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The dual discourse of urban resilience and its deployment by NGOs: robust 

city, self-organised neighbourhoods 

Resilience has become a dominant disaster governance discourse. It has been criticised for insufficiently 

addressing systemic vulnerabilities, while urging the vulnerable to self-organise. The urban resilience 

discourse involves a particular disconnect, simultaneously evoking ‘robustness’ and unaffectedness on a 

city scale and self-organisation of disaster-affected people and neighbourhoods. This paper explains and 

illustrates the dual discourse through a case study on the reconstruction of informal and low-income 

settlements in the aftermath of the Valparaíso (Chile) fire in 2014, focusing on the communication contents 

of two NGOs. These NGOs deployed the discourse differently, yet both called for the affected 

neighbourhoods’ self-organisation to build a more robust city, suggesting their work as the missing link 

between the self-organisation and robustness. A danger in deploying the dual discourse is that people living 

in informal and low-income settlements need to earn their right to the robust city through ‘better’ self-

organisation based on fragmented visions.  

Keywords: urban resilience, informal settlements, self-organisation, robust city 

Introduction 

Resilience has become a dominant governance framework and discourse in the fields of development, 

disaster risk reduction and security, among others. Governments, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 

companies and researchers promote resilience among communities and societies as a way to navigate the 

disastrous daily conditions of the Anthropocene (Gaillard and Jigyasu, 2016; Grove and Chandler, 2016). 

The concept has diverse roots, yet in contemporary usage, it is often traced back to natural sciences where 

it implies a system’s capacity to bounce back from an external shock (Alexander, 2013). In the social 

context, resilience is primarily used as a metaphor for a human community’s ability to recover from 

disasters to a ‘new normal’ (Leitch and Bohensky, 2014; Norris et al., 2008).  
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Resilience is perceived as having phased out vulnerability, referring to susceptibility and exposure to harm 

(Adger, 2006). As a political discourse, vulnerability was prominent during the Cold War, when the non-

Western world was framed as vulnerable and in need of intervention (Bankoff, 2018). In the 1990s, the 

mode of interventionism shifted, and resilience offered a more positive spin, highlighting capacities and 

promising to address life’s increasing complexity in a globalised world (Bankoff, 2018; Pugh, 2014). Its 

proponents view resilience as an umbrella concept, filling the vacated shoes of sustainable development, 

while critics regard it as a dangerous turn towards short-term disaster recovery, leaving both historical and 

political roots of vulnerability untouched (Cannon and Müller-Mahn, 2010; Davidson, 2010; Sudmeier-

Rieux, 2014). Particularly, the ways in which resilience is entwined with neoliberalism have sounded an 

alarm among researchers (Chandler and Reid, 2016). Resilience tends to emphasise self-organisation and 

agency (see Berkes and Ross, 2013) and omit discussions on distribution of power in society (Walker and 

Cooper, 2011). 

The resilience discourse is present in both rural and urban contexts, but local rural and indigenous people 

who are perceived as living in harmony with their surroundings are more likely to resonate metaphorically 

with the concept’s ecological wiring (Gaillard, 2007; Mercer et al., 2010; Torrence, 2014). The 

contradictions embedded in the discourse become particularly prominent in the urban context, where 

people’s lives heavily depend on collectively organised infrastructure. 

Building on a critical review of the literature on urban resilience, this paper identifies a dual discourse of 

urban resilience. On one hand, urban resilience is expressed as robustness and unaffectedness of a city as a 

whole – its ability to resist shocks or adapt in order to maintain the status quo (see, e.g., Davoudi, 2014; 

Kelman, 2008). This side of the dual discourse is here referred to as a ‘robust city’, where the word ‘robust’ 

implies strong construction and failure-free performance ‘under a wide range of conditions’ (Merriam 

Webster, 2017, accessed online). On the other hand, broken down to the level of neighbourhoods and 

people, urban resilience is interpreted differently; the disaster-affected neighbourhoods and people are 

expected to draw strength from their agency and govern their own risks (see, e.g., Grove, 2014; Rinne and 
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Nygren, 2016). This side of the dual discourse is here referred to as ‘self-organised neighbourhoods’. The 

two strands often appear side by side even if the emphasis shifts between the actors deploying the discourse. 

The scalar disconnect between the implications for the city level and for the neighbourhood level makes 

the dual discourse malleable, and it can be deployed to justify various types of interventions and uses of 

power. 

The dual discourse is explained and illustrated through a case study on the reconstruction after the ‘Great 

Valparaíso Fire’ that spread on the hills of this Chilean city on 12 April 2014, destroying around 3,000 

homes and affecting over 12,000 people (PNUD, 2014). ‘Informality’ as a form of vulnerability stemming 

from systemic issues illuminates the dual discourse. The study zooms in on the communication contents of 

two NGOs – TECHO para Chile (TECHO) 1 and Bioreconstryendo Valparaíso (BV) – that provided 

housing in informal and low-income settlements after the Valparaíso fire. Housing was one of the key needs 

of the affected people. In the absence of property titles and land tenure in informal settlements, a house 

serves as a claim to territory to live on. Its reconstruction manifests self-organisation, and it connects a 

home to a neighbourhood. Meanwhile, particularly in formal settlements, a house is connected to a robust 

urban top-down infrastructure, from electricity to sewage. Hence, the housing reconstruction became a focal 

point of the tensions arising between the two strands of the urban resilience discourse. 

The second section of this paper introduces the research methodology, describing how the case study 

focusing on two NGOs is used to elaborate on and illustrate the discourse present in academic and expert 

knowledge. The third section discusses the informal settlements’ relation to the city. The fourth section 

conceptually brings out the dual discourse of urban resilience. The fifth and the sixth sections further 

explain the case study, followed by a discussion and a conclusion as the final sections.  
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Methodology: elaborating on and illustrating the discourse through a case 

study 

Several studies have analysed resilience as a discourse, ranging from critical discourse analyses (e.g., 

Cannon and Müller-Mahn, 2010) to Foucauldian ones with emphasis on biopower (e.g., Grove, 2014a). In 

this article, the discursive field is urban resilience, which has received less attention. The paper is inspired 

by Escobar’s (1995) tripartite treatment of the discourse that analyses the following:  

(1) the forms of knowledge shaping a phenomenon, 

(2) the systems of power governing its practice and 

(3) subjectivities framed by it. 

Escobar’s approach builds on Foucault’s (1986) and postcolonial (Said, 1979) insights regarding how 

discourse and power become entangled in shaping the social reality. This view is compatible with the 

critical realist perspective adopted in this paper; the ‘real world’ does exist, but social phenomena are 

socially constructed (Fairclough, 2005). Studying discourses is important because discursive events can 

shape social practices and ultimately social structures and vice versa (ibid.).  

