004, 5): “A logic that structures the very fabric of urban life [in much of the world].  

It is a process of structuration that constitutes the rules of the game, determining the 

nature of transactions between individuals and institutions and within institutions”.  

The last key concept for this research is resilience.  There are many ways resilience 

is theorised and in this research, Katz’s understanding of resilience (2010, 318) is 

utilised due to its relevance for the empirical work: “Resilience, as the name 

suggests, is a means of getting by and recuperating one’s self, community, or 

resources in the face of dominant social forces. Resilience expresses and fosters what 

Gramsci (1971) called autonomous initiative”.  Together, these concepts provide a 

framework to understand the empirical work and to guide the emerging analysis.   

 

1.4 Research contribution 

The overarching contribution of my research is the linking of disaster and urban 

studies of ordinary medium sized cities through the concepts of risk perceptions, 

resilience, community and a multi scale analysis leading to insights of relevance for 

theory, policy and practice.  This research argues to de-privilege disasters and a 

conceptual space is created for engaging through time and space with a broader 

interpretation of urban risk and urban resilience as perceived by actors from the local 

to the national and to the international scale. Through my empirically grounded 

research I am attempting to advance debates conceptually and theoretically as well 

as informing policy within the field of urban disaster resilience.  I seek to contribute 

to a richer understanding of risk perceptions from the perspective of residents in a 

rapidly urbanising city of Nepal, through an intra-urban comparative lens.  I argue 

that risk perceptions of everyday and of infrequent events need to be considered 

together and suggest incorporating the risk perceptions of urban dwellers and power 

relations within resilience debates.  This is of relevance in order to bridge a gap in 

debates surrounding disaster resilience. 
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Intra-urban comparison of risk perceptions in the everyday and through events 

The key contribution of my research is an intra-urban comparison (McFarlane et al, 

2016) of two wards within an ‘ordinary city’.  Through an intra-urban comparison I 

show how residents in different parts of the city perceive risks for themselves, their 

families and their environment.  The intra-urban comparison showcases how parts of 

the city evolve in different ways and residents’ relationships to each other as well as 

to the local authorities differ.  Enhanced understanding of the priority concerns and 

links between everyday risk perception and mechanisms for people and governments 

to engage with each other to understand and mitigate the risks households face 

provides new insights into the emerging urban landscape of Nepal.  

 

Secondary contributions of my research: 

Medium sized global South cities are under researched 

Urban focused research in Nepal has primarily focused on Kathmandu Valley 

because until recently it has been the main urban hub of Nepal (Muzzini and 

Aparicio, 2013) to the exclusion of most other cities.  Bharatpur, Nepal is the type of 

city that researchers have not investigated empirically to any significant degree in 

the global South (Dodman et al, 2013).  Bharatpur is the kind of ordinary or marginal 

city in the global context that is economically, politically and spatially irrelevant.  

However, I propose that cities such as Bharatpur, with a population of less than 

300,000 people and where the majority of urban inhabitants reside (World Prospects 

Report, 2014) warrant consideration.  Residents often live in conditions where there 

is a relative absence of key provisions from the state including basic welfare, social 

services and infrastructures.  Residents cope with the challenges of life in the city, 

and seek to improve their conditions (McFarlane and Silver, 2017).  Such cities, I 

argue, are vital to research.  Through this research, I will contribute to an 

incremental understanding of the changing and urbanising context of the world.  

 

The international aid community use of the resilience discourse 

In the past two decades, the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005 – 2015 (UN/ISDR, 

2005) and the more recent Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015 - 

2030 (UNISDR, 2015) has propelled the resilience agenda forward.  Understanding 

how the international aid community is using the concept of resilience is brought to 
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the fore through this thesis.  The manner in which the international aid community 

(IAC) struggle to implement their work in an environment where their priorities 

frequently do not match the priorities of people in Nepal is addressed.  Power 

relations are ignored and ‘communities’ are expected to help themselves in a time of 

danger.  Through this engagement with resilience, I will argue for the international 

aid community to listen to the urban world’s majority and their perception of risks 

and forms of resilience and reworking (Katz, 2010).   

 

Complex relationship between local authorities and people 

A contribution of this research is an appreciation for the complexity of the informal 

governance of social space and connections in the urban everyday.  Individuals are 

creating informal groups in order to mitigate against perceived risks as well as to 

attempt to influence the local authorities.  This research contributes a nuanced 

understanding of the interplay of different actors over time and space.  Residents 

organise themselves in response to perceived everyday risks.  The linkages they 

attempt to forge to gain visibility by the local authorities, highlights the significant 

effort required by the urban “we” (Simone, 2015).  Tensions increase when the local 

authority changes the way it governs forcing communities to renegotiate their 

relationship with Government.  This research argues for a more nuanced 

appreciation of the complexities of relationships on a local level. 

 

1.5 Structure of the thesis  

This thesis can be divided into two sections.  The first section sets out the conceptual 

frameworks that have shaped this study and also introduces the methodology utilised 

to investigate the research questions.  The second section contains four empirical 

chapters.  Lastly the conclusion summarises the research project and looks into the 

future.   

 

Section 1 

Chapter Two reviews several bodies of literature and sets out the key conceptual 

and theoretical frameworks that will be drawn upon throughout this thesis.     

•! Firstly, the concept of resilience is presented with an emphasis on how 

resilience is being utilised in Disaster Risk Reduction and climate change 
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discourses.  The resilience lens is creating a space for dialogue amongst 

different actors (Bene et al 2013; Manyena, 2006) but is also being utilised to 

push responsibility onto individuals.  Attempts by the international aid 

community to operationalise resilience are presented and critiqued (Schipper 

and Langston, 2015).  Community resilience, the masking of power relations 

(Brown, 2014) and impact of multiple scales is reflected upon in this 

conceptual framing.   

•! Secondly, a lens to learn about an ordinary medium sized city (McFarlane 

and Robinson, 2012; Robinson, 2006; Roy and Alsayyad, 2004) through 

understanding everyday geographies (Rigg, 2007) for urban residents 

(Simone, 2014) and their focus on livelihoods and community is argued. 

•! Thirdly, informality in the urban (people and the government) as well as how 

legibility is governed in the urban is framed in the literature review (Roy, 

2009).  Urban theory with a focus on gray space and informality is utilised 

(McFarlane, 2010; Yiftachel, 2010; Roy, 2009; Robinson, 2006) to represent 

not only people and the government but also the control and governing of 

legibility in the urban.   

•! Fourthly, cities as risk landscapes are explored though context (Mitlin and 

Satterthwaite, 2013), the social construction of people’s risk perceptions 

(Pidgeon et al 1992; Douglas and Wildavsky 1982) as well as multi scalar 

urban governance. 

 

Chapter Three introduces the methodological approach utilised to undertake this 

intra-urban comparison (McFarlane et al, 2016).  The epistemology of research is 

described through place, research partners, selection of fieldwork location and 

description of wards of comparison.  I explain how key respondents from wards 4 

and 11 were selected and the socio-demographic characteristics of the 23 key 

respondents from these wards.  I also describe the other respondents on a local, 

national and international level interviewed as part of this study.  The manner in 

which the research took place in practice including gaining consent, the role of 

gatekeepers and research assistants is considered.  The methods include semi-

structured interviews, focus groups, and photography.  Analysis and understanding 

of different scales is considered through the methods utilised.  I reflect upon my 
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positionality and lastly, I reflect upon the evolution of the research, elements of 

reciprocity and learning throughout the research process. 

 

Section 2 

Chapter Four presents a social constructionist lens (Pigdeon et al, 1992) to learn 

about the city through the risk perceptions of residents in two wards.  What becomes 

apparent in this research is the importance of positioning risk at the centre of 

discussions and the necessity to consider a portfolio of risks from the perspective of 

residents.  Profiles of respondents from ward 4 and 11 are presented and their 

perceptions of everyday risk is explored including the similarities and differences 

within and between wards.  The perceived risks include economic insecurity as well 

as a desire to hope for the future and give their children a quality education.  Other 

everyday risks are presented in the form of poor quality physical infrastructure and 

more infrequent hazards such as flooding. Earthquakes are also considered in this 

discussion.  Natural hazards are not the priority for residents rather residents focus 

on what is within their own control and influence.  

 

Chapter Five explores how urban residents address some of their perceived risks 

through participation in groups.  Residents organise themselves into informal groups 

of ‘we’ ness (Simone, 2015) to address everyday risks.  Community resilience and 

reworking (Katz, 2010) the urban is explored through the women’s groups and tole 

level organisations.  The physical, financial, environmental and social infrastructure 

of the city is presented and who serves as infrastructure through the informal space is 

explained.  Tensions between the groups are highlighted.  Lastly, how the local 

authorities govern informality through the acknowledgement and visibility of some 

urban residents and groups while ignoring others is argued.   

 

Chapter Six explores the changing urban risk environment for residents in the two 

wards of comparison and a rural area that was amalgamated into the sub 

metropolitan city while the empirical research for this study was being undertaken.  

Two events occur which are of significance to respondents.  The first event is the 

change of local government status which impacts local risk perceptions and results in 

the possibility of risk accumulation through economic stress and diminishing 
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influence for some residents.  The second event is the 2015 Gorkha earthquake, 

which does not change the risk hierarchy of the residents interviewed but does 

reinforce everyday marginalisation for some residents (economic and lack of 

influence).  What the earthquake allowed to happen through the combination of the 

change in government status and the earthquake in Bharatpur is explored.  Issues of 

decentralisation and resources, unexpected financial risk for some residents, as well 

as how some groups need to rework responses to urban risk is considered.  Lastly, 

accumulation of risk, the changing form of risk governance and the need to rework 

response to local government is argued. 

 

Chapter Seven explores how the international aid community is utilising the 

concept of resilience in their desire to increase Nepal’s resilience to disasters.  

Resilience is being utilised as a strategic bridging concept between the disaster, 

development, climate change and humanitarian sectors.  The concepts of resilience 

and community are project management tools for the practitioners and donors to 

report on how they are utilising funds.  Resilience is also being formulated as a 

critique of development in Nepal where a holistic understanding of development has 

been lost.  Lastly, consideration for a safe urban future where the priorities of 

residents and an understanding of the interconnectedness of scales and power 

relations is further argued. 

 

Conclusion 

Chapter Eight reflects on the research findings and draws my arguments together in 

relation to my research questions.  Considerations for the future, implications for 

policy in Nepal and other post-conflict, multi hazard prone countries and lastly 

suggestions for future research themes are offered as well. 
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Chapter 2 Framing risk, informality and resilience in a city 

2.1 Relevance of literatures to my research 

My epistemological approach is based on theoretical engagement with a range of 

literature – urban theory, informality, everyday geographies, cultural understandings 

of risk perceptions and resilience.  A lens to learn about an ordinary medium sized 

city through the framing of the everyday for the urban majority and their focus on 

everyday concerns and forms of community is considered.  Urban theory with a 

focus on gray space and informality is utilised (McFarlane, 2010; Yiftachel, 2010; 

Roy, 2009; Robinson, 2006) to represent not only people and the government but 

also the control and governing of legibility in the urban.  This provides a 

contribution to considerations of typical urban spaces.  Cities as risk landscapes are 

explored through the social construction of people’s risk perceptions as well as multi 

scalar urban governance and understandings of urban disasters.  The conceptual 

framing for the struggles of urban residents, how they live and what they focus on 

(Rigg, 2007), their perceptions of everyday risk, coping mechanisms and relationship 

with government are explored.  The resilience lens is presented through 

representations in disaster risk reduction (DRR) discourse, the drive to operationalise 

resilience and also the manner through which the concept is bridging silos amongst 

different actors.  These bodies of literature frame the conceptual boundaries for this 

research and guide the reader to vade mecum (follow me) through this thesis. 

 

2.2 The resilience lens   

Anderson (2015, 60) asks, “What kind of thing is resilience?” and also “What 

exactly it is that has proliferated, how and why?”.  Researchers have highlighted the 

multiple definitions of the term resilience (Bahadur et al, 2010) and it is currently 

utilised in a ubiquitous fashion with different definitions in different settings often 

leading to confusion (Bene et al, 2012; Levine et al, 2012; Brand and Jax, 2007).  

One could agree with Rose (2009, 1) that resilience is “either poorly defined or 

defined broadly as to be meaningless”.  Even though it is commonly accepted that 

the concept of resilience derives from the ecological field, this perception warrants 

clarification. Rival argues, (2009, 296-297): 
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“According to the OED, the English word resilient comes from the Latin 
word resilience, which derives from the verb resilire (to rebound or to recoil), 
a compound of re (back) and salire (to jump, to leap).  The word first used in 
English by Bacon in 1626 was formally defined in 1656 as meaning a leaping 
or skipping back, a rebounding”.   

Resilience has been utilised in many diverse fields, some learning from other fields 
although often in parallel and not in a clear manner.  Each of the fields below in 
Figure 2.1 contributes a new source of knowledge to the discussion of resilience.   