 

The discourse analysis presented in this paper starts with a critical review of multidisciplinary academic 

and expert literature on urban resilience, from which the characteristics of the urban resilience discourse 

begin to emerge. The meanings evoked by the discourse are divided into two, often simultaneously 

deployed, strands of the same discourse. It is called a ‘dual discourse’ to draw attention to how the tension 

and the disconnect between the two strands can be and have been deployed in governance. 

Case study on NGOs as deployers of the dual discourse of urban resilience 

The case study is nested within the discourse analysis. Its purpose is to recontextualise the urban resilience 

discourse (Stage 1), as well as explain and illustrate it by focusing on the communication contents of two 



Meriläinen  Disasters 
Postprint version  https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12367 

5 
 

NGOs involved in housing reconstruction following the Valparaíso fire of 2014 (Stage 2). A case study 

typically explores a phenomenon in its real-world context (Yin, 2014). In keeping with the philosophical 

paradigm of critical realism, this present case study aims to arrive at an explanation rather than a prediction 

(Wynn and Williams, 2012). In open systems, causal mechanisms may create potential regularities in events 

and structures, but no generalisable knowledge can be produced (ibid.). Hence, the two NGOs’ 

communication contents are analysed, not for the purpose of generalisability, but with the intent of 

exploring two different manifestations of the same mechanism, namely how the NGOs appropriate or are 

‘colonised by’ the urban resilience discourse (see Fairclough, 2005). 

 

While discourses can recontextualise in different local forms, disasters are always contextual. Who is 

affected and how is built into a society over extended periods of time (Oliver-Smith, 1994). Stage 1 of the 

case study introduces the context where the discursive events of the NGO communication occur. It focuses 

on various organisations and actors that provided aid for low-income and informal settlements in the 

aftermath of the fire, particularly in and around the neighbourhoods of the hill called Cerro la Cruz. The 

people and organizations were identified through snowballing, starting from recognized key actors and 

known informants. 

 

Stage 2 of the case study zooms in on the communication contents of the two NGOs – TECHO1 and BV – 

that provided housing. Their communication contents are analysed using the categories of urban resilience 

discourse identified in the literature review. This analysis results in a contextualised illustration of the dual 

discourse, as well as further elaboration on the discourse itself. Focusing on NGOs as deployers of urban 

resilience discourse is important because they have been increasingly involved in urban disaster risk 

reduction, particularly in so-called developing countries (Pantuliano et al., 2012; Pelling, 2011), and 

philanthropy plays an influential role in shaping development agenda (Martens and Seitz, 2015). For 

example, the United States Agency for International Development recently introduced a new bureau to 
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promote resilience (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2018). Nonetheless, other actors, particularly local 

governments and people, continue to perform an important role in urban disaster governance. 

This field research was conducted between January and December 2015 in Valparaíso, Viña del Mar and 

Santiago de Chile. The researcher lived in the Valparaíso region for five months and visited the city 

regularly after this period, resulting in over 100 days of observations.  

The primary data (Table 1) are categorised under Stage 1 (focusing on the background) and Stage 2 

(zooming in on the two NGOs). The data consist of nine formal, recorded semi-structured interviews 

ranging from 32 to 146 minutes, six formal interviews with written notes (in cases where an audio recording 

was inappropriate) and seven field visits with photographs, video clips and field notes (FNs). The interviews 

were conducted in Spanish or English. The recorded interviews’ transcripts were sent back to the 

interviewees for review. Out of the many informal discussions, 21 have written notes. The secondary data 

consist of the documentation provided by the interviewees, along with reports, news articles and online 

content.  
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Figure 1. Cerro la Cruz one year after the fire (08 April 2015) 

The representatives of the two organisations in focus, TECHO and BV, were first interviewed. Next, the 

NGOs’ communication contents about their work and work methods were analysed, focusing on how they 

deployed the dual discourse. While the dual discourse remains open and different actors articulate it in 

varying ways, both strands of the discourse involve a set of encompassing categories and elements. The 

‘robust city’ is characterised by the meanings of safety, stability, unaffectedness, as well as infrastructural 

and technological solutions for ‘building’ resilience and retaining the status quo. Meanwhile, the ‘self-

organised (recovery of) neighbourhoods’ strand highlights empowerment, self-organisation, responsibility, 
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social resilience and self-governance of the affected individuals and communities. These categories formed 

the basis for coding the analysed documents.  

TECHO’s standard Intervention Model (Modelo de Intervención) was chosen for analysis because the 

interviewed representative emphasised it as the NGO’s way of working with people in informal settlements. 

For BV, its communication materials consisted of its Facebook posts from May 2014 to January 2017 (with 

more emphasis on the first year after the fire), as well as the two videos about its work (uploaded on its 

public YouTube account) and an externally produced video. In the three videos, the BV-associated 

bioconstruction2 entrepreneurs discussed the process and the impact of their work. 

This research was conducted from a critical angle. The data were collected mainly by a non-native 

researcher, except for a few interviews led by a researcher from a local university. In some cases, the 

primary researcher’s outsider position seemed to allow the respondents to act as the experts and describe 

their understandings freely; at other times, the researcher’s outsider status had a lack of credibility that had 

to be overcome (see Berger, 2015).  

Table 1. Data sources 

Institution  Types of data sources (’ denotes the number of minutes) Interviewees 

Stage 1: Background 

Central 
government’s 
local 
representation 

Recorded interview, 71’ (I1) 

Field visit to Cerro la Cruz, meeting field staff and presented 
community members (F1) 

2 workers 

Municipality, 
housing 

Recorded interview, 32’ (I2) Lawyer 

Chilean Navy 2 recorded interviews, 67’ (I3) + 146’ (I4) Officer 

Research institute 
on employment 

Recorded interview, 62’ (I5) Expert 
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Innovation project 
for disaster 
resilience 

Recorded interview, 54’ (I6) Entrepreneur 

Volunteers from 
university 

Interviews (I7–9) 

Field visits to Cerro la Cruz and Cerro las Cañas with a volunteer 
(F2) 

Field visit to student volunteer event in campamentos (informal 
settlements) (F3) 

3 volunteers 

 

 

Community Recorded interview, 88’ (I10), interviews (I11–12) 

Field visits (e.g., Cerro la Cruz, Cerro las Cañas, Cerro Barón, 
Cerro Camiroaga), participation in a community centre meeting, 
etc. (F4–6) 

3 community 
members 

 

School near a 
campamento 

Field visit to Cerro Camiroaga, with interviews (F6) Psychologist, 
2 teachers 

Stage 2: Two NGOs 

TECHO  

 

 

Recorded interview, 38’ (I13) 

Intervention Model (D1) and webpage content (D2) 

(Reconstruction in Cerros Ramaditas, La Cruz, Mariposa, Merced 
and Las Cañas) 

 Leader 

Bioreconstruyendo 
Valparaíso 

 

 

Recorded interview, 55’ (I14), interview (I15) and observations 
on the field in Cerro Carcel (F7) 

Facebook posts from May 2014 to January 2017 (D3) and 3 
YouTube videos 44’, 4’, 1’ (V1–3) 

(Reconstruction in Cerro la Cruz) 

2 workers 

 
In the table I1-15 refer to interviews, F1-7 to field visits, V1-3 to videos. 
  