 

Figure 2.1:  Schematic diagram of the evolution of ‘resilience’ (Source:  Alexander 

2013, 2714) 

 
However, the framework for discussion varies within each discipline (Alexander 

2013, 2713):  

“It is striking how the term is used in different disciplines without any 
reference to how it is employed in other fields, as if there were nothing to 
learn or transfer from one branch of science to another”.  

This continues to be relevant at the present time when copious amounts of literature 

are being written about resilience often at odds with each other.  At times, it is 

difficult to see how the resilience debate is being moved forward in the hazard and 

risk field in particular.  Some scholars call for a more integrated approach to 

understanding resilience where multiple disciplines and actors are involved thus 
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utilising the concept of resilience in a more nuanced manner (Julich et al, 2012; 

Carpenter et al, 2009; Cumming et al, 2005).  Rival (2009, 299) suggests:  

“Although resilience researchers aspire to link the physical, ecological and 
social domains in effective ways, they may be neglecting dimensions of the 
human-environment interface.  Different cultural perspectives on human 
nature, the biophysical world, society and individual rights, as well as how 
these may influence behaviour towards the environment” need to be 
considered. 

Issues of culture and power are also not particularly accounted for in a systems 

approach and warrant nuance and care otherwise they can be ignored (Brown, 2014).   

 

2.2.1 Resilience in DRR and climate change discourses 

Resilience is utilised in DRR more broadly in relation to natural hazards.  In the 

climate change discourse, there is a relationship to cities that is of relevance to this 

research.  The concept of resilience entered the disaster risk reduction lexicon, to the 

extent that it is currently accepted as a critical component of disaster risk reduction 

initiatives throughout the world (UNISDR, 2015; UNISDR, 2013).  The 

International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (1990-2000) created a discourse 

for reducing the disaster risk of communities at risk to natural disasters (Alexander, 

2012).  The emphasis slowly began to shift from reaction and response to pre-

emptive action and thus emerged the concepts of disaster risk reduction and 

resilience (UN/ISDR, 2005) according to Alexander (2012).  Since 2000, the 

International Strategy for Disaster Reduction has been striving to promote the 

linkages and synergies between, and the coordination of, disaster reduction activities 

in the socio-economic, humanitarian and development fields, as well as to support 

policy integration. This was concretised in the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) 

at the World Conference on Disaster Reduction in January 2005 (UN/ISDR, 2005), 

where strategies to build the resilience of nations and communities to disasters were 

agreed and committed to by 168 governments (UNISDR, 2013).  The HFA 

attempted to promote a strategic and systematic approach to reducing vulnerabilities 

and risks to hazards.  In 2015, The World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction in 

Sendai approved the subsequent Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 

2015-2030 (UNISDR, 2015). 
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In the disaster risk reduction literature, Walker and Westley (2011) define resilience 

as the capacity to survive, adapt and recover from a natural hazard induced disaster.  

This relies on understanding the nature of possible disasters and taking steps to 

reduce risk before a hazard event occurs as well as providing for quick recovery 

when a natural hazard occurs.  Carpenter et al (2001) give some clarity to the 

discussion on resilience by stressing the necessity to focus on the context: resilience 

‘of what and to what’.  Carpenter et al (Ibid, 777) also refer to the “flexibility of 

agents to negotiate local solutions to the problem and the existence of incentives to 

increase resilience”.  At times, Carpenter et al’s comments are lost in the resilience 

discourse to the detriment of people in the global South.  Lavell and Maskrey 

propose that resilience has become a “schizophrenic construct that has now become 

a mantra at all levels” (2013, 23) in the disaster risk reduction sector.  Lavell and 

Maskrey propose that resilience is “implicitly or explicitly presented as protecting 

the development processes and forms that constructed risk in the first place” (Ibid).  

This suggests resilience as a concept has been co-opted by the DRR framing. 

 

In the climate change discourse, resilience is interpreted as a framework that 

includes absorptive capacity, adaptive capacity, and transformative capacity.  Bene 

et al (2013) define absorptive capacity as the ability to cope with and absorb the 

effects of shocks and stresses.  Adaptive capacity is the ability of individuals or 

societies to adjust and adapt to shocks and stresses but keep the overall system 

functioning in broadly the same way.  Lastly, Bene et al (2013) suggest 

transformative capacity is the ability to change the system fundamentally.  Most 

recently, ‘transformability’ has received attention as the new ‘bounce forward’ in 

relation to resilience.  Transformation highlights new pathways that can be explored 

to enable communities to change their reality (Bene et al, 2013).  Transformability is 

viewed as the capacity to evolve into a fundamentally new system when existing 

conditions are untenable (Folke et al, 2010; Walker et al, 2004).  Pelling (2011, 51) 

proposes caution in utilising the concept of resilience: 

“The power of resilience to suppress deeper changes in the institutions and 
values that shape development and risk management is reinforced by its 
attractiveness as a solution to climate change risks for donors and 
government precisely because it does not challenge the wider status quo”.   
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More recently, the relationship between resilience and transformation has appeared 

in the context of cities.  Satterthwaite and Dodman (2013) highlight the need for 

towns, cities and other settlements to become resilient to climate change. They argue 

that a large portion of world’s inhabitants live in settlements where they do not have 

the tools required to help themselves.  Satterthwaite and Dodman (Ibid) agree with 

Pelling’s interpretation of resilience and transformation.  They stress that adaptive 

policies, addressing risks and a variety of institutional support that address the needs 

of all stakeholders (including the full range of urban dwellers) need to be developed.  

This will require fundamental changes in political and cultural systems 

(Satterthwaite and Dodman, 2013; Pelling, 2011).  Such systemic changes have 

proved difficult to initiate and sustain until this time.  Through these literatures on 

resilience and cities, the significance of the local level and the role of the local 

authorities are highlighted as important resources for mobilising change. 

 

2.2.2 Making the most of resilience 

The lens of resilience creates a space for dialogue amongst different communities of 

international actors.  This space for dialogue should not be underestimated, resilience 

should be valued as a unifier for a variety of discourses to come together and engage 

(Mitchell and Harris, 2012).  Resilience is a “shifting concept” (Joseph 2013, 51), 

whose meaning and tenor changes depending on the conceptual discourse it is being 

engaged in.  Voss and Funk (2015, 255) suggest a multidimensional approach is 

necessary in resilience research: 

 “To bridge the gap between official narratives that are largely derived and 
connected to scientific arguments and the living realities of the people: an 
approach that integrates local, regional and global actors and their viewpoints 
in a trans disciplinary manner, i.e., an approach that is oriented towards the 
problems and solutions that arise from real life”.   

Resilience thinking, holistic, can bring together different perspectives (social, 

human, economic, physical, environmental).  There is no agreed upon definition of 

resilience nor should there be.  Some academics view resilience as a form of neo-

liberal governmentality (Evans and Reid, 2013; Joseph, 2013) while others continue 

to find inspiration from the concept (Brown, 2014).  Kelly and Kelly (2016, 2) even 

argue that it is possible that “reclaiming resilience, building solidarity, and political 

agency can also go together” based on their research of how resilience was used by 
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practitioners.  Utilising Bene et al’s (2013) phrase, ‘making the most of resilience’, 

in the disaster risk reduction discourse, resilience is considered in a normative 

fashion, even aspirational thus appealing to diverse groups (UNISDR, 2013; DFID, 

2011).   

 

While resilience at first glance appears to be a value-neutral concept, Cote and 

Nightingale (2012) suggest it is inherently embedded within normative ideas of what 

states are desired and what kind of shocks are acceptable.  Attributing qualitative 

attributes distorts the concept by attributing expectations that resilience cannot 

achieve (Bene et al, 2013).  Resilience as an analytical framework does not have a 

moral compass (Ibid); for example, resilience could be achieved at the expense of 

wellbeing (Armitage et al, 2012).  Resilience does not decrease or alleviate poverty, 

it is not ‘pro poor’ (Bene et al, 2012); people can be poor and resilient at the same 

time.  Often times, the poorest people are very resilient in their coping strategies 

(Bene et al, 2013).  Therefore, development efforts should concentrate on poverty 

alleviation and wellbeing, not only on resilience building (White, 2010; Lavers, 

2007; Colletta and Cullen, 2002).  According to Manyena (2006), resilience appears 

positive, but it could push the responsibility of adaptation, mitigation and recovery 

onto individuals, those most adversely impacted.  Rather, responsibility should be 

placed on governments and other actors who have access to resources, influence and 

power to more adequately address the situation.  Caution is warranted with the 

concept of resilience. 

 

2.2.3 Operationalising resilience 

Resilience has become an “increasingly dominant mode of Western intervention in 

the global South” (Pugh 2014, 314).  Resilience is being discussed at the 

international policy level, position papers have been developed and donor projects 

are being formulated to build disaster resilience, community resilience, urban 

disaster resilience as well as other variations of resilience.  The word resilience plays 

a central role in the international arena (UNISDR, 2015; OECD, 2013a-e) World 

Bank (Hallegatte et al, 2017) and in national policy papers such as DFID’s Defining 

Disaster Resilience:  A DFID Approach Paper (DFID, 2011).  The framing of 

resilience has altered from “build back better” (Monday 2002, 1) in her article 
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discussing sustainable communities after disasters to communities ‘bouncing back’ 

(Twigg, 2007) and more recently ‘bouncing forward’ (Manyena, 2009) to a better 

future.  Organisations such as Red Cross (Kyazze et al, 2012) began to document 

their lessons learnt and recommendations for future interventions in disaster 

resilience or community resilience building initiatives. There is not a clear or agreed 

upon understanding of what resilience is, how best to increase it, how it can be 

achieved and of critical importance for donors, how it is to be measured for 

evaluation purposes (Schipper and Langston, 2015; Levine et al, 2012).   

 

Until now, it was unclear if the operationalisation of resilience through the 

development of indicators can be or should be further promoted.  If it can be 

achieved, then the following issues need to be considered: is resilience is an outcome 

(Sudmeier et al, 2013; Manyena, 2006) that lends itself to being measured; or a 

process (Aldrich, 2012; Wilson, 2012a; Cutter et al, 2008; Paton and Johnston, 2006; 

Bruneau et al, 2003) changing over time and to specific events rendering resilience 

intangible and difficult to quantify or measure.  A challenge is to construct 

techniques of measurement (Cutter et al, 2008; Carpenter et al, 2001) that can 

integrate both the outcome and process characteristics of resilience.  Buckle (2006) 

and Carpenter et al (2001) stress that the context is important to developing 

characteristics, as is the hazard to which resilience is being enhanced.  

Characteristics are being developed according to numerous models (Schipper and 

Langston, 2015; Cutter et al, 2008; Norris et al, 2008) and some include a 

combination of social, economic, human, physical, natural, infrastructure and 

political factors (Mayunga, 2007).  Bahadur et al (2013, 62) explain that one 

approach can be “to develop a set of principles of measuring resilience rather than a 

universally applicable set of indicators”.  Understanding the elements of resilience 

that present themselves post disaster, may help to shed light on how to build 

community resilience to natural hazards (Aldrich, 2012; Ride and Bretherton, 2011; 

Solnit, 2009; Buckle, 2006).  However, the tensions with operationalising resilience 

are difficult to reconcile.   

 

Levine (2014, 2) suggests the attempt to “find the perfect resilience index is not so 

much a difficult quest as a search for a holy grail”.  He argues this attempt distracts 
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from more important issues such as how to improve the lives of millions of people in 

the world.  Due to the explosion in the use of the resilience term, and the multitude 

of operational models developed and utilised by practitioners, Schipper and 

Langston (2015) conducted a comparative overview of 17 resilience measurement 

frameworks, analysing indicators and approaches.  They found differing epistemic 

roots and definitions and concluded that there are limits to what indicators can 

provide and that “universal indicators cannot exist” (Ibid, 9).  Schipper and Langston 

(Ibid) found “the ability to measure resilience through consistent mechanisms is 

intended to enhance the accountability of funding for NGO programmes, which is 

necessary for budgeting and public investment decisions, as well as offering a way 

of assessing progress towards resilience” established by project variables or by 

acknowledging the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 or the 

Sustainable Development Goals.   

 

Schipper and Langston (Ibid) caution against practitioners being overwhelmed by 

the challenging and complex frameworks being developed with the possibility of 

losing the strategic view of their mission. For example, in some frameworks they 

reviewed, it is not clear whether indicators refer to “individual or group resilience” 

as well as the potential to have lost sight of “who they are focused on, as in whose 

resilience is to be built” (Ibid, 19).  Schipper and Langston (Ibid, 21) conclude their 

report by stating that it would be useful for practitioners and donors to find some 

common theoretical ground:   

“To ensure that rather than tearing each other down because we don’t agree 
on how the concept is used, we can actually use this energy to help reduce 
the risk posed by climate change and natural hazards”. 

There is clear frustration with efforts to operationalise resilience.  In this doctoral 

research, a decision was made against focusing on operationalisation of resilience 

due to the lack of clarity regarding the value of this approach.  Operationalising 

resilience may be of merit to donors and practitioners working in DRR but there 

does not appear to be much use for people who live with risk in their everyday life or 

when events occur.   
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2.2.4 Resilience bridges silos 

Resilience serves a valuable role as a bridging concept in the development, disaster 

risk reduction, humanitarian and climate change discourses.  Rival (2009, 294) 

explores resilience as a unifying concept:  

“Some of the reasons why resilience has become such a powerful word in the 
last few years, and why, despite the obvious problems linked to its popularity 
and its co-optation in the development discourse, resilience is a useful 
concept that helps us overcome dichotomous thinking when we attempt to 
theorize the intractable linkages between the natural world and the social 
world”.   

Schipper and Pelling (2006, 19) discuss the theoretical and policy linkages among 

disaster risk reduction, climate change and development: 

“Not only does action within one realm affect capacity for action in the 
others but also that there is much that can be learnt and shared between 
research (in disaster risk reduction, climate change and development) in order 
to ensure a move towards a path of integrated and sustainable development”.   

The prevalence of resilience in academic debates and policy discourse suggests that 

resilience has become one of the leading ideas to deal with uncertainty and change in 

our times (Hutter et al, 2013).  Due to the fact that resilience manifests itself on 

various scales and levels (Bene et al, 2012; Gallopin, 2006); resilience thinking 

(Bene et al 2013, 2) can “help policy actors realise how actions at one level can have 

implications at others, and how intervention into one part of a system can help (or 

hinder) another part”.  This focus on scales is a significant reason as to why 

resilience has become a key concept in the past decade in disaster and development 

discourse and will continue to serve an instrumental discursive role in the future.  

Swyngedouw argues that activities transpiring at one scale must be viewed in 

relation to other scales of influence (1997) in order to understand the influence and 

impact of the scales onto each other.  Rankin stresses scale should also be viewed 

relationally, “recognized as a socially produced and politically contested category of 

analysis… Scale is not ontologically given or a politically neutral discursive 

strategy, rather it embodies and expresses relations of power (Swyngedouw, 1997)” 

(Rankin 2004, 64).  “Resilience reflects and seeks to offer a positive alternative to 

the loss of modern frameworks” (Pugh 2014, 314).  In this formulation, resilience 

bridges silos of thinking and creates a conceptual opening where development, 

disaster risk reduction and climate change discourses can find a newly created 
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common ground.  This conceptual space can be where exploration of the 

interrelationships of the silos and scales occurs.    

 
According to Alexander (2013, 2713), there will be disillusionment if resilience “is 

pushed to represent more than it can deliver, the problem lies in attempts to make 

resilience a full-scale paradigm, which it is not”.  Another concern is the expectation 

resilience can provide more insight and greater modelling capacity than it is capable 

of furnishing (Ibid). Resilience as a concept can be useful if it is used with other 

concepts such as risk and vulnerability in the global South.  Mitchell and Harris 

(2012, 6) argue that resilience is an integrating concept “that allows multiple risks, 

shocks and stresses and their impacts on ecosystems and vulnerable people to be 

considered together in the context of development programming”.  The relationship 

between risk and resilience offers promise. Resilience has the potential to help 

researchers and the international aid community to obtain a fuller “understanding of 

risk and vulnerability” (Manyena 2006, 436).  As a conceptual lens, resilience allows 

consideration of “uncertain futures and people’s agency” in the development of the 

future (Levine 2014, 1).  Resilience can be used in conjunction with risk as a way to 

consider what is of relevance for residents, what do they need to be resilient to (and 

more than resilient) in the urban setting and how this can be supported and by whom.  

Resilience also has the potential to bring a lens to the issues that prevent people from 

managing some risks in their lives.  This can be accomplished through the 

interconnectedness of risks, strategies to manage the risks and different scales.  

Buckle et al (2003, 83) argue that a model does not exist that links: 

 “Risk, vulnerability, resilience and day-today life in a coherent and puissant 
framework, nor have any analytical frameworks or models emerged that have 
managed to deal with the complex interactions of daily life, risk management, 
and disaster management in ways which allow for the linkage and integration 
of these issues between individual, group, community and system levels”.   

This research considers the conceptual limitations of the resilience lens based on a 

lack of full appreciation of the role of people and politics. This review of resilience 

sets the context for research question four (How do international aid agencies 

understand urban risk and resilience in Nepal and to what extent do these 

understandings reflect the everyday lives and needs of urban residents).  Although 

resilience was the starting point for this research, concepts such as risk perceptions, 
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urban informality and the relationship between the everyday and events (disaster and 

other occurrences) also are of conceptual relevance to this research.   

 

2.3 Community resilience and power  

Community resilience as a subset of resilience warrants reflection.  Wilson argues 

(2013, 309), “resilience is not ‘made’ and does not emerge out of a vacuum, but it is 

transferred through complex processes of policy and other exchanges between 

communities and wider society”.   Community resilience and the flow of power 

through spatial levels warrant consideration (Wilson 2012a, 1219): 

“Community resilience, therefore, is often associated with the quest for 
multiple resiliences within a community pursued by highly varying 
stakeholder networks, some of which may be directly contradicting and 
undermining efforts by other groups in the community to achieve maximum 
resilience”. 

Wilson’s definition of community resilience is associated with multi scales, 

influences and power.  It is relevant to this discussion about the limitations of 

people’s power.  The definition of resilience utilised by this research is Katz’s 

understanding of resilience (2010, 318): 

“Resilience, as the name suggests, is a means of getting by and recuperating 
one’s self, community, or resources in the face of dominant social forces. 
Resilience expresses and fosters what Gramsci (1971) called autonomous 
initiative”. 

This definition of (community) resilience is not aspirational but does address power 

relations in the social environment through which people can influence change. 

 

2.3.1 Community 

The concept of community needs to be interrogated at this point.  Exploring 

etymological dictionaries, Esposito (2013 English version, 15) suggests community 

is derived from cum with munus.  The words “with” and a “task,” “duty,” or “law” or 

bound by a gift to be given, thus an “obligation” according to Esposito.  He argues 

that we “need communities”; they are “both necessary and impossible” (Ibid).  

Viewed from this perspective, communities are aspirational rather than a tool to 

achieve something else.  If Esposito is correct (Ibid, 20), and the “only way to realize 
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community would be to overcome interests and individual differences, but interests 

and differences are in fact insurmountable, because they are also what constitutes our 

nature” then we need to tread carefully with how the concept is utilised.  Anderson 

(2006, 6) suggests communities are “imagined” and can be distinguished “by the 

style in which they are imagined”.  This can lead to a discussion of what do we need 

communities for, who decides which community is needed and what is the 

community obligated to do.  Researchers have written extensively on the issue of 

community in relation to space and scale (Delanty, 2010; Hoggett, 1997).  The 

concept of power emerges in Hoggett’s (1997) discussion of community 

development.  He states that community development is related to power and 

empowerment, power is not a finite entity held by one party, channels are created by 

which power flows over time.  There are many different stakeholder groups or 

individuals within ‘communities’, and these individuals function within complex 

networks of entanglement and power relations.  They may have highly divergent 

aims leading to different outcomes for communities who may be located in the same 

geographic area.   

 

Bankoff et al (2015, 8) argue “power relations are almost always present (in a wide 

variety of configurations), especially on grounds of gender, class, ethnicity, caste, 

patron-clients relations or age group bonding” in relation to communities.  These 

dynamics are often difficult to make visible but they wield tremendous influence on 

the way individuals and their communities can influence the urban.  In the urban 

everyday, the concept of community masks a “highly urbanized social 

infrastructure” (Simone 2004, 407) comprised of heterogeneous residents and their 

ways of maneuvering.  People in cities use space in a variety of ways and their 

concept of community may change depending on the topic being discussed.    The 

relationships between different groups within the community (based on gender, 

caste, migration, economic resources, housing stock, etc.) and also with the 

government are of relevance to this research project and will be explored in the 

empirical chapters.   

 

In disaster studies, Cannon et al (2014) suggest ‘community’ is a myth while de Beer 

(2013) considers community to be a romantic idea of the international aid 
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community.  Ride and Bretherton (2011, 3) suggest DRR and disaster researchers 

“tend to assume that the community is a pre-existing entity, one that needs to be 

educated otherwise changed to mitigate future hazards, risks and vulnerabilities to 

natural disaster and their effects”.  This is not the case.  People have risk perceptions; 

natural hazards are not a priority (Ruszczyk, 2014) unless they are regular 

occurrences and then are often incorporated into their everyday lives (Sou, 2014).  

Ride and Bretherton (2011, 13) in their research on natural disasters suggest a 

community is “not a fixed entity but as being created through interaction and able to 

learn through experience”.  Locally based communities and the individuals who 

form communities have agency to adapt to new conditions and shape their own 

social arrangements (Ibid).  Communities are not static.   

 

2.3.2 Community resilience and the masking of power relations 

There exists a false security in the policy sphere that it is feasible to equip 

communities (as a self contained group of individuals) with the skills to be resilient 

to the everyday, hazards, events or even to climate change.  The language of 

community resilience may limit the responsibility of those who have power, those 

often located far from the urban residents discussed in this thesis.  Resilience is 

“dangerous because it is removing the inherently power-related connotation of 

vulnerability” according to Cannon and Muller-Mahn (2010, 623).  Due to its 

conceptual framing in the disaster and climate change discourse from social and 

ecological systems approach, Cannon and Muller-Mahn argue resilience is 

“inadequate and even false” “because human systems embody power relations and 

do not involve analogies of being self-regulating or “rational”” (Ibid).  Cannon and 

Muller-Mahn (Ibid, 633) argue the “Resilience approach is in danger of a 

realignment towards interventions that subsumes politics and economics into a 

neutral realm of ecosystem management, and which depoliticizes the causal 

processes inherent in putting people at risk”.   

 

The language of community resilience enables donors, international non 

governmental organisations (INGOs) and governments to consider the future and 

how to support people to withstand disasters and prove their resilience. The concept 

of community resilience is utilised without fully engaging with the power structures 
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that keep people and their communities locked in systems that keep them at risk to 

hazards and other situations or events that can become disasters.  “A central 

analytical task is to uncover the range of narratives in a given situation, identifying 

which are dominant, what alternative narratives exist, and which might be hidden or 

suppressed – including those produced by marginalised people, or supporting their 

perspectives and priorities” (Leach 2008, 3).  Power relations are essential to 

understand.  Resilience as a concept does not have much value for Nepalese people; 

they are extremely resilient.  They want to be more than resilient.  “Resilience 

planning, like sustainability, is already being practiced by communities, even though 

they do not call it that” (Manyena et al 2011, 423).   

 

Considerations must be given to “political choices… including decisions about 

whose perspective (and whose resilience) counts” (Levine 2014, 6). “Power relations 

are involved in assigning or avoiding responsibility and accountability; the 

domination of certain framings  / narratives over others, asymmetries between 

pathways, and which are pursued and which are not” (Leach 2008, 15).  A 

conceptual space needs to be created for the voices who are not represented when 

community resilience is discussed.  Normativity of resilience may mask issues of 

power, temporality and spatiality.   Why, how and for whom resilience is of value or 

necessity is not often addressed.   Carpenter et al (2001) first used the phrase 

“Resilience of what to what?”.  This phrase continues to be relevant.  Using the 

understandings from development studies and science and technology studies, Leach 

suggests asking “‘resilience of what, for whom?’” (2008, 3). In relation to social 

construction of resilience, Pugh (2014, 314) argues “Resilience discourses and 

policy often fail to recognize how resilience is socially contingent, rarely addressing 

the question: ‘resilience for whom?’ (Brown, 2013)”.  By asking questions such as 

“whose resilience is important?” to “what event / hazard?”, “whose lens is being 

used to discuss resilience?”, “who impacts resilience?” another set of discussions 

emerges. By understanding the power relations between a wide range of actors who 

influence the context and understanding the range of scales involved as well as the 

intersectionality between those scales only then can resilience as a concept be used 

to benefit those who need more than resilience in their urban lives.    
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2.3.3 Multi scales and community resilience  

Increasingly, research is considering the relationship between community resilience, 

hierarchies of scale and interconnections between people in different spaces.  The 

concept of multi scales can influence discussions of the urban and communities.  

Carpenter et al (2006) draw attention to the importance of cross-scale effects of key 

variables and to the hierarchy of linked social-ecological processes operating at 

different temporal and spatial scales.  Wilson (2012b, 2) suggests local communities 

and individual pathways are “embedded in nested hierarchies of scales with close 

scalar interconnections between the community and the regional, national and global 

levels”.  Bene et al (2013) argue for the emphasis of resilience on holistic and cross-

sectoral approaches.  This offers the opportunity to understand the consequences of 

shocks on different levels (local, national and global) and across different scales 

since disasters will affect people and environments simultaneously.   