Informal settlements: being cut off from the city or being self-organised parts 

of it 

The global urban population is growing and along with it, informal settlements in and around cities. 

Approximately 54% of the global population resided in urban areas in 2014, which is expected to reach 
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66% by 2050 (United Nations, 2014). In low- and middle-income nations, between one-third and one-half 

of the population lived in informal settlements, but informality also affected economically successful cities 

and countries with high per capita incomes (IFRC, 2010; Mukhija and Loukaitou-Sideris, 2014; Roy, 2009). 

An estimated 863 million people worldwide lived in informal settlements in 2012 (United Nations, 2014). 

Climate extremes and severe conflicts have accelerated the pace of mass migration to cities, and many 

migrants end up working in the informal sector and living in informal settlements (Kirbyshire et al., 2017).  

Informal settlements tend to be defined by what they lack in comparison to what formal settlements are 

expected to have access to, from sanitation infrastructure to street lighting (Martin and Mathema, 2009). 

They are more vulnerable to disasters than formal neighbourhoods because they tend to be built in more 

hazard-prone areas, and the people cannot afford the costs involved in following strict building codes 

(Doberstein and Stager, 2013; Larson, 2002). Despite their high vulnerability to disaster, the resilience and 

the post-disaster reconstruction of informal settlements remain poorly addressed (Doberstein and Stager, 

2013; Kirbyshire et al., 2017).  

Descriptions of informal settlements echo Fanon’s (1968, p. 4) writings on the living sectors of the colonists 

and the colonised; the colonist’s sector is built to last with stone and steel, whereas the colonised’s sector 

is viewed as a ‘disreputable place’ lacking basic amenities. The similarity is not a coincidence, particularly 

in the global South, where stark societal inequalities and the division between formal and informal echelons 

of society can be traced back to colonial regimes, even worsened by more recent political regimes, such as 

neoliberalisation. Despite this reality, informality is often treated as ahistorical (Ballard, 2004), and the 

state’s and the elites’ roles in producing and leveraging informality also gain little attention (Meagher, 

1995; Roy, 2009, 2005).  

While being manifestations of societal inequality, informal settlements should not only be characterised by 

what they lack. People in informal settlements might not have property rights enforced by the state, but 

they can have socially acknowledged claims to the terrain (Razzaz, 1993) and be actively involved in place-
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making processes, from self-organised construction to education (Lombard, 2014). Informal settlements 

can also perform an important function in territorialising the resistance to the exclusionary political and 

economic systems (Zibechi, 2012). However, Varley (2013) argues that depicting informal settlements as 

‘rhizomatic’, organic and ‘nomadic’ homes of frugal ‘ecologically noble savages’ (p.15) tends to 

unhelpfully reinforce the binary between formal and informal settlements, without addressing crucial 

issues, such as the lack of permanence and tenure. In the urban context, people’s everyday lives and 

wellbeing are connected to their access to urban infrastructure (Desai et al., 2015), and the inequalities 

related to access should be addressed. While community involvement is vital for successful disaster risk 

reduction efforts, governments on different scales, from local to national, are in key positions to address 

the underlying causes of vulnerabilities, such as those stemming from the lack of tenure (Hardoy et al., 

2011; Hardoy and Pandiella, 2009).  

Better (government-led) urban planning and place-based poverty reduction are regarded as sparingly used 

antidotes to the informality of settlements, but Shatkin (2004) argues that these measures are increasingly 

rejected as inefficient in the era of globalisation. The main de facto approaches can be characterised as 

either demolition or regularisation. Whereas demolition clears informal settlements out of the way of a 

formal city (Huchzermeyer, 2011), regularisation aims to transform informal settlements into parts of the 

formal city. Regularisation takes a plurality of paths across the globe. In Latin America, the approaches 

range from legalisation of tenure through titling (in Peru) to addressing titling jointly with issues regarding 

public service access, job creation and community support (in Brazil) (Fernandes, 2011). While 

regularisation may be less brutal to the residents than clear-cut demolition of neighbourhoods, the inclusion 

of housing in the formal city does not in itself address the root causes of urban inequality (Fernandes, 2003). 

Regularisation may come with infrastructural improvements in the neighbourhoods, but the 

neighbourhoods might become unaffordable to their former residents, and being locked into the monetised 

system can lead to indebtedness (Banerjee, 2002; Skewes, 2005). 
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Unpacking academic and expert discourse of urban resilience 

This section presents a critical review of academic and expert literature on urban resilience. It first 

approaches the two strands of the dual discourse of urban resilience separately and then discusses how they 

form the dual discourse. 

 
Urban resilience as robust city 

On a city scale, resilient urbanism translates into securitisation against nature and hazards, with cities 

competing against one another to position themselves as ‘safe places’ with stable infrastructure (Davoudi, 

2014). National and local governments, international organisations and researchers promote resilient 

urbanism that centres around the physical infrastructure, placing it as the object of technocratic resilience-

building efforts (Davoudi, 2014; Ziervogel et al., 2017). The top-down control over planning and building 

codes is promoted as a means of increasing future resilience, while the speedy restoration of infrastructure 

and houses – or their unaffectedness – is treated as a means or a sign of current resilience (e.g., Joerin et 

al., 2012). In addition to the focus on infrastructure and technological solutions, (climate-)resilient cities 

are intended to concentrate on smoothening ‘financial and logistical pathways for capital flows’, as well as 

creating expert knowledge networks (Long and Rice, 2018, p. 8). This side of the urban resilience discourse, 

focusing on a city’s infrastructural and capital revival or unaffectedness after a shock, is referred to as the 

‘robust city’ strand of the dual discourse.  

Urban resilience as the robust city discourse is manifested in the Resilient Cities Framework of the 

Rockefeller Foundation (Arup, 2014), where cities are highlighted as ‘centres of economic activity, 

opportunity and innovation’ to which people are drawn. According to this view, a resilient city can avoid 

‘social breakdown, physical collapse and economic deprivation’ following a shock (Arup, 2014, p.3). This 

view places the city as an economic entity a priori to the people living there. While the report refers to poor 

and vulnerable people as particularly susceptible to disasters, it is the city as an economic machine that 
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should be made resilient and proofed from shocks. This approach to urban resilience highlights the city’s 

robustness and unaffectedness or ability to maintain the status quo (Davoudi, 2014; Kelman, 2008). 

Particularly following the 9/11 event (2001) in the United States, the safety and the robustness of 

economies, infrastructures and networks have been elevated as vital characteristics of urban resilience 

(Chelleri, 2012; O’Rourke, 2007).  