 

Analysis of broader spatial and temporal scales will strengthen understanding of 

community resilience; according to Walker et al (2004, 299), “resilience can operate 

at different scales, and it has been noted that there can be losses of resilience at some 

scales thereby increasing it at other, higher scales”.  Mayunga (2007) explores 

resilience utilising the major forms of capital (social, economic, physical, and 

human) in building community capacities to deal with disasters.  Norris et al (2008) 

view community resilience as a process and not an outcome.  Communities are 

perceived to be composed of built, natural, social, and economic environments that 

influence one another in complex ways.  Walker et al (2004), and Norris et al (2008) 

focus on the interrelationships between different systems on different levels and the 

necessity to view the relationships between various components.  Manyena et al 

(2011) propose that the essential elements for community resilience are effective 

governance, diversification of livelihood assets and relationship with the 

environment supporting the position of Wisner et al (2004).  Satterthwaite (2013) 

explores the concept of accumulated resilience.  The fundamental elements are the 

same:  the relationship between government and city dwellers, livelihoods, social 

frameworks, the necessity to explore and remain cognisant of how different parts of 

the city and its residents develop and relate to each other and the government.  This 

inclusive approach offers hope for cities, residents and the communities they create.   



 

 

 

44 

 

“Resilience is complex, context-specific and highly dynamic” (Armitage et al 2012, 

6).  The change that will occur after a ‘disaster’ will be based on the context in 

which it occurs – the pre, the event, the response and the recovery processes in place.  

Community resilience should be considered in relation to a specific event where the 

new reality may be similar to the pre-disaster situation or it may be fundamentally 

different.  This may be considered alternatively as ‘bouncing back’, ‘bouncing back 

better’ or lastly, ‘transformational change’.  These outcomes are aspirational goals; 

theoretically, change is possible, although power issues, the agency of individual and 

communities they are part of and the severity of the event or disaster may not lend 

themselves to transformational changes. This discussion of community resilience 

provides the context for the discussion of community resilience and the international 

aid community (research question four).   

 

2.4. Learning about the ordinary medium sized city 

In the content of urban debates, Robinson stresses the necessity to understand “the 

challenges of a world of (ordinary) cities” (2006, 115).  She suggests we engage with 

cities that are “dropped off the map of much research in urban studies” (Ibid, 99).  

There has been a movement in urban centered research from the global North to 

global cities of the world and more recently there has been an awareness that a 

research gap exists on the world’s medium sized cities where the majority of the 

world live (Krause, 2013).  Krause labels these under researched cities “boring 

cities” (Ibid, 242) as an indication as to why they have not been researched to a large 

extent.  This turn towards the global South and other types of cities has also 

highlighted a necessity to understand the everyday and the ordinariness of these 

cities.  It is in this context where research on livelihoods and economic security and 

disaster risk reduction efforts can interact to create new understandings.  Research in 

a medium sized city of the global South offers a new lens to understand how people 

live, what they perceive as risks not only in the everyday but also when events occur.  

And lastly, how urban residents create coping strategies to address their perceptions 

of risks over a range of temporal settings.   
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2.4.1 Reframing the urban debate 

Reframing the urban discussion from a predominately global North dominated 

perspective to include the global South is overdue but is beginning to take root.  As 

summarized by Robinson (Ibid) “poorer cities and marginal citizens have been 

profoundly excluded from the theoretical imaginary of the urban modernity” (Ibid, 

x).  The dominant urban discourse, theories of modernity and conceptual apparatus 

of developmentalism (Ibid) have created a situation where the global South1 has 

been viewed in a marginalised, fragmented manner.  Postcolonial scholars such as 

Robinson, Parnell, Oldfield and McFarlane (Robinson, 2006; Parnell and Robinson 

2012; Parnell and Oldfield, 2014; McFarlane and Robinson, 2012) have called for 

locations and experiences from the global South to be incorporated in urban theory.  

Roy and Alsayyad (2004) argue that during the past 20 years many massive changes 

have occurred in the way we view the urban:  researchers are increasingly more open 

to learning from other parts of the world.  This reframing of the urban discourse has 

allowed for discussion of international similarities and differences within and 

between countries irrespective of where they are geographically located (McFarlane 

and Robinson, 2012; McFarlane, 2010).  In their review of this new epistemology of 

the urban, Brenner and Schmid (2015, 160) suggest post colonial theorists stress the 

“urgency of elaborating alternative categories for understanding the contextually 

specific patterns and pathways of urbanization that have emerged, for example, in 

East and Southeast Asia, Latin American, Africa or the Middle East”.  Until recently, 

the mega cities of the global South were the primary site of research for scholars 

from which to make comparisons with the global North in relation to modernity.  

 

Cities with fewer than half a million inhabitants do not receive much scholarly 

attention (Silver, 2014; Krause, 2013) and it is time to research them more fully in 

their own right.  Mitlin and Satterthwaite (2013, 7) maintain that approximately 2.7 

billion inhabitants are in urban areas of the global South, the urban areas: “have 

close to two fifths of the world’s total population and close to three quarters of its 

                                                
1 The global South includes “all nations classified by the World Bank as low- and 

middle-income that are in Africa, Asia and Latin American and the Caribbean” 

(Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2013, 13). 
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urban population.  The global South also has most of the world’s large cities and 

most of its mega-cities”.  Furthermore, the majority of the world lives in medium 

and small cities - 1.711 billion people live in cities with less than 300,000 population 

and 250 million live in cities with a population between 300,000 and 499,999 

(United Nations, 2014).  “There is no universally accepted definition for an urban 

centre or for a city or for when an urban centre becomes a city but the term city 

implies a scale or a political or religious status that would mean that a large section 

of the world’s urban population does not live in cities” (Satterthwaite 2011, 1764-

1765).  The fact that there is no universally accepted definition for an urban centre or 

for a city as well as for when an urban centre becomes a city highlights issues that 

can become problematic when conceptually discussing the urban and or the city.  

 

In Nepal, ““urban” is understood to include all municipal areas, although there are 

inconsistencies and recent changes in terms of what is defined as a 

municipality.  When the Local Self-Governance Act of 1999 redefined 

municipalities, this was controlled by political ad hoc-ism, and the criteria differed 

between the Terai belt along the Indian border and the hill districts, a differentiated 

strategy that made municipal status far easier to achieve in the more politically 

favoured hill districts”  (Tanaka 2009, 144).  “According to the criteria for 

municipalities in the local Self-Governance Act 1999, the minimum population size 

should be 20,000 in the Terai and 10,000 in the hill/mountains” (Ibid).  Basic 

services such as roads, drinking water, electricity and security were expected to be in 

municipalities as well.  There were three classifications of municipalities per the 

Local Self-Governance Act (municipality, sub metropolitan city and metropolitan 

city).  Due to the fact that there have not been local elections since 1997 the central 

government chose the staff in the municipalities.  Staff were relocated to other 

municipalities on a regular basis.  This resulted in appointees being more concerned 

with satisfying central government mandates rather than directly addressing local 

concerns.  The most important official representing the central government on a local 

level was called the chief executive officer and he managed the municipality.  The 

lowest level of the municipality was the ward level and was managed by the ward 

secretary. 
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Until April 2014, Nepal was largely a rural country led locally by village 

development committees reporting to the Ministry of Federal Affairs and Local 

Development.  Only 17% of the population lived in urban areas (IFAD, 2014).  This 

is undergoing rapid transformation spearheaded by the Ministry of Federal Affairs 

and Local Development (MoFALD).  In 1991, there were 33 municipalities, in 2001 

there were 58 municipalities including the metropolitan city of Kathmandu and four 

sub-metropolitan cities (Tanaka, 2009).  In May 2014, 72 additional municipalities 

were created in Nepal (total of 130).  In December 2014, an additional 61 

municipalities were created and some of the existing cities were enlarged thus 

resulting in a total of 191 municipalities.  In early 2015, an additional 28 

municipalities were created for a total of 219.  Nepal has 15 cities with over 100,000 

residents, and Kathmandu has over 1 million residents.  By the end of 2015, Nepal 

had over 40% of its population living in urban areas according to MoFALD (pers 

comms).  At the present time (2016), revenue stream and level of built infrastructure 

are also taken into consideration by the central government when approving the 

creation of a new municipality.   

 

In smaller cities of the global South, the dynamics between residents and local 

authorities can differ from the mega cities researched until now.  The local 

government may have a closer relationship with residents and may be more 

“responsive, but possibly also have less capacity; civil society may also be less well 

developed and governance as a whole is likely to be oriented more towards rural 

than urban settlement concerns” (Pelling 2012, 150).  Small and medium sized cities 

of the global South lend themselves to a different set of discussions and narratives 

waiting to be told. This research contributes to the emerging body of literature on 

this subject.  Specifically, there are possible ways of “learning the city” (McFarlane, 

2011) that depend on the way residents live their everyday lives, the way residents 

interact with systems of governance and how residents interact with less common 

occurring events.  The city has “‘disruptive’ tendencies” due to its heterogeneity 

which creates a space where change can occur to the way residents think, interact, 

and function (Evans 2015, 12).  The city may offer opportunities that may not be 

present in rural areas.  Urban life in the majority of the world as a practice “is shaped 

by those that challenge it [neo-liberalism] through a range of alternative imaginaries 
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and practices of participation, self-reliance, autonomy, diversity, subaltern 

communities and knowledges, differences and specificities” (Peake and Rieker 2013, 

3).  In the majority of the world’s cities, residents are living and learning how to 

make their lives better in a reality that can be considered difficult without access to 

basic infrastructure and where the local government is often struggling to fulfill its 

mandate.   

 

2.4.2 Conceptualising an urban majority’s everyday 

The lives, livelihoods and neighborhoods of the global South’s urban majority, those 

who can be considered ‘upper poor’, ‘working class’, and ‘lower middle class’ – are 

often not considered in discussions of the world’s cities (Simone, 2014).  There is a 

wealth of literature on the urban poor and the vulnerable as well as the emerging 

middle class of the global South. “But knowledge of the “in-between” remains 

limited-of what is perhaps the “majority” of the [world’s] urban residents.  This 

majority includes a wide range of professions, workers, livelihoods and ways of life” 

(Simone and Fauzan 2012, 129).  Thus the global South’s urban majority can be 

considered the “missing people” (Simone, 2014) in research.  The missing people’s 

“dilemma is how to demonstrate that where they live and what they do matters, when 

the possibilities of translation, visibility and value become more problematic” (Ibid, 

323).  Their everyday lives in medium sized cities are not fully considered in debates 

about the urban or the city.  With this framing in mind, the concept of the everyday 

allows us to consider how the majority of the world, who do not possess visible 

power, behave in their urban everyday lives.  The everyday creates a lens into what 

residents prioritise and why (Rival, 2009; Hobson and Seabrooke, 2007) as well as 

how they get by, cope and ultimately, how their actions influence the urban.  

Understanding the everyday allows for an acknowledgement of the “important 

contribution of ordinary people on their own” (Rigg 2007, 17) to a collective history 

of their communities, their country and even further afield.   

 

Through consideration of urban dwellers and their everyday existence (Simone 2004, 

408), “a specific economy of perception and collaborative practice is constituted 

through the capacity of individual actors to circulate across and become familiar 

with a broad range of spatial, residential, economic, and transactional positions.”  It 
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is relevant to understand how urban dwellers navigate and create their urban space, 

reality and relationships or networks.  This showcases a “texture of highly 

fragmented social space and these emerging interdependencies complement each 

other in forming an infrastructure for innovative” (Ibid, 419) maneuvering of 

residents who live and rework the city for their benefit, individually and in groups.  

In Nepal, ethnicity and caste continue to be important social and economic markers.  

What becomes important for the urban residents “are the negotiations themselves as 

a context in which residents can continuously realign their efforts and break open 

new potentials for accessing information, support and resources” in the city (Simone 

and Fauzan 2012, 146).  Often this entails ways of working that are temporary or are 

on a specific topic.  The city allows, for example, ethnicity to be temporarily ignored 

when residents need to work together and negotiate for changes.  

 

The city and rapid urbanisation allows residents to collaborate in ways that are not 

based exclusively on traditional forms of social organisation such as caste, ethnicity, 

or length in the city (Ibid); these collaborations lead to unexpected reworking and 

results in the city.  The crossing of historical lines of segregation to collaborate 

which “residents were making to improve their situations or seize opportunities 

when they could, were worked out often by coming up with re-improvised schemes 

and activities that might have proved difficult if local politics had been more 

formalized or normatively democratic” (Ibid, 132).  Cities, where the majority of 

urban dwellers are located, are often heterogeneous. Cities open up space for 

maneuvering and collaboration.  Residents “calculate their possibilities within the 

city” (Simone 2011, 403), they utilise their resources and cooperatively create parts 

of the city that may not have occurred otherwise.   

 

2.4.3 The everyday and livelihoods  

The concept of the everyday (Rigg 2007, 7) signifies the:  

“details and minutiae of local lives and livelihoods and the local structures 
and processes that create such everyday lives and which are, in turn, created 
by them”. 

The starting point for considering the everyday involves “ordinary people, everyday 

actions and commonplace events” (Ibid, 16).  This acknowledges the importance of 
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ordinary people and their actions that cumulatively have an impact on other scales 

beyond the local.  Everyday life and how people live is centered on the mechanisms 

and components of livelihoods that can be described as the “capabilities, assets 

(including both material and social resources) and activities required for a means of 

living” (Ibid, 30).    People’s livelihood needs and strategies (Scoones, 2009; 

Scoones, 1998; Chambers, 1995; Chambers and Conway, 1991) are a critical 

element in understanding the everyday.  Rigg (2012, 186) explains, “Livelihoods 

research has attempted to get at the complexity of circumstances through mapping 

out the ‘capitals’ (financial, human, natural, physical and social) or assets that 

households bring to bear as they try to ‘get by’ in life, creating a bricolage of 

activities” which warrant consideration.   The manner in which the capitals are 

viewed as important to different urban residents highlights the difficulty of referring 

to “urban residents” as if they were a homogeneous group.  The necessity to consider 

the diversity of urban residents is reinforced through a focus on livelihoods strategies 

in their everyday lives. 

 

The interest in ‘sustainable livelihoods’ is commonly attributed to a series of events 

beginning with the 1987 World Commission on Environment and Development 

Commission that produced the report, ‘Our Common Future’ (World Commission 

on Environment and Development, 1987).  This report introduces the concepts of 

basic needs and sustainable livelihoods.  In 1992, the United Nations Conference on 

Environment and Development further advocated sustainable development and 

‘sustainable livelihoods for all’ by endorsing Agenda 21.  Chambers and Conway’s 

(1991) discussion paper, ‘Sustainable rural livelihoods: practical concepts for the 21st 

century’ gave rise to the definition of sustainable livelihoods (Ibid, 26):  “a 

livelihood is sustainable which can cope with and recover from stress and shocks, 

maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, and provide sustainable livelihood 

opportunities for the next generation; and which contributes net benefits to other 

livelihoods at the local and global levels and in the short and long term”.  Chambers 

and Conway’s paper led to the sustainable livelihoods framework or sustainable 

livelihoods approach made popular in the development sector by the 1997 UK 

Government White Paper on International Development.  The core principles of the 

sustainable livelihoods approach are (Rigg 2007, 32):   
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•! “A focus on people and communities rather than on structures and the 
national context 

•! A concern with seeing livelihoods in holistic terms crossing sectors, 
spaces, actors and institutions 

•! And a commitment to identifying the macro-linkages that are salient 
to understanding livelihoods”. 

Research into livelihoods focuses on the complexity of everyday life and considers 

financial, human, natural, physical and social capitals and the relationship between 

the capitals.  The focus on sustainable livelihoods that can cope and recover from 

stresses and shocks and can consider the future intersects with research on disasters. 

Varley argues that to continue regarding disasters as “exceptional events, calamities 

unrelated to the normal scheme of things” is no longer justified (1994a, 2).  In the 

1980s, vulnerability analysis of people and communities in the context of disaster 

research and mitigation was initiated.   Vulnerability is a concept that links the 

relationship people maintain with their environment, social forces, institutions and 

the cultural values of people (Bankoff et al, 2004).  The International Decade for 

Natural Disaster Reduction (1990 - 2000) explored the connection between disasters 

and the underlying social, environmental and political context (Varley, 1994b) in 

locations where people exposed to hazards live.  This doctoral research bridges the 

relationship between development and disaster discourse but by “nurtur[ing] new 

habits of thinking” (McEwan 2009, 295), this research utilises a different conceptual 

framing through the concepts of the everyday and events.   

 

In the resilience literature, the importance of scales was considered.  Scale in relation 

to the everyday is also of relevance.  Rankin (2004, 61) argues “Globalization 

theories overlook the economic, political and cultural practices taking place within 

households and communities”.  Scales are impacting each other in a complex manner 

and there is a necessity to reflect on the interaction and complexity of their power 

relations.  Through this research utilising the lens of livelihoods, ‘capitals’ (financial, 

human, natural, physical and social) and an attempt to understand of how scales 

influence each other, a space is created to discuss everyday lives of urban residents 

(establishing a component of the conceptual framework for research question one – 

what are the risk perceptions of residents in the city).   
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2.5 Urban informality 

Informality as structures of power in the urban (Roy, 2009) is of relevance to this 

research.  In this research, urban informality is defined as (Alsayyad and Roy 2004, 

5): 

“An organising urban logic…  A logic that structures the very fabric of urban 
life [in much of the world].  It is a process of structuration that constitutes the 
rules of the game, determining the nature of transactions between individuals 
and institutions and within institutions”. 

The urban environment is not only created by governmental plans and formally led 

by government but to a significant extent, the urban is managed through informality 

(Roy, 2009; Roy and AlSayyad, 2004; Bayat 2004).  The concept of informality can 

be considered not only from the perspective of the individual but more importantly 

for this research, informality of the government and how urban space is informally 

controlled through legibility.  Informality debates continue to evolve especially in 

the global South (AlSayyad, 2004; Roy and AlSayyad, 2004).  “The binary 

distinction between formal and informal-economies, housing, settlements - often 

carries with it an implicit positive appraisal of formality and a devaluation of 

informality” in the global South (Lombard and Huxley 2011, 121). Viewing 

formality as aspirational perhaps is misleading because this may not be the goal of 

urban residents and the government involved.  AlSayyad and Roy (2004, 5) 

highlight:   

“The organizing divide is not so much that between formality and informality 
as the differentiation that exists within informality… The neoliberal state, of 
course deepens such forms of differentiation, fostering some form of 
informality and annihilating others.  It is this uneven geography that requires 
us to pay attention to urban informality”.   

The uneven geography of urban informality in the global South and its medium sized 

cities suggests a movement of people and local government towards an aspirational 

informal future.  This future can be obtained at times in the present due to the 

informal avenues controlled by the government which open and close in the urban 

and makes itself known to only some urban residents. 
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2.5.1 Informality of people in the everyday 

People are proactively taking actions to better their lives.  People should not be 

considered as the passive poor; instead ordinary people are often utilising quiet 

encroachment in their everyday life.  At times they want their actions to be noticed 

while at other times, they do not want to call attention to themselves and their 

individual actions. Bayat (2004, 91) considers quiet encroachment to be a:  

“Quiet, gradual grassroots activism [which] tends to contest many 
fundamental aspects of state prerogatives including meaning of order, control 
of public space, access to public and private goods and the relevance of 
modernity… Often whole communities emerge as a result of intense 
struggles and negotiations between the poor and the authorities and elites in 
their daily lives”.   

Due to the mass movement or activity of individuals in their everyday lives, they 

create social changes in urban structure and processes as well as changes that emerge 

in demography and in public policy.  Bayat (2010, 19) expands his concept of quiet 

encroachment to include the concept of nonmovements: 

“Collective actions of noncollective actors; they embody shared practices of 
large numbers of ordinary people whose fragmented but similar activities 
trigger much social change, even though these practices are rarely guided by 
an ideology or recognizable leaderships and organizations”.  

These (non)movements of people through their parallel forms of collective action, 

even if unplanned, helps to give a lens to the urban of the ordinary city where 

practices are merged into the ordinary space of everyday life (Bayat, 2010).  The 

necessity to pay attention to these activities is based on the “power of big numbers, 

[author’s italics] that is the consequential effect on norms and rules in society of 

many people simultaneously” (Ibid, 20) pushing for the same type of urban influence 

and change.  The collective actions of noncollective actors can have significant 

impact on society producing “social changes in urban structure and processes, in 

demography, and in public policy” (Bayat 2004, 98).  They wield power and 

ultimately force government to acknowledge people’s desires and actions.  People 

are working together in ways not expected based on their histories, their identities in 

flux and being transformed through their struggle for a version of the city they 

envision. 
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As a point of clarification, the language of informality in relation to livelihoods may 

negate the agency of urban dwellers and has not been linked together in this 

literature review.  Rather the focus of urban informality is on the everyday and 

collective action (in a range of forms).  Benjamin argues (2004, 186), “denigration or 

dismissal of local economies as a transitory ‘informal’ sector misses out on the 

sophisticated economic systems in which poor groups are active agents and negotiate 

the complex interplay of economic and land strategies to survive”.  The framing in 

an earlier section of the literature review on the everyday and livelihoods, strives to 

address the shortcomings mentioned by Benjamin.  This is done in part by going 

beyond the language of ‘informal’ and ‘formal’ to identify key concerns and 

processes occurring in the everyday of the global South’s residents who are not 

destitute or the elite.  

 

2.5.2 Informality of government 

Urban informality could be viewed both “as a concept and a lived experience” 

(AlSayyad 2004, 15).  According to AlSayyad, it is an organised logic that allows 

certain things to happen.  In this interpretation, informality is not only the remit of 

the urban dwellers but also of the government.  AlSayyad proposes that urban 

informality should be viewed within the context of globalization and liberalization, 

“urban informality does not simply consist of activity of the poor…it is an organized 

logic, which emerges under a paradigm of liberalization” (Ibid, 26).  The macro level 

interacts with the actions on a local level; the scales are interacting in ways that 

appear to be fragmented (McFarlane, 2008) and at times problematic but not 

permanently fixed.  Benjamin utilises similar language of informality but attaches it 

to local government by proposing “the porous bureaucracy allows agency of the poor 

to have impact” (2004, 184).  The term “porous bureaucracy” captures the fluidity, 

but also the systemic organisation that provides access and ‘voice’ to many local 

groups not exclusively the poor.  Benjamin (2004) proposes the messiness of local 

bureaucracies in local government creates the environment where ordinary urban 

inhabitants can influence the local government.   

 

In cities of the global South, some local governments create a space for 

manoeuvring, where a particular type of gray space is enacted.  It is not informality 
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precisely.  It is rather an opening for social and political action that the government 

oversees, controls access to and decides the length of time the opening is there.  This 

will be discussed in the empirical chapters.  Yiftachel (2009) invokes the concept of 

‘gray space’ as the practice of indefinitely positioning people between the ‘lightness’ 

of legality through urban membership and ‘darkness’ in Israel.  Yitfachel (Ibid, 250) 

proposes this new politics of ‘gray spacing’ emerges from the struggle for informal 

development and “can provide a more accurate and critical lens with which to 

analyse the making of urban space in today’s globalizing environment, marked by 

growing mobility, ethnic mixing and political uncertainty”.  Gray spacing is a 

power-laden process (Ibid) where the government and residents interact with each 

other and attempt to influence urban processes.  Urban struggles and “identity 

transformations, and to the manner in which these are embedded within the material, 

discursive and political aspects of ‘gray spacing’” (Ibid, 253) provides a lens to view 

the urban in many ordinary locations.  

 

Ghertner (2011) contends government realigns channels by which (some chosen) 

urban residents can engage, access, influence and ultimately implement the 

government’s bidding.  Rather than using the concept of gray space, Ghertner 

develops the concept of ‘new state spaces’ in the context of India’s capital city 

Delhi.  Through the creation of ‘new state spaces’ the government constructed and in 

a sense gentrified parts of Delhi through the selection of urban middle classes to 

participate in certain projects.  It is in this “array of state spaces [which] have arisen 

in postcolonial India that lie below the radar of formal planning” (Ibid, 505).  Urban 

residents who not only share similar economic stature but also “shared cultural 

formation and positionality” (Ibid, 507) to the government officials are engaged with 

to further the government’s agenda.  Others, the unpropertied residents, are not 

invited.  This “reconfiguration of urban governance structures – a respatialization of 

the state (Ibid, 515) is allowing the chosen (by the government) urban residents the 

opportunity to influence local government’s decisions and implementation of land 

use and infrastructure provision as well as social norming.  Invoking Yiftachel’s 

understanding of gray space and Ghertner’s concept of new state spaces, a line of 

inquiry is being created to explore the notion that a larger number of urban residents 

as well as the elite are learning from each other and other groups and have 
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“awareness of how to access and manipulate the state” (Ghertner 2011, 509) for their 

own collective benefit.  The state is aware of this and seeks to manage it. 

 

Roy (2009) also analyses the structure of urban informality in India; Roy proposes in 

the Indian context, not only are the rich and the poor informal but the government’s 

planning regime – “a state of deregulation, ambiguity, and exception” (Ibid, 76) is 

also informal.  According to Roy (Ibid, 84), informality could be viewed as a 

“feature of structures of power” rather than a grassroots initiative associated with 

poverty and resistance.  Urban informal governance operates through the 

government’s use of “unmapping of cities” (Ibid, 81) allowing the state to alter land 

use, and to acquire land being utilised by residents.  In other locations of the global 

South such as Bharatpur Nepal, by the process of not having mapped in detail the 

city, “unmapping” never needs to be done, allowing the government to make 

decisions on urban planning including land use planning and infrastructure provision 

in a more unstructured manner.   Thus the state “itself is a deeply informalized 

entity, one that actively utilize informality as an instrument of both accumulation and 

authority” (Ibid).  Through the focus on urban planning whose main feature is 

informality, Roy suggests, there is a “certain territorial impossibility of governance, 

justice, and development” (Ibid).  Roy suggests that informality is at the centre of the 

government and is a fundamental part of governing, this conceptualisation is 

supported by this research.   