Cities produce and reflect socio-economic inequalities, and the decontextualised technical-reductionist 

frameworks tend to omit the issues of marginality and locality (Vale, 2014; Weichselgartner and Kelman, 

2015). The ‘new normal’ to which the city ‘resiliently’ bounces back tends to accommodate the interests of 

property owners, with the infrastructure’s exchange value prioritised over its use value (Fainstein, 2014), 

leading to the reinforcement of the unequal urban system, where the resources are allocated based on the 

unequal pre-disaster distribution, instead of directed to those most in need (Vale, 2014). Furthermore, the 

city leaders and planners may be biased in both selecting the priorities for investment and defining who the 

‘we’ of the city are (Meerow and Newell, 2016; Vale, 2014). The discourse on ‘natural disasters’ is 

frequently used as a way to cloak systemic vulnerabilities and justify the demolition of inner-city informal 

settlements of marginalised communities from the way of profiteering of urban sprawl (Saraçoğlu and 

Demirtaş-Milz, 2014). Particularly, those excluded from the citizens for whom the city is built and 

maintained are expected to exhibit resilience as self-organisation following a hazard. To make urbanism 

resilient, the excluded might even be encouraged to stay out of cities altogether and be resilient on land 

instead (Walker and Cooper, 2011). 

Hence, on one side, the urban resilience discourse conservatively calls for a ‘robust city’ that is safe, stable 

and unaffected by external and natural shocks – often by means of additional and better technology and 

physical infrastructure. This strand of the discourse regards the city as an economic whole, governed with 

a top-down approach. 
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Urban resilience as self-organised neighbourhoods 

As the urban resilience discourse emphasises top-down security and robust infrastructure, it simultaneously 

promotes bottom-up self-organisation for the most vulnerable, with policies shifting towards the latter 

(Coaffee, 2013). The resilience discourse increasingly fixates on vulnerable and affected populations 

(Manyena, 2006; Sudmeier-Rieux, 2014), while societal inequalities and access to infrastructure are treated 

as secondary concerns. This phenomenon occurs in a range of countries and does not depend on their 

perceived development. Over the past few decades, the media discourse in Mexico has shifted from 

technological solutions to an emphasis on self-governance and responsibility of the local people, backed by 

political agendas, such as evictions of informal residents (Rinne and Nygren, 2016). In Uganda, to address 

climate change and long-term city-level resilience, informal and low-income settlements are expected to 

improve their basic infrastructure through sustainable self-organisation (Dobson et al., 2015). Similarly, 

low-income neighbourhoods facing flooding in the United States are called to ‘participate’ in resilience 

efforts while being urged to relocate from areas that are deemed unworthy of infrastructural hazard-proofing 

– at least while the low-income residents are living there (Fainstein, 2014). At the same time, the upper-

income residents in waterfront apartments and their real estate tend to be protected to remain in place (ibid.). 

The side of the (urban) resilience discourse that highlights self-organisation draws attention away from 

material attributes that a government could provide to protect and aid populations; instead, it zooms in on 

the attributes of the populations, both individuals and communities (Chandler, 2016). It romanticises the 

struggles of the people who manage to survive but not thrive (Diprose, 2014), highlighting that people are 

not primarily victims of structures but empowered survivors with agency, who can manage their own 

vulnerabilities through self-organisation (Berkes, 2007; Grove, 2014b). The tone implies that only the 

irresponsible do not ‘make more informed lifestyle choices’ through enhanced self-awareness and self-

reflexivity (Chandler, 2016, p. 47). While resilience measures are undertaken in the name of the security 
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and the welfare of the population at large, in practice, they operate by identifying and objectifying groups 

deemed as vulnerable due to their alleged lack of adaptive capacity (Grove, 2014a).  

Hence, whereas one strand of the urban resilience discourse calls for a ‘robust city’, the other strand is 

fuelled by responsibilising the meta-discourse of resilience. Those excluded from the robust city are 

expected to exhibit self-organisation as individuals and members of a community.  

Dual discourse of urban resilience 

According to Klein et al. (2003), urban resilience can be understood as (1) the amount of disturbance a 

system can absorb while retaining a state similar to the original and (2) a system’s capacity for self-

organisation. In this paper, it is argued that these characteristics of urban resilience discourse, referred to as 

‘robustness’ and ‘self-organisation’, additionally relate to scale. The dual discourse simultaneously 

highlights (1) the city’s robustness and (2) the self-organisation of the neighbourhoods and the people. 

While in practice, material activities, such as (re)building the robust urban infrastructure and self-organising 

after a disaster, are undertaken within a range of scales, the dual discourse creates a disconnect between the 

two. The scalar disconnect can frame vulnerable people and neighbourhoods as subjects of interventions, 

while the visions for the robust city are executed with a top-down approach. 

An example of the dual discourse beyond the urban context is provided by the United Nations International 

Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction’s (2015) Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, with four 

priorities: (1) understand disaster risks, (2) govern risks on different scales, (3) invest in disaster risk 

reduction and (4) improve disaster response through better preparedness, as well as ‘building back better’ 

following hazards. Whereas the first three priorities primarily comprise top-down activities, the last priority 

additionally calls for empowering vulnerable populations, while resilience remains ‘built’ through 

technologies, critical infrastructures and institutions. As the report highlights disaster risk as a threat to 

people and assets, and inequality is mentioned only once in the text, the top-down-built economic and 
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infrastructural robustness and empowerment of the vulnerable do not seem to meet. The dual discourse is 

exhibited disjointly; robust societies have to be built, and the vulnerable have to be empowered, but the 

connection between them is not spelled out. 

This dual discourse is also illustrated in the global context by Chelleri et al. (2015), who discuss urban 

resilience trade-offs in different settings. Whereas in the economically wealthy Netherlands, the trade-offs 

are observed to unfold over time among different (infra)structural solutions that protect the populations, in 

the informal settlements in Uganda, the major trade-off is staged between the social resilience of crisis-

affected individuals and that of their communities. Those who are not protected by a governing authority 

are expected to draw strength from their social capital. 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goal for cities portrays resilience in the noble company of 

safety, inclusiveness and sustainability (Parnell, 2016), but critics perceive it as a conservative concept that 

does not address unequal distribution of rights or resources, either before or after a disaster (Fainstein, 2014; 

Ziervogel et al., 2017). The concerns of the least well-off in society are abandoned for the benefit of the 

community- or the system-level resilience (Béné et al., 2014). While disaster policy communities and civil 

society pressures have worked together to close the gap between bottom-up and top-down activities, it still 

exists (Gaillard, 2010; Satterthwaite, 2013). The dual discourse of urban resilience translates into 

frameworks, policies and practices that rebuild the robust city for some groups and expect self-organised 

recovery from the most vulnerable. To counter the disconnect, Ziervogel et al. (2017) argue that urban 

resilience targets should be primarily defined in terms of urban citizens’ rights and justice for them. The 

cited authors propose ‘negotiated resilience’ to address the unbalanced power dynamics in the city 

government-led resilience initiatives. 