 

2.5.3 Governing legibility of the urban  

Rigg (2007, 164) proposes, “The state may, to use Scott’s (1998) word, try to make 

the local ‘legible’ but it does this mainly to itself”.  The state decides what to 

decipher and to what extent, often deciding that it is unable to or does not need to 

make the local level legible in order to manage it.  Thus notions of informality, gray 

space, and porous bureaucracy all contribute to the framing of an environment where 

some residents of medium sized cities are visible and legible (to the government and 

to each other) and more formal than others.   Simone (2004, 425) suggests that the 

international aid community is striving to support African municipalities in their 

efforts to “direct urban growth and restructuring.  Here, capacity building centers on 

developing proficient forms of codification”; “spaces, activities, populations, flows, 
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and structures are made visible, or more precisely, recognizable and familiar” (Ibid, 

426).  The reasoning of the international aid community may be that only by making 

visible, are people and spaces, knowable and manageable.  This is not the case in 

Nepal where the municipalities do not have the tools at their disposal to render all 

residents, all urban spaces, flows of people into the cities and other materialities 

visible.    The central government governs who is legible, what urban materialities 

are important and how governing on a local level is allowed to take place. 

 

The discussion about governing of people and spaces through visibility, is relevant 

because it may be the case that the government does not desire to make visible 

certain people and spaces.  Thereby allowing the government to manage the gray 

space to its benefit without open conflict in the city.  Also of relevance to this 

discussion are the new visions of urban space which “are practically imposed on 

those lower levels of the state that have for so long reinterpreted state plans to meet 

the demands of the poor” (Ghertner 2011, 505).  There is a conflict between what 

some parts of the government want to create in their vision of the city and lower 

levels of the state that have the direct link with the residents.  The lower levels of the 

state are torn between their allegiance to the government and their desire to support 

(some of) the residents they are engaging with.  

 

The nature of state functioning is changing the urban fabric of the global South.  

Pieterse (2013, 14) suggests there is a more nuanced and complex story than 

neoliberal governmentality.  He acknowledges that the state can be “exploitative, 

oppressive, exclusionary and violent… But simultaneously there is a multitude of 

other things occurring too; and if nothing else, the (local) state is a site of constant 

contestation, stabilisation, adaptation and re-legitimation through actors of learning 

and institutional recalibration.”  Governance is a very fluid concept in the global 

South with many different stakeholders including the government, individuals, 

collectives as well as donors and INGOs (in many countries).  In a report for the 

post-2015 development agenda, Revi and Rosenzweig (2013, 42) highlight that the 

power of “collective action by and across institutional groups [governments, private 

enterprises, civil society, and communities] can ensure a convergence of entitlements 

and public policy, enterprise and collective action to support this multi-dimensional 
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transition to an urban world”.  Governing legibility of people, space and place is a 

fluid process where many stakeholders attempt to influence the government and the 

urban.  This broader discussion of informality, not only of people but also the 

government and how it utilities informality as part of its power structure helps to 

address research question two (how do residents address their perceived risks) and 

research question three (how do residents perceive the urban risk environment when 

events occur).    

 

2.6 Cities as landscapes of risk 

The urban setting in the global South possesses (Simone 2004, 408) “a thickening of 

fields, an assemblage of increasingly heterogeneous elements into more complicated 

collectives”.  The urban setting is comprised of heterogeneous elements in terms of 

people, landscapes, physical infrastructure and social connections.  The global 

South’s contextual landscape, (Mitlin and Satterthwaite, 2013) includes an urban 

setting where one fourth of all urban populations in most low- / middle- income 

nations live in poor quality (often insecure or illegal) homes with inadequate 

provision for water, sanitation and drainage.   In addition to understanding the urban 

through the everyday with its focus on livelihoods as well as understanding 

informality both of residents and the government, the urban context can also be 

understood in other ways.  The relationship between natural hazards that are made 

more threatening due to: higher levels of density in the city, haphazard planning, 

limited enforcement of building codes, influx of migrants who are tenants, increased 

reliance on local government services, insufficient access to water and electricity, 

increased risk of fires due to high density as well as poor road infrastructure warrants 

consideration (Dodman et al, 2013; Mitlin and Satterthwaite, 2013; Satterthwaite and 

Dodman, 2013).   

 

Urban dwellers’ perception of risk 2  differs to ideas of risk and calculation, 

assessment and management of risk as internalized by governments, the international 

aid community as well as insurance providers.  Thus a tension exists between 
                                                
2 For a condensed comprehensive review of the three major theoretical perspectives 

on risk, please see Lupton (1999, 1-6). 
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understanding how urban dwellers live ‘lives at risk’ (Wisner et al, 2004) in 

precarious vulnerable circumstances (i.e. low-income, lack of social support systems 

in the city, being tenants) and the adoption of, calculation of and management of risk 

as discussed in academic literature. “The scale and nature of urban risk depends on 

how risk is conceived” (Dodman et al 2013, 1).  The city can be viewed in 

contrasting ways.  These visions of a city and its components which are to be made 

visible can lead to conflicting interpretations of the city and the elements of risk that 

warrant governance.  Pelling (2012) suggests that collaboration for risk management 

is problematic under these circumstances.   

 

2.6.1 Social construction of risk perceptions  

“Can we know the risks we face?” question Douglas and Wildavsky (1982, 1).  They 

propose people “cannot be aware of most dangers at most times”.  “People decide 

which risks to take and which to ignore” (Ibid).  At times, risks are hidden, they are 

selected and then understood in varying ways due to their culture (Ibid).  Douglas 

and Wildavsky suggest risk and perception of risk is socially constructed and there is 

a need to explore how risk is understood by people and the social structures or 

organisations which they are part of.   They also stress that some types of danger are 

selected for attention and that this is based not only on individual but also the family, 

community and the more general social context people are part of.  The “perception 

of risk is a social process.  All society depends on combination of confidence and 

fear” (Ibid, 6) to guide selection of things to consider as a risk. “There is no gap 

between perception and reality” (Ibid, 8) and no correct answer regarding what is a 

risk and what is not.  The social and cultural environment help to construct what is 

perceived a risk.  Dombrowsky (1998, 20) suggests, “We see what we want to see” 

in terms of risks.   

 

This research is utilising a social constructivist lens (Pidgeon et al 1992, 89) to 

propose risk perception: 

“Involves people’s beliefs, attitudes, judgements and feelings, as well as the 
wider social or cultural values and dispositions that people adopt, towards 
hazards and their benefits.  Hazards are defined here, following Kates & 
Kasperson (1983), as ‘threats to people and the things they value’.  This view 
of perceived risk is intentionally broad, and takes account of the fact that it is 
characteristics of hazards, rather than some single abstract concept such as 
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risk, that people appear to evaluate.  Furthermore, the perception of risk is 
multidimensional, with a particular hazard meaning different things to 
different people (depending, for example, upon their underlying value 
systems) and different things in different contexts.  In some circumstances, 
important aspects of risk perception and acceptability involve judgements not 
just of the physical characteristics and consequences of an activity but also 
social and organizations factors such as the credibility and trustworthiness of 
risk management and regulatory institutions”. 

Cannon et al (2014) suggest that societal attitudes and values lead to particular ways 

of perceiving and prioritising risks.  Cultural attitudes and values also impact how 

people relate to others when dealing with risks (Ibid).   Bankoff et al (2015, 1) 

propose “acknowledging people’s cultural production of risk, and their responses to 

it – how they perceive, experience and respond to disasters – can help us to better 

understand why people are affected by hazards and why they do or do not take action 

to minimise them”.  This lens of conceptualising the production of risk can also be 

utilised to consider people’s interpretation of everyday risks and hazards as well as 

their response or lack of response.  Bracken (2012, 23) suggests “risk shapes the 

fundamental basis of how we live our lives and interact in society.  Risk is all 

pervasive within our environment, at a variety of scales and severity, on a daily 

basis, some of these risks we can avoid, but many others we learn to live with or 

choose to take”.  Cook (Davies et al, 2012) suggests wealth in the global North has 

allowed us to recognize certain risks rather than others.  “These risks exist in the 

developing world as well, they are simply overshadowed by other threats – among 

them subsistence and everyday life” (Ibid, 69).  In the cities of the global South, 

social construction of risk perception focuses on the components of the everyday and 

contributes to the conceptual framework for research question one (what are the risk 

perceptions of residents in the city). 

 

2.6.2 Risky events 

Stressing the importance of context, the 2014 World Disasters Report Chapter 1 

(Cannon et al 2014, 13) introduces the concept of risk by stating: “Risk is itself 

culturally-defined… [resulting in] the problem that DRR organisations sometimes 

have a different definition of risk from those of the people affected”.  This can lead 

to risk perceptions and the needs of urban residents not being acknowledged when 

urban risk is explored and debated on state and global levels.  There is a pressing 
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need to understand a fuller spectrum of risks in urban areas.  In order to do so, it is 

worthwhile extending consideration beyond disasters and disaster risk management 

to “imagine and develop a more credible account of everyday urbanism” (Pieterse 

2013, 12).  This will broaden and deepen an understanding of urban risk in ordinary, 

typical cities of the world by engaging with residents more fully.  In this rapidly 

changing urban setting, risk accumulates for some urban dwellers: through 

engagement with everyday occurrences, with hazards and also through engagement 

with events or risks which occur less frequently (Bull-Kamanga et al, 2003).  In this 

research, the concept of events is defined as: 

“Occurrences [that are] extraordinary, punctuating” and which “throw lives 
out of kilter” (Rigg 2007, 17).   

Events as occurrences “may be atypical but understanding their impacts and effects 

requires that the events are embedded in everyday geographies which, perhaps only 

for a short time, become particular day geographies”  (Rigg 2007, 17).  Getz 

describes an event as “an occurrence at a given place and time; special set of 

circumstances; a noteworthy occurrence” (2007, 18).  Birkland (1997) uses the 

phrase ‘focusing events’ to signify occurrences which by their sudden, unpredictable 

nature (earthquakes, hurricanes, oil spills and nuclear power plant accidents) can 

influence public policy-making processes.  These focusing events make themselves 

known to the public and to policy makers simultaneously.  Research question three 

“how do residents perceive the urban risk environment when events occur?” focuses 

on two events which are impacting urban residents in different ways.  Events can 

cause people to respond affectively (Heise, 1979).  People attempt to make sense of 

it, to accommodate the event.  If the event produces undue strain, people attempt to 

anticipate subsequent developments and to formulate a course of action (Ibid).  

Together, perceptions of risks showcase an interconnected complex mixture leading 

to a difficult precarious situation for the majority of residents in the city.   

 

2.6.3 Hazards and disasters 

Four decades ago, O’Keefe et al (1976, 567) argued for the “removal of concepts of 

naturalness from natural disasters”.  They insisted that disasters are never natural or 

induced by nature; hazard events need human intervention to become a disaster and 
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40 years later this message is still as relevant.  In this research, the UNISDR (2015, 

9) definition of hazard is utilised: 

“A potentially damaging physical event, phenomenon or human activity that 
may cause the loss of life or injury, property damage, social and economic 
disruption or environmental degradation. Hazards can include latent 
conditions that may represent future threats and can have different origins: 
natural (geological, hydrometeorological and biological) or induced by 
human processes (environmental degradation and technological hazards)”.    

In the 1980s, vulnerability analysis of people and communities in the context of 

disaster research and mitigation brought people into the hazard and disaster 

discussion.   Vulnerability is a concept that links the relationship people have with 

their environment to social context and institutions as well as the cultural values of 

people.  The International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (1990-2000) 

explored the connection between disasters and the underlying social, environmental 

and political context (Varley, 1994b). Over two decades ago, Varley (1994a, 1) 

argued for drawing attention away from disasters, “from the exceptional to the 

everyday”.  Varley echoed earlier arguments (Hewitt, 1983; O’Keefe et al, 1976) 

that to continue regarding disasters as “exceptional events, calamities unrelated to 

the normal scheme of things” is no longer justified (Ibid, 2).  More recently, the 

discourse on resilience emphasises the role of people on a local level and the 

communities they create as an essential component to address a range of hazards as 

well as risks.  There needs to be a renewed commitment to identify linkages between 

the everyday and more infrequent events or the (non) “exceptional” as Varley (Ibid, 

2) describes disasters in order to support people facing such risks.  

 

Lupton (1999, 17) differentiates between risks and hazards in the sense that while 

hazards “are ‘natural’ and neutral, risks are the value-laden judgements of human 

beings concerning these natural events or possibilities”.  Natural hazards are 

categorised as hydro-meteorological/climatological, geophysical, biological / 

ecological and astronomical.  Hazards are also compared through characteristics 

such as:  “physical, chemical and or energy description of the hazard, magnitude and 

intensity, temporal characteristics, spatial characteristic and lastly predictabilities of 

the above characteristics and the quality of these predictions” according to Wisner et 

al (2012b, 173).  By considering a more fine-grained view of hazards and disasters, it 
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becomes clearer that “disaster characteristics might not emerge directly from the 

hazard typology” (Ibid).  Wisner et al argue, “People’s experiences of natural 

hazards are a form of knowledge, as is Western science” (Ibid, 172), suggesting that 

different disciplines, worldviews, knowledge, understanding and perceptions warrant 

consideration.  This research suggests risk perceptions of urban residents are critical 

to the understanding of how cities, the everyday, risks, hazards and governing are 

intertwined and should not be considered in silos. 

 

The understanding of the everyday and the relationship to comparatively rare events 

such as hazard events can be furthered by “doing credit to the importance of culture 

in risk and disaster contexts, [it also] means having to take the complex everyday 

dealings and livelihood activities of the people” into consideration (Bankoff et al 

2015, 10).  Everyday economic uncertainty and economic opportunities are more 

important for people than environmental risk and frequently do not justify focusing 

and preparing for an unlikely disaster (Wisner et al, 2004).  The United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP 2004) proposes access to predictable and higher 

levels of income can help to build resilience to disaster risk.  According to the 

UNDP (Ibid, 60): 

“Little is known of the detailed interaction of multiple hazards with 
livelihoods and coping strategies in cities.  For individuals caught up in the 
immediate concerns of daily survival, disaster risk management is often not a 
priority”. 

Disaster resilience is not a priority for most people living in cities.  Their everyday 

lives are full of risk and uncertainty that requires navigation.   

 

2.6.4 Understanding the risk context  

Globally, 130 million people were exposed to earthquake risk annually between 

1980-2001 (UNDP, 2004) with the largest number of deaths between 2006-2015 

from earthquakes occurring in Asia (IFRC 2016, 238).  Globally in 2015, the 

deadliest natural hazard events were the Gorkha earthquake (8,831 deaths) and a heat 

wave in France (3,275 deaths) (Ibid).  In Nepal, the greatest natural hazards in terms 

of damage and mortality are earthquakes, floods, landslides, fires, lighting and 

epidemics (GofN et al, 2015).  According to Dixit (pers comms), data for the past 45 
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years in Nepal show that small-scale, everyday, ‘extensive’ hazards result in an 

annual average of 618 deaths and destroy 6,133 houses.  ‘Intensive’ higher 

magnitude disasters kill 145 people annually, and destroy 7,463 dwelling annually 

(information based on the National Society for Earthquake Technology - Nepal, 

DesInventar Database for 1971-2013).  According to the Nepal Disaster Report 

(GofN et al, 2013), for the period of 1971-2012, there was a total of 23,391 deaths, 

primarily from epidemics (16,500 deaths), landslides (4,500), flood (4,059), 

lightning (1,200) and earthquakes (800).  In the twelve year period between 2000-

2012, epidemics and lightning (both related to monsoon conditions) combined killed 

the highest number of people and not earthquakes.    Epidemics and lightning often 

do not register high on lists of disaster events and are not very visible to the 

international aid community in the way earthquakes and landslides are visible.  In 

2014, floods (128 people), landslides (113 people) and lightning (96 people) killed 

the most people and occurred primarily during the monsoon season (GofN et al, 

2015).  In 2015, the Gorkha earthquake was the most devastating natural hazard 

event.   

 

Increasingly, the urban context is understood to be the site where hazards such as 

earthquakes and floods have the potential to impact millions of people (Smith, 2013; 

Wisner et al, 2012a; Wisner et al, 2004; Pelling, 2003).  For example, the 2014 

World Risk Report (UNU-EHS and Alliance Development Works, 2015) has a 

special focus on “Cities as an area of risk”; calculating disaster risk for 171 countries 

utilising four components (exposure to natural hazards, susceptibility depending on 

infrastructure, food and other variables, coping capacities and adaptive capacities 

related to future hazards and impact of climate change) (italics in original text).  This 

consideration of cities as hubs of risk is important in Asia, where countries often 

identified as at risk from natural hazard induced disasters are located.   

 

Urban risk can be interpreted in multiple ways.  International understandings of 

urban risk is influenced by available data (Pelling, 2012) gathered on a national 

level; comparing urban risk by country is problematic because there are gaps in data 

collection and at times, the data is lacking.  Dodman et al (2013, 5-6) expand on 

concepts of intensive risk and extensive risk based on frequency, scale and impact.  
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Intensive risk can be defined as “the risk from major disasters with the potential for 

25 or more deaths and/or 600 or more houses destroyed or seriously damaged in one 

municipality/local government area.” Extensive risk can be defined as “the risk of 

premature death, injury/illness and impoverishment from all events whose impact is 

too small to be classified as a major disaster (or intensive disasters)”.  Dodman et al 

(Ibid, 8) stress “that an interest in risk and cities today that focuses on low-income 

nations is faced with incomplete data about cities and even more incomplete data 

about the risk faced by low-income groups or groups in particular districts”.  They 

highlight that for the urban poor, the highest levels of risk from everyday hazards are 

usually associated with poor-quality housing and a lack of infrastructure and 

municipal services.  They also stress the importance of relationships between low-

income communities and the local government as well as the importance of 

mainstreaming disaster risk reduction into development policies and urban planning 

on a municipal level (Ibid, 4).   

 

The most recent Nepal Disaster Report (GoN, Ministry of Home Affairs, 2015), 

published biennially, considers Nepal rural in nature and is not disaggregating data 

on the basis of urban or rural.  The implication is that data on risk in urban centres 

are not being properly considered as of yet. Fires are considered to be the primary 

urban hazard in Nepal (Ibid, 83) and the “exponential urbanization trend over the 

past decade with general disregard of earthquake-resistant measures in building 

construction is the cause of ever-increasing earthquake risk” (Ibid).  There are few 

reports published focusing on Nepal’s urban risk with the exception of the World 

Bank report on urban growth and spatial transition in Nepal (Muzzini and Aparicio, 

2013).  Dodman et al use the language of extensive risks.  In this research, the 

concept of ‘events’ has analytical purchase to describe the range of occurrences that 

can happen which may or may not have a long-term impact on urban risks.   

 

2.6.5 Multi scalar urban governance and disasters  

In addition to expanding the discussion of risk perception to include a wider range of 

hazards and other risks of the everyday, consideration needs to be given to the role 

of outsiders and experts.  Cook suggests, following Beck and his work on the Risk 

Society, that “expertise becomes key to interpreting, but also bound up with 
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producing, these ‘new’ forms of risk” (Davies et al 2012, 69).  There is marked 

difference in the way experts and people view and make decisions about risk 

(Haynes et al, 2008; Pidgeon et al, 1992).  Often, the international aid community  

and other outsiders “hold different conceptions of risk in comparison to the priorities 

of the communities they are trying to help.  However, these differences are not 

always self-evident or, if recognized, acknowledged” (Bankoff et al 2015, 7).  This 

difference can lead to a mismatch between development and disaster risk reduction 

projects with proposed interventions that may not be of direct relevance to 

individuals.  Risk is perceived and dealt with by urban residents in medium sized 

cities of the global South in ways that may not be understandable to ‘outsiders’.  For 

decades, there has been a disconnect between how national governments, 

international agencies and the IAC intervene yet do not want to acknowledge the 

fundamental role of society and culture (Hewitt, 2012).  “Risk management and 

disaster-related intervention should thus not be a sectoral understanding to mitigate 

threats but must entail a more holistic approach that takes the broad range of 

livelihood and lifeworld realities into account” (Bankoff et al 2015, 10).  Until now, 

this has proved difficult to achieve.  

 

In urban areas, there should be infrastructure and institutions including local 

government that protect urban residents from the impact of risky events and 

disasters.  “However, poverty, political distortions and the uneven presence and 

capacity of civil society across a city mean that access to such protecting institutions 

and infrastructure is uneven” (Pelling 2012, 148). The relationship between 

government, governance, urban dwellers, social networks, the everyday and natural 

hazard induced disasters in the global South is full of tensions.  Mitlin and 

Satterthwaite (2013) propose that the impact of disasters in the urban has been 

greatly underestimated on the low-income poor, in respect to damage to housing, 

disruption to livelihoods and loss of assets.  Mitlin and Satterthwaite (Ibid, 141) 

argue that increasingly:  

“Disasters in urban areas caused by extreme weather are concentrated in low- 
and middle-income nations and intimately linked to the inadequacies of local 
governance there.  This might suggest that economic growth reduces disaster 
risk for cities – but it will only do so if it is accompanied by better local 
governance”.  
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Mitlin and Satterthwaite link the degree of management of urban development and 

the provision of infrastructure to the number and scale of disasters: “urban disaster 

risk is configured in most low- and middle-income nations by the lack of 

infrastructure and public services and the inadequacies of urban governance” (Ibid, 

143).  They continue by problematising the relationship between DRR initiatives and 

the local level (Ibid, 143): “Key local opportunities for disaster risk reduction are 

unrealized because many national disaster risk reduction initiatives do not have 

mechanisms for engaging effectively with local stakeholders” particularly urban 

dwellers.  In addition to this, local governments are struggling to cope with an 

insufficient amount of financial resources required to meet their responsibilities in 

managing their cities.  The range of local government expenditure per person per 

year for low-income nations is significantly lower than for other cities (Satterthwaite 

and Dodman, 2013).  An environment where tensions exist between urban local 

authorities, stakeholders (such as INGOs) who influence the urban as well as 

residents and their struggles for livelihoods and other concerns is presented through 

this research. The literature framing cities as landscapes of risk contributes to 

framing research questions one (what are the risk perceptions of residents in the city) 

and three (how do residents perceive the urban risk environment when events occur) 

 

2.7 Conclusion 

The conceptual framing for this research project is driven by a desire to understand 

perceptions of risk in the city.  The city, which is where the majority of the world’s 

population lives.  There are complex and multiple layers of government, governance, 

individuals (with many of their basic unmet needs), group and forms of community 

who are all looking for openings.  Openings that will allow their multiple, at times 

competing and intersecting agendas and manoeuvrings, to be enacted in the city 

(Simone).  Parnell and Robinson (2012, 611) suggest an “alternative legitimate body 

of knowledge about cities” is warranted.  Duffield argues (2007, 233-4) what is 

required is to learn “from their struggles for existence, identity and dignity and 

together challenging the world we live in”.  The primary aim of this thesis is to 

understand perceptions of risk through considering people’s everyday, and by doing 

this we can see that hazard events and other events may or may not matter all that 

much to different residents in the city.  
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Disaster studies have tended to focus on the event that lies at the heart of the 

explanatory frame.  Rather, this research begins with the everyday and then tracks or 

traces perceptions in time and in space to understand the ‘root causes’ and ‘context’ 

within which risk perceptions and strategies to address the risks are structured.  This 

privileges the disaster as an event on the one hand, and considers everyday living as 

important on the other hand (Kruger et al, 2015; Cannon et al, 2014).  

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.2:  Conceptual framework for doctoral research  

 

This thesis approaches the understanding of urban residents’ risk perceptions of the 

everyday, of hazards and also other events that occur less frequently.  The doctoral 

study begins with the everyday (Rigg, 2007; Simone, 2014) and seeks to understand 

how an event and its effects are then shaped by cultures of living, rather than vice 

versa.  The study, seeks to de-privilege the disaster so as to reveal the spaces of 

explanation that occupy the interstitial spaces that lie between and around the event 

itself.  Resilience signposts a discursive set of effects.  Resilience as a concept names 
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a variety of processes and frameworks to consider development, disaster risk 

reduction and also climate change in more joined and thoughtful ways. By situating 

urban dwellers at the centre, by considering the intersection of the everyday, 

livelihoods, the evolving urbanising context of ordinary medium sized cities of the 

world, by considering hazards, disasters and lastly, how the urban is influenced, a 

space is opened up to contemplating the intersection of these concepts together.   
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Chapter 3 Exploration 

3.1 Introduction 

This research process has been intellectually challenging, emotionally tumultuous 

and physically tiring.  The challenges included choosing an appropriate fieldwork 

location and a high magnitude earthquake forcing my evacuation from Nepal.  My 

fieldwork plans were altered; I waited, adjusted my plans and at times made second 

best decisions throughout this doctoral research.  Research in a post conflict country 

with bandhas (strikes where movement on the streets is restricted) also made 

fieldwork eventful.  Attempting to shift this research from a hazards and disaster risk 

reduction focus to the everyday has been a process led by the interactions with 

respondents during fieldwork trips.  The research has evolved based on the empirical 

findings and an iterative engagement with theory. 

 

This chapter presents the epistemological framework for the research, the basis for 

understanding the decisions taken that structured the research project and how 

knowledge was produced.  This chapter addresses the following topics:  the location 

of the research, structure of the research project including partners, selection of 

fieldwork locations, and the intra-urban comparative approach adopted.  

Respondents, gatekeepers and assistants are described. Aspects of the research 

process are described including gaining consent.  The qualitative methods are 

explored (semi structured interviews, the resource framework, focus groups, 

photographs and other methods). Methods for analysing and understanding the 

interconnectedness of different scales are explored.    Positionality, identity, power 

and ethics of the research process are discussed.  Lastly, reflections on the evolution 

of the research project, reciprocity and learning are considered. 