Nonetheless, when resilience is negotiated, not everyone gains access to the negotiation table. First, the 

formal institutions and legislation may not recognise all urban dwellers as citizens for whom they are 

responsible and who are entitled to rights and justice. Informal settlements are often perceived as or placed 
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outside the law. Second, the resilience initiatives in precarious settlements are likely to be defined by a 

poorly coordinated mix of organisations and agencies detached from the affected communities, with NGOs 

playing a prominent role (MacKinnon and Derickson, 2012; Miles et al., 2012). ‘NGOisation’, meaning 

NGOs’ increased embeddedness in national governance structures and the co-optation of civil society 

organising under issue-specific NGOs (Choudry, 2010; Hearn, 1998; Stubbs, 2006), often links back to the 

same root causes of neoliberalisation and Western interventionism in the global South that feeds into the 

resilience discourse (Choudry, 2010; Pugh, 2014; Reid, 2012; Stubbs, 2006). The dots between securing 

land tenure, improving housing and working in the affected communities need to be connected for 

appropriate resilience measures in informal settlements (Doberstein and Stager, 2013), and not all NGOs 

are readily equipped to fulfil the arbitrator’s role. However, acts of subversion and resistance from disaster-

affected people can open a dialogue between them and NGO programme managers and government 

officials (Barrios, 2014). Nonetheless, dialogue between the ‘formal world’ (represented and reproduced 

by professionals) and the ‘non-professional’ people can be counterproductive if it is held on the professional 

platform, with the non-professionals being treated as subjects instead of citizens to be heard (Mitlin, 2013).  

Shades of informality in Valparaíso 

In the Latin American context, Chile is a wealthy member country of the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development even if its wealth is highly unequally distributed (Keeley, 2015). The inequality 

is also reflected in how the access to power and resources is polarised, whereas one echelon of society 

enjoys immense wealth and has access to private services, people living in informal settlements are 

relegated to the margins of society and receive scattered charity rather than rights.  

Valparaíso is a Chilean port city, known for its colourful houses that stretch from the seashore over to its 

many hills. Valparaísoans are proud of the spirit of their city, where people identify with their barrios 

(neighbourhoods) and support local enterprises. While Valparaíso is unique, the city also reflects the 

polarised Chilean society. The city’s geography highlights the contrast. As the streets reach higher from the 
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sea level, the neighbourhoods’ economic wealth and formal societal influence drop. The formal 

neighbourhoods turn gradually into informal settlements. Along with the higher altitude, asphalted streets 

turn into narrower roads, garbage collection and public transport stop operating, and the sturdy houses give 

way to homes put together from drift materials. As the city has grown, the urban sector has stretched from 

the flat seaside plano (flat) to the hilltops, where the city’s informal settlements have engulfed former farms, 

agricultural areas and native bushes, leaving donkeys and near-extinct indigenous palm trees stranded in 

the new urban periphery of the city (F1,F6). 

The campamentos, that are referred to similarly as ‘slums’) are located on the hilltops. Some observers 

view the campamentos as neighbourhoods that development has yet to reach; others perceive them as the 

result of inequality fuelled by neoliberalism. Public services, ranging from transportation and education to 

trash collection, do not reach these places or are delivered sporadically or in the form of charity. The roads 

tend to be narrow dust paths, and trash gathers in the ravines between the hills. The homes are often built 

of make-shift materials, with plywood and corrugated iron being ubiquitous. Along with the informal 

housing situation, people in the campamentos tend to make an ‘informal’ or insecure living in manual jobs, 

such as a domestic worker or a construction-site labourer (I1). People on the other side of the political and 

income gap tend to view the campamentos as poor, dangerous and violent neighbourhoods and associate 

them with left-wing politics and drug dealing (I8,15). 

The main concepts that describe informal settlements in Chile are las callampas, tomas (de terreno) and 

campamentos, along with references to zonas or barrios irregulares and ilegales (see MINVU, 2013). Toma 

may be translated as a ‘claim’, whereas campamento comes close to an ‘encampment’. Valparaísoans refer 

to the word toma as the way and the process of constructing new houses in the city, as well as a self-

organised informal settlement (FN,I10). Regarding the former, in Valparaíso, many people first claim the 

terrain where they construct their homes and only then formalise the house and plot reconstruction, if ever. 

For example, a young couple might construct their home next to that of one partner’s parents (on the same 

plot) and potentially apply for acceptance of the plans once the reconstruction is underway (I10). This way, 
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the extended family stays in the same neighbourhood. In this sense of the word, building tomas can refer to 

the informality created in the lag between the actual reconstruction and its legal approval or their mismatch. 

Hence, neighbourhoods can be formal but have informally built houses, or neighbourhoods may be partially 

informal yet integral parts of the city. Every now and then neighbourhoods are formalised, and the ‘formal’ 

city stretches to the hills from the plano. 

While Valparaíso’s touristic image rests on the formal neighbourhoods near the plano (e.g., Cerro Alegre), 

the tomas are vital parts of the city’s spirit. Some tomas have been vibrant for decades, but as the city is 

growing, new tomas are emerging. For example, at the time of this study, Toma Felipe Camiroaga was 

relatively new, only two to three years old (F6). The neighbourhood appears formally organised in many 

aspects despite its informality, with speedbumps and standardised warning signs ahead of the children’s 

playground, a house for community groups’ meetings, and streets wide enough to allow emergency vehicles 

to pass through (F6). However, Valparaíso was insufficiently prepared for the risk of fire, and its informal 

settlements had heightened vulnerabilities (Reszka and Fuentes, 2014). 

Housing reconstruction in the aftermath of the 2014 Valparaíso fire  

 ‘You do not worry; you do not worry about anything. You are calmly inside your apartment. You 

don’t hear the rain or anything, but here, yes, one needs to be prepared’ (I10).  

In the preceding quote, an interviewee contrasts life on the hills of Valparaíso to living in an apartment in 

Santiago. His love of the hills is evident in his accounts even if living there does not come with a robust 

sense of security. 

The devastating fire in Valparaíso commenced on 12 April 2014 in the Chilean summer (PNUD, 2014). 

The Chilean urban infrastructure is built with high seismicity in mind, and the people are relatively used to 

earthquakes (Oliver-Smith, 2010; Vanholder et al., 2011), but the inferno captured media attention and 

traumatised the local people. While forest fires are common during the summer and small urban fires have 
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occurred in Valparaíso, the magnitude of the fire earned it the title ‘the Great Fire of Valparaíso’. The fire 

damaged eight3 of the approximately 45 hills of Valparaíso, leaving 15 people dead, 12,000 people affected 

and around 3,000 homes destroyed (PNUD, 2014). Among the explanations for the fire’s cause was the 

theory that birds perching on an electric wire could have caught fire, which could have spread due to the 

wind conditions (La Tercera, 2015). 