 

3.2 Location of the research - Nepal 

Nepal is a landlocked country bordering China to the north and India to the south, 

west and east.  Nepal has a population of over 26 million people according to the 

most recent census of 2011 (GofN, National Planning Commission, 2012) and the 

World Bank states the population was almost 29 million in 2015 (World Bank, 
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2016).  Ecologically, over 80 percent of Nepal is mountainous or hilly while the 

remaining 20 percent is in the low-lying fertile Terai.  “Nepal is multi-ethnic, multi-

lingual, multi-religious and multi-cultural country.   The last census of 2011 revealed 

that there are 123 languages being spoken in Nepal whereas 125 Caste and ethnic” 

groups reside in Nepal (GofN and Disaster Preparedness Network-Nepal, Nepal 

Disaster Report, 2015, 2).   

 

 
 

Figure 3.1: Map of Nepal (Source:  Petley et al 2007, 25) 

 

The past 60 years have introduced significant changes to this former Hindu kingdom.  

Since democracy was introduced in 1990, Nepal has had over 23 governments.  

There has been much political and economic turmoil.  The internal conflict from 

1996-2006 resulted in over 13,000 deaths.  In was in this context in which the last 

local elections were held in 1997.  The mayors served their five-year term.  In 2002, 

the king dissolved locally chosen representation in favour of centrally appointed 

officials working on a local level.  He chose this course of action because the 

Maoists were gaining influence on a local level in many parts of the country and he 

did not want to lose control.   

 

A new constitution was subsequently discussed as part of the agreement to end the 

conflict.  From 2007 to 2015, there was a particular period of ‘transition’ where long 
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term planning was difficult to implement.  There were two constituent assemblies 

tasked with drafting a constitution.  Several attempts at drafting a constitution failed.  

In September 2015 (after the earthquake), the constituent assembly, comprised of 

601 delegates3, created a constitution containing 35 parts, 308 articles and nine 

annexes.   The three major ruling parties attempted to incorporate the requests of 

many ethnic and indigenous groups and created a federal structure that was 

originally conceived by the Maoists during the civil war.   

 

In some aspects, Nepal has made significant development gains for its people; Nepal 

is viewed as a success story in terms of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)  

by the United Nations.  According to the Millennium Development Goals Needs 

Assessment Report for Nepal 2010, (GofN, National Planning Commission and the 

UNDP, 2011) despite the decade–long conflict and political instability, progress has 

been significant in a number of areas. The MDGs such as education and mortality 

highlight the gains Nepal has made for its population although this has not been 

fairly distributed from the geographical dimension and income inequality is 

increasing as well.  Poverty has been decreasing in Nepal very rapidly (GofN CBS 

2012, 9 section 5).  In 1995 – 1996, 41.8 percent of the population was living below 

the poverty line.  In 2011, 25 percent of Nepalese people lived below the poverty 

line and the rate was much lower in urban areas, only 15.46 percent (Ibid, 4 of 

English version section 4.1). 

 

In terms of poverty, it “is concentrated, regionally and ethnically, in the West and 

among the relatively landless.  The Maoist rebellion was, to a large extent, about 

addressing identity-based discrimination, which lies at the basis of chronic poverty”, 

(Shepherd et al 2013, 61).  Nightingale (2011, 154) explains:  “The Maoists fought 

against inequality in caste, ethnicity and gender relations, along with geographical 

discrimination – all closely tied to economic disparities and class relations”.  The 

Maoist People’s War (1996-2006) and “its attack on the Hindu monarchy culminated 

in the popular overthrow of the king (2006) and the formation of a Federal 

                                                
3 Comprised of 240 elected, 335 via proportional representation and 26 nominated by 

the government 
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Democratic Republic (2008)” according to Nightingale and Rankin (2015, 162).  

Nightingale (2011, 154) explains, “the recently concluded Maoist People’s War in 

Nepal and the 2006 revolution that precipitated the overthrow of the monarchy have 

presented serious challenges to historically entrenched social and political 

hierarchies”.  The 10-year internal armed conflict resulted in over 13,000 deaths and 

had a significant negative impact on the national socio – economic development 

during this time period.   

 

3.2.1 Nepal’s economic security through remittances 

Today, Nepal’s economy relies on a combination of agriculture (rice and wheat) 

which accounts for 30 percent of GDP, tourism and other services and most 

importantly, on remittances from migrant labourers in Malaysia, Qatar, Saudi 

Arabia, UAE and Kuwait (GofN, 2014).  In 2000, remittances were 14 percent of 

GDP, in 2010 they were 22 percent, and most recently, in 2015, remittances 

contributed 32 percent of GDP.  The national economy is increasingly dependent on 

labour moving abroad (World Bank, 2016).  The sources of remittances are broken 

down as follows: 20 percent from within Nepal, 11 percent from migrants working 

in India and 69 percent from other countries - primarily Malaysia, Saudi Arabia and 

Qatar (GofN, CBS, NPC, 2011).  Remittances are one of the factors behind Nepal’s 

remarkable success in human development in the last 40 years and have contributed 

significantly to the reduction of poverty since 1995 down to 23.8 percent in 2013 of 

the Nepalese population living below the poverty line (UNDP, 2017).  The 

percentage of Nepalese households receiving remittance has increased from 23 

percent in 1995 – 1996 to 56 percent of all households in 2010 – 2011 (GofN, 2011).  

According to the Large-Scale Migration and Remittance in Nepal: Issues, 

Challenges, and Opportunities World Bank Report, (World Bank 2011, 26) “almost 

half of all households in Nepal have either a current or returnee migrant”.  This 

signifies how difficult it is to earn a livelihood in Nepal.  The national economic 

situation is sufficiently precarious to force an “estimated 5 million Nepalis” (UNDP, 

2017) (the majority of whom are young men) to leave their families and earn their 

livelihoods abroad.  
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For remittance receiving households, these flows represent nearly 40 percent of all 

income received (World Bank, 2011) and Chitwan district receives the third highest 

remittance amounts of all the 75 districts of Nepal (Ibid) although it is not one of the 

districts with the most outward migration.  The high level of education in Chitwan 

district and the subsequent impact on higher income earned could be an explanation 

for this finding.  This is in stark comparison to other parts of the Terai where the 

migration is of more poorly educated men who travel to India (Ibid).  According to 

the World Bank (Ibid, 44), “the Brahman and Chettri, the traditionally high-caste 

groups, have high migration rates abroad and they received the largest amount of 

remittance per capita. Newars, even though they have low international migration 

rates, also received large amounts.  The Terai groups earned significantly less. The 

discrepancy in per-capita remittance rates in these cases could be driven by the fact 

that most Newars who migrate, go to developed countries whereas most Madhesi 

middle castes migrate to India”, where they earn much less compared to other 

destinations.  

 

3.2.2 The last decade 

In the 2008 Constituent Assembly elections, a coalition led by the Maoist party 

(Communist Party of Nepal, Maoist-Centre) won a strong electoral presence on a 

platform of redistributive justice (Nightingale and Rankin, 2015).  The constituent 

assembly, tasked with creating a new constitution, was unsuccessful and their 

deadline was extended four times.  During this protracted period, the economic 

situation for Nepalese people continued to be difficult and is associated with 

increased migration, internally for security and externally for income generation.  In 

2012, the constituent assembly was dissolved.  The World Bank stated that Nepal’s 

economic growth continues to be adversely affected by the political uncertainty 

(World Bank, 2013).  In November 2013, a second Constituent Assembly was 

elected and tasked with creating a constitution.  During 2006 – 2014, “the transition 

period has been characterized by political infighting and competition for power 

among a shifting array of political parties.  Meanwhile, the country is still 

considerably dependent on multilateral development agencies promoting neoliberal 

economic models that are often at odds with some of the stated socialist reforms 

favored by the political centre in Nepal” (Nightingale and Rankin 2015, 162).   
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Nepal is urbanising rapidly (IFAD, 2014) with urban population growth rates of up 

to 7% p.a. (Muzzini and Aparicio, 2013).  There are 2.5 million people living in the 

Kathmandu Valley (Ibid, 35). It is the first region in Nepal to face the unprecedented 

challenges of rapid urbanisation and modernisation at a metropolitan scale, and is 

also one of the fastest growing metropolitan areas in South Asia.  The World Bank 

(Ibid) proposes that the sustainability of urbanisation in Nepal is threatened by a lack 

of effective planning and large and growing infrastructure deficits (including 

electricity and water).  Expenditures are biased against Kathmandu and the largest 

cities, where infrastructure needs are the greatest (Ibid).  Managing rapid 

urbanisation poses challenges that require policy attention.  Rapid urbanisation has 

increased vulnerability to disasters, making Kathmandu one of the most earthquake-

vulnerable cities in the world (World Bank, 2013; UNDP Bureau for Crisis 

Prevention and Recovery, 2004). Nepal needs to prioritise the “where, what, and 

how” of public investments based on development outcomes, enhance the 

competitiveness of strategic clusters to foster sustainable growth and create 

economic opportunities in urban areas, according to Elisa Muzzini, Senior 

Economist in the South Asia Urban and Water Unit (Muzzini and Aparicio, 2013). 

 

In April and May of 2015 the earthquake sequence devastated the country. The 

summer of social unrest (protesting aspects of the constitution being proposed) in the 

Terai resulted in almost 50 deaths.  In September 2015, unexpectedly, the 

constitution was promulgated although social unrest has not quieted.  There has been 

mixed reactions to the constitution and amendments have been proposed to 

accommodate the Madhesi and Tharu ethic groups of the Terai.  “Nepal has been a 

highly centralized state, and in the post-conflict transition, tensions between 

governance at the centre and interpretations and resistance of state projects by rural 

populations is critical for understanding the roots of conflict as well as prospects for 

long-term political in/stability” (Nightingale and Rankin 2015, 163).  Local elections 

for mayors will take place in the spring of 2017, for the first time since they were 

banned in 2002.  Significant governance changes will be occurring on a local level 

throughout Nepal in 2017. 
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3.2.3 Bharatpur  

Bharatpur is the fifth largest and one of the fastest growing municipalities in Nepal.  

It has developed as the main economic and social hub of the central region of Nepal.  

Bharatpur is located in the plains of Nepal, the Terai.  Bharatpur’s location on the 

Terai matters; geographically it is part of the plains but in identity it is not the Terai.  

Chitwan District, of which Bharatpur is the largest city, borders Bihar State, India.  

There is a Nepalese saying, “Chitwan is Nepal’s 76th district” signifying how unique 

the city is due to its heterogeneity of inhabitants.  Often, Chitwan, Narayanghat and 

Bharatpur are used interchangeably to signify the same location.  Chitwan District is 

considered to be “safe and secure” from social unrest, unlike the remainder of the 

Terai.  This may be due to the large proportion of high caste Brahmin and Chettri 

castes and the business oriented Newari ethnic groups residing in Bharatpur. These 

groups have strong cultural links with Kathmandu and the central government.  

Geography is about “difference and specificity” (Massey 1994, 118).  Bharatpur and 

the Terai are about difference and specificity.  The context to understanding safety 

and security warrants some historical background.   

 

Bharatpur was created as a municipality in 1979. It was the first municipality of 

Chitwan District. Socially, Bharatpur is heterogeneous and rapidly changing due to 

inward migration.  The migration into Bharatpur is from different districts, different 

ethnic groups, different castes, and different languages.  Migration into Bharatpur 

has taken place over decades, with the first wave occurring in the 1960s when the 

national government initiated a campaign to move high caste Brahmins and Chettris 

from the hills to populate the malaria eradicated Terai.  During the Maoist 

insurgency (1996-2006), the second wave of migration occurred when rural 

communities fled the hilly regions of Nepal and moved to Bharatpur with extended 

family networks for safety and security.  The most recent wave of migrants is more 

diverse in their rationale for migration.  Some migrate for a better quality of life and 

assimilate rapidly due to their caste and extended family networks.  Others are 

currently fleeing from tension filled regions of the Terai and are settling in Bharatpur 

without the extended family networks.  These tenants are finding it more difficult to 

access support systems in the city.  They are the outsiders in a city full of aspiring 

newcomers.   
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According to the Bharatpur Municipal Profile 2014 (produced by the municipality), 

based on the census data of 2011, Bharatpur municipality primarily consists of 

people who have migrated from nearby rural areas and the western hills, although 

there are some indigenous groups such as Tharu, Darai, Kumal and Chepang. 

Bharatpur is a mixed community with different castes and ethnic groups however 

the main caste and ethnic groups are Brahmins, Chettris, Newars, Tamangs and 

Gurungs. In Narayanghat (the commercial district) the longest settled group is the 

Newars.  The indigenous groups in the municipality are not very numerous.  

According to census data of 2011 (GofN, National Planning Commission 

Secretariat, 2012) the total population of Bharatpur municipality is 143,836.  Over 

77% of the population in Chitwan District was literate in 2011 (Sharma, 2014), one 

of the highest rates in the country and the rate in Bharatpur is most likely higher 

than in the rural areas of Chitwan District.   

 

3.2.4 Bharatpur’s economy and development 

Bharatpur is located at the crossroads of the east – west highway and the north – 

south highway of Nepal (leading to Kathmandu) and there is significant road traffic 

bisecting the city (Figures 3.2  and 3.3 below). 

 

    

Figure 3.2: Nepal Road Network (Source: WFP, 2013) 


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