 

Figure 2. The shaded portion shows the affected area, superimposed on a Google map screenshot and based on Redhum’s (2014) 

damage report. Cerro la Cruz is marked (the red teardrop icon with the black dot) on the map by Google Maps’ algorithm 

(10.11.2017). 
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The fire ravaged the hilltops where the informal settlements were located, feeding off the lightweight 

construction materials, spreading across the high-density neighbourhoods (Reszka and Fuentes, 2014) and 

advancing in the dry vegetation and the accumulated garbage between the ravines (FN). The affected people 

who could stay with their families and friends outside the disaster zone did so. Others looked for shelter in 

schools and gyms that were turned into temporary shelters (I1,F1). Many residents of the informal 

settlements wanted to return to the locations of their burned homes and communities despite the warnings 

about the toxic fumes left behind by the fire (I3,I4). Even if their families had lived on the same spot for 

generations and their claim to the terrain had been legitimate in the eyes of the surrounding community, 

they had no legal property rights. This situation caused their fear that if they were not present on the land 

where their family homes had stood, they might be evicted, or someone else might claim the land (F1, I2). 

In Valparaíso, insurance was considered unaffordable; few had it. Hence, in both informal and formal 

neighbourhoods, the public sector’s aid was vital in reconstructing the homes. The households that were 

able to prove that they owned the properties where their homes used to stand could qualify for the 

bureaucratic process of having standard houses constructed for them or receiving construction support or 

support for renting elsewhere (I2, F4). Previously, there was an option of temporary housing. The support 

allocated per household and property sometimes led to confusion. For example, if a property with a legal 

construction permit for one house was occupied by three houses of the same extended family, support was 

only provided for one. 

The informal neighbourhoods received aid in many forms and through a variety of public and private 

organisations. The public authorities, namely the municipal government and the central government’s local 

representation, emphasised infrastructural improvements to reduce disaster risks, for example, by widening 

the roads for emergency vehicles or organising fire safety training sessions. Furthermore, they provided dry 

toilets to some of the informal settlements, as well humanitarian assistance in the form of water supplies, 

for instance. However, there were discussions on whether the water rations should accommodate the 
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domestic animals (from donkeys to cats) or only the humans. There were also talks about the regularisation 

of the neighbourhoods (F1,I1). 

Not everyone in the affected communities welcomed the aid and development programmes. For example, 

the people living in the least appreciated parts of the hills, in the quebradas (ravines), were often those who 

were considered to have the highest disaster risk and encouraged to relocate (I1,3,4). The moisture and the 

waste flowing in the ravines make them damp places to live in, and the risks of mudslides and urban-forest 

fires are considered high. Even if relocation would decrease the people’s likelihood of being affected by a 

natural hazard, not everyone was convinced that it would improve the lives of the relocated people. For 

those relying on the place-based community for support, instead of or in addition to public or private 

services, the location mattered. The infrastructure of the hills and the housing might be improved but not 

necessarily for the people who used to live there. Regularisation of the neighbourhoods might similarly 

push out the current inhabitants from the way of gentrification. If the residents of the informal settlements 

earned a scant livelihood and were paid informally for their services as housemaids or construction site 

staff, for example, their earnings might not cover the costs following regularisation. 

In addition to the public disaster relief efforts and the volunteers, various NGOs pitched in, focusing on 

informal and low-income settlements (I1,I2). The organisations’ areas of focus varied, ranging from 

teaching the communities about fire safety to providing instrumental support in the form of construction 

materials, for example (F4). As the damages left behind by the fire were vast, and the informality of the 

settlements caused restrictions in the form of the aid that could be provided, the aid provided by the NGOs 

was scattered and varied. The next section discusses about the two NGOs involved in the housing 

reconstruction after the fire.  
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The dual discourse of urban resilience 

The two NGOs’ role in the aftermath of the Valparaíso fire 

TECHO is a Latin American-based aid organisation, envisioning a ‘just society without poverty’ (D1, p. 

4), where poverty is defined as the lack of opportunities to develop capacidades (capacities) and abilities. 

This definition echoes Sen’s (2009) view of poverty as capability deprivation. The capability approach has 

been criticised for distracting political attention from the needs that can translate to claims and rights 

through struggles (Dean, 2009). In Chile, TECHO envisions a country without campamentos and informal 

settlements, where people can develop their capacities in integrated cities, while enjoying their rights. 

Instead of addressing inequality and poverty on a more structural level, TECHO focuses on the territorial 

and the physical manifestations of poverty in the neighbourhoods. While TECHO’s communication content 

is keen on emphasising the organisation’s role in long-term community development programmes and their 

Intervention Model, many associate TECHO particularly with the temporary housing units (mediaguas), 

made of plywood and with the help of unskilled volunteer staff (FN). The mediaguas are often meant as 

temporary solutions employed in the aftermath of a disaster, for instance, but often turn into permanent 

solutions (see, e.g., Wagemann, 2017). People quip that these houses are ‘temporary permanent solutions’. 

The TECHO representative who was interviewed for this study after the Valparaíso fire emphasised the 

organisation’s role in long-term development (I13). Four of the communities under TECHO’s intervention 

were affected by the fire, and the representative highlighted the organisation’s role in reconstructing these 

neighbourhoods. In addition to continuing its work with its designated neighbourhoods, TECHO was 

involved in many other activities, ranging from erecting volunteer-built mediaguas to supplying housing 

kits (e.g., double beds and kitchen items) (I1–2) through the municipality. According to its website (D2), 

TECHO built altogether 346 emergency housing units with the help of 2,455 volunteers in less than two 

months after the fire. 
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BV was an initiative of bioconstruction experts and entrepreneurs to respond to the housing need in the 

aftermath of the Valparaíso fire. The initiative was not a formalised aid organisation. Instead, it applied 

sustainable engineering methods in the humanitarian context of the disaster-affected informal and low-

income settlements. Through their entrepreneurs’ social networks, they identified a few beneficiary families 

that were considered in dire need of housing (I14). The initiators had previously worked on similar 

initiatives and with the aid sector (abroad and in Chile) and regarded the reconstruction after the Valparaíso 

fire as a good way for them to provide their expertise to the community in need and to change the status 

quo of the impoverished hills (I14–15). The project was crowdfunded and heavily supported by volunteer 

labour (I15). The initiators worked together and comprised various bioconstruction entrepreneurs. Together 

with the volunteers, they built three hexagonal houses and 70% of an auto-sustainable Earthship4 house 

(I15). Unfortunately, the funding ran out partway through the reconstruction, and they were unable to 

complete the Earthship.  

Houses for a robust city 

TECHO’s vision is to achieve an integrated city without informal settlements, where people can develop 

their capacities and enjoy their rights. While the organisation lists a variety of issues to be addressed in 

relation to community development, the two highlighted dimensions of their work in the Intervention Model 

are Vivienda, referring to the housing situation more broadly, and Entorno, pertaining to the location and 

its surroundings. While the headings are broad and allude to a variety of measures to be undertaken and 

aspects to be considered, TECHO’s main objective is that the families of the chosen community would stop 

living in the state of informality (‘que las familias de la comunidad dejen de vivir en situación de 

campamento’). Housing and community infrastructure as ‘habitational solutions’ have become central to 

the intervention, with the idea of formalising neighbourhoods in the background. The aim is that the 

community would develop into a neighbourhood, a Barrio with a capital B (D1, p. 12). These purposes 

echo the discourse of a robust city by ruling the state of informality outside the stable, safe and 
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(infra)structurally sound formal city and by suggesting a technocratic and instrumental solution for urban 

resilience. 

Meanwhile, echoing the meta-discourse on sustainability, BV imagines the fire as offering an opportunity 

for a more environment-friendly city by means of bioconstruction, permaculture and other methods. The 

initiative describes BV’s methods as a mix of new technology and design thinking, also hinting at ‘ancestral’ 

and ‘indigenous’ knowledge. The envisioned city of Valparaíso would have ravines free of garbage, hills 

forested with native plants that diminish the fire risk, and toilets with solar panels. The bioconstruction 

methods are additionally hoped to reduce the people’s dependence on the market transactions in 

construction; instead of buying corrugated iron from commercial suppliers, the people could use recycled 

items, such as tires and bottles, as well as locally abundant natural resources, such as dirt. For BV, the 

‘robust city’ should be designed and constructed in a decentralised manner, outside or on the edge of the 

formal neoliberal city. The decentralised construction is also expected to lead to a stable and safe city that 

would rely on technological innovations.  

While BV’s visions of the desired city are quite abstract, its communicated pictures and anecdotes regarding 

the construction process focus on the volunteers and the houses under construction. The bioconstructed 

houses are framed as permanent, sustainable and low-cost solutions for the beneficiaries. The beneficiaries’ 

expectations are scarcely communicated. While it is hoped that the methods would transform the city as a 

whole into a more sustainable one, the activities undertaken are first expected to facilitate the affected 

people’s existence at the edge or outside the formal city. Dry toilets and clay ovens for fire are examples of 

solutions that emphasise the existence outside the city. Furthermore, as the initiative approaches the 

reconstruction through technical solutions, issues such as the beneficiaries’ employment and land tenure 

are framed outside the BV’s highlighted area of expertise. 
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Houses for self-organised neighbourhoods 

TECHO works towards the imaginary of an integrated city through the collaboration between the volunteers 

and the people living in the informal settlements or destitute residential settings. The Intervention Model is 

replete with the language of self-organisation at the heart of the ‘self-organised (recovery of) 

neighbourhoods’ strand of the dual discourse (e.g., Berkes, 2007; Diprose, 2014; Grove, 2014b), with the 

NGO-facilitated intervention expected to stimulate he right kind of agency (see MacKinnon and Derickson, 

2012). For example, the five pillars of community development are identity (including aspects such as 

solidarity and cohesion), organisation, participation, self-management and the capacity to link to external 

networks. What is key to TECHO’s methodology is that the community works to solve its problems. While 

poverty is considered problematic for the residents of the informal settlements, it is not addressed at the 

societal level but at the level of the neighbourhoods and the communities under TECHO’s intervention; 

their problems should be regularly diagnosed, planned for and acted on. The community is expected to elect 

its leaders and be involved in the local democratic elections, but self-organisation is expected to be 

channelled through TECHO’s Intervention Model that focuses on housing. While TECHO recognises issues 

beyond housing as problematic for informal settlements, these are solved with facilitated self-organisation. 

For example, issues of employment have to be addressed by learning how to save money and becoming an 

entrepreneur. Meanwhile, inequality in education requires changing the attitudes of families (D1, p.18).  

In the aftermath of the Valparaíso fire, BV hopes that the construction method and other lessons learned 

would spill over, educating and empowering the people in the affected neighbourhoods beyond the 

beneficiary families. Together with other initiatives, various workshops for sustainable living have been 

organised by BV, ranging from cleaning the ravines to art projects and construction of stoves from natural 

materials. If the people of the neighbourhoods are not yet ‘ecologically noble’ (Varley, 2013), they could 

become such with the external knowledge gained. Both the house construction process and the workshops 

are expected to bring the people knowledge from outside their neighbourhoods. In this way, the houses 
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serve as demonstration projects. BV refers to its work as ‘intensive capacitation of sustainable self-

construction’ (D3, 4.11.2014), highlighting the roles of self-management and grassroots activity. The 

(bio)construction process is expected to go beyond the cognitive learning, resulting in cell-level healing 

and consciousness (V1, 29:20). The people’s self-construction of their houses facilitates self-realisation and 

recognition of their vulnerabilities, and sustainability results from the efforts to reduce those vulnerabilities 

(V1, 26:01). Calls for self-awareness and self-reflexivity are central for the resilient behaviour exhibited by 

the vulnerable (Chandler, 2016; Grove, 2014a). 

While BV’s language highlights the empowerment of the affected, the collaboration has not proceeded as 

smoothly as expected, with some mistrust between the members of the initiative and the people in the 

affected communities in the hills. While according to the initiative, the local children have been curious 

about the reconstruction, the future homeowners have not been as involved in the process as hoped for by 

BV. The organisation’s hope that the beneficiaries would work with it and learn about the process has not 

been realised. The interpretation from the side of the initiative is that the people would rather receive a 

ready-made house than participate in the building process. This attitude is perceived as a trace of being used 

to top-down aid (V1, I15). While the communication and the collaboration between the beneficiaries and 

BV could have worked better, the communication in the Facebook posts seems particularly targeted at 

potential volunteers, to whom the work is described as ‘beautiful, solidary and educative’ (D3, 31.7.2014).  

Discussion 

The Valparaíso fire has called for and justified an external aid intervention in the informal and low-income 

settlements. Each of the two NGOs has treated the disaster as an opportunity to either be involved with the 

precarious neighbourhoods (BV) or continue and diversify its efforts in the area (TECHO). BV’s legitimacy 

lies in its expertise in internationally recognised methods, combined with the philosophical visions 

embodied by the technical experts themselves. Furthermore, they rely on networks of endorsing individuals 

and organisations. Meanwhile, TECHO’s work method is codified top-down, ensuring the formal consent 
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of the long-term collaborating neighbourhoods. TECHO is also embedded in the formal government-led 

disaster relief frameworks as a supplier and collaborator. Hence, the two NGOs differ in the ways that they 

are embedded in the systems of power; BV depends on the expertise exhibited by its practitioners, whereas 

TECHO’s operations appear more formalised and connected to state functions. Nonetheless, both NGOs 

have deployed the dual discourse of urban resilience, portraying their resources and expertise as the right 

kinds of catalysts to bridge the robust city and the self-organised neighbourhoods.  

In the case of the Valparaíso fire, the dual discourse of urban resilience and NGOisation (Choudry, 2010; 

Hearn, 1998; Stubbs, 2006) can be observed as working together. Whereas government-led, place-based 

poverty alleviation and disaster resilience frameworks and measures do not sufficiently address the issues 

of informal settlements, NGOs posit their work as the missing link between the self-organised recovery of 

the neighbourhoods and the robust city. This pattern can also be witnessed on the global level. 

Simultaneously with large-scale disasters becoming part of life in the Anthropocene, the global urban 

population in informal settlements is growing (IFRC, 2010; Kirbyshire et al., 2017; United Nations, 2014). 

Particularly in developing countries, NGOs are increasingly recognising the need to involve themselves 

more broadly in matters of urban vulnerability (Pantuliano et al., 2012; Pelling, 2010).  

The first strand of the dual discourse of urban resilience frames the robust city as a safe place with a stable 

infrastructure, unaffected by shocks (Davoudi, 2014; Kelman, 2008). Both TECHO and BV perceive their 

housing (re)construction methods as means to create a safe and ideal robust city. They are driven by 

ideological visions of what the city of Valparaíso could become. For TECHO, Valparaíso should be an 

integrated city, consisting of robust neighbourhoods, in line with the contemporary socio-economic system. 

Meanwhile, BV’s robust city is a new sustainable one, born from the ashes of the precarious margins and 

echoing the meta-discourse on sustainability. The robust city discourse does not clearly articulate for whom 

the city is expected to be robust. The very absence of an explicit framing of subjectivities aligns with the 

conservative nature of urban resilience as a robust city. Who are entitled to the robust city is not questioned 

or deemed relevant; the city leadership, planners and property owners particularly reproduce the city for 
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those who belong to the formal robust city to begin with (Meerow and Newell, 2016; Vale, 2014) or earn 

their right to be included. 

The second strand of the dual discourse of urban resilience is identified as the self-organised (recovery of) 

the neighbourhoods, characterised by elements of responsibilisation of the vulnerable through expectations 

of self-organisation, self-governance and empowerment (Berkes, 2007; Diprose, 2014; Grove, 2014b; 

Rinne and Nygren, 2015). For TECHO, the desired self-organisation revolves around a community self-

diagnosing its problems in relation to the existing socio-economic system, with the promise of living up to 

its capabilities echoing in the background (e.g., Sen, 2009). Meanwhile, BV desires that its methods spill 

over to the neighbourhoods and be adopted as part of bottom-up resistance, echoing Zibechi’s (2012) notion 

of informal neighbourhoods self-organising an alternative society in the margins. Varley’s (2013) 

cautionary words about perceiving Latin American informality as having a confrontational mode come to 

mind; BV risks depicting the informal settlements as potential homes of frugal, ‘ecologically noble 

savages’, leaving issues such as the lack of permanence and tenure untouched.  

Despite their differences in the deployment of the dual discourse of urban resilience, the NGOs treated 

housing re-construction as a means towards ‘better’ self-organised neighbourhoods, in line with experts’ 

vision of a safe and robust city. The danger in NGO-driven reconstruction efforts deploying the dual 

discourse is that the self-organised recovery of disaster-vulnerable neighbourhoods may be co-opted as 

resilience to be facilitated by experts (see, e.g., Choudry 2010; MacKinnon and Derickson, 2012; Mitlin, 

2013). The dual discourse helps justify the NGOs’ role in post-disaster reconstruction even if at worst, 

cause-specific NGOs may neither contribute to self-organising nor address the political and the historical 

makings of the disaster. Furthermore, the different NGOs’ views on ‘better’ resilience may differ, and while 

new visions may articulate welcome alternatives to the status quo, they may also result in incoherent calls 

for participation. This situation may further increase urban inequality and reinforce the division between 

the people living in formal and informal settlements, without addressing rights and justice (Bené et al., 

2014; Ziervogel et al., 2017) through a carefully thought-out way of including the informal settlements in 
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the city (e.g., Fernandes, 2003, 2011) and improving the wellbeing of residents of vulnerable urban 

settlements. 

Conclusion 

Building on a critical review of academic and expert knowledge, as well as a case study, this paper has 

identified urban resilience as a dual discourse. On one hand, the urban resilience discourse highlights the 

robustness and the safety of the city as a whole; on the other hand, it draws attention to the self-organisation 

of people and their neighbourhoods. The two strands of the discourse are evoked in the literature and in the 

communication contents of the two NGOs studied in this paper. The scalar disconnect between the robust 

city and the self-organised neighbourhoods makes the dual discourse malleable. It can be used to justify 

various types of interventions and uses of power that promise to bridge the disconnect. The urban resilience 

discourse is heavily compatible and entangled with neoliberal logics of governance, but it has the potential 

of being deployed in other governance contexts as well. Research on other recontextualisations of the urban 

resilience discourse is thus called for. 

 
Particularly when deployed in an unequal urban context, the dual discourse can lead to adverse effects. In 

urban areas, people’s lives are heavily dependent on collectively organised infrastructure, yet increasing 

segments of urban populations are relegated outside the formal cities for which the different government 

levels provide services and infrastructure (Kirbyshire et al., 2017; Vale, 2014). While people in informal 

settlements have agency and the capacity for self-organisation in both the absence and the presence of 

disasters, these people are more vulnerable to disasters than those living in formal neighbourhoods. These 

systemic vulnerabilities call for a systemic response. Governments at different levels are in key positions 

to address the underlying vulnerabilities (Hardoy et al., 2011; Hardoy and Pandiella, 2009), yet place-based 

and government-led urban planning tend to be increasingly rejected in the era of globalisation (Shatkin, 

2004). NGOs and other actors are increasingly filling the gap and participating in urban disaster governance, 
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particularly in so-called developing countries (Pantuliano et al., 2012; Pelling, 2011). However, the danger 

is that residents of informal settlements need to earn their right to live in the robust formal city through 

‘better’ self-organisation, in line with various non-governmental actors’ fragmented visions and often 

temporary disaster-related resourcing. 

 
Endnotes 

1 Later in the article, this is referred to as TECHO, while the emphasis is on the Chilean operations. 

2 Bioconstruction intends to lower the environmental impact of houses across their life cycles.  

3 La Cruz, Las Cañas, El Litre, El Vergel, Mariposas, Ramaditas, Rocuant and Merced (PNUD, 2014) 

4 Earthship is an environmental housing concept that is particularly associated with the work of architect Mike 

Reynolds. 
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