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Inserting rights and justice into urban 
resilience: a focus on everyday risk

GIna ZIErvOGEl, Mark PEllInG, antOn CartwrIGht, 
ErIC ChU, tanvI DEshPanDE, lEIla harrIs, kEIth hyaMs, 
JEan kaUnDa, BEnJaMIn klaUs, kavya MIChaEl, 
lOrEna PasqUInI, rOByn PharOah, lUCy rODIna, 
DIannE sCOtt anD PatrICIa ZwEIG

AbstrAct Resilience building has become a growing policy agenda, particularly 
for urban risk management. While much of the resilience agenda has been shaped 
by policies and discourses from the global North, its applicability for cities of the 
global South, particularly African cities, has not been sufficiently assessed. Focusing 
on rights of urban citizens as the object to be made resilient, rather than physical 
and ecological infrastructures, may help to address many of the root causes that 
characterize the unacceptable risks that urban residents face on a daily basis. 
Linked to this idea, we discuss four entry points for grounding a rights and justice 
orientation for urban resilience. First, notions of resilience must move away from 
narrow, financially oriented risk analyses. Second, opportunities must be created 
for “negotiated resilience”, to allow for attention to processes that support these 
goals, as well as for the integration of diverse interests. Third, achieving resilience 
in ways that do justice to the local realities of diverse urban contexts necessitates 
taking into account endogenous, locally situated processes, knowledges and 
norms. And finally, urban resilience needs to be placed within the context of global 
systems, providing an opportunity for African contributions to help reimagine the 
role that cities might play in these global financial, political and science processes.

Keywords African cities / rights and entitlements / risk / social justice / urban 
resilience

I. IntroductIon

Urban risk management is increasingly couched in the language and 
attendant policy tools of resilience. Yet resilience itself is an uncomfortable 
idea.(1) Derived from multiple epistemologies and traditions – from 
psychology to engineering and ecology – the concept of resilience is 
intuitively attractive, yet is messy and at times regressive, particularly 
in its implementation and policy articulation.(2) To date, ideas of urban 
resilience have been largely conceptualized based on the experience and 
practices of cities in the global North. We ask what it means to bring a 
resilience lens to urban risk management in the context of African cities, 
or cities in the global South more generally, and what role normative 
concepts such as rights and justice should play in such management.
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We find that in making this transition there is a need for greater 
clarity on both the goals and vehicles for resilience planning and practice. 
If the goal of resilience planning is to support risk management as well as 
just processes and outcomes of development, then it is not the pipes and 
roads of city infrastructure that need to be resilient. Rather, it is the rights 
and entitlements of urban citizens. At times, realizing and extending 
rights and entitlements will be dependent on those infrastructures, but 
they are not one and the same. Making this distinction places emphasis 
on urban governance, and suggests that a revisioning of governance is 
required for resilience, not simply a layering of new projects onto existing 
institutions, practices and mandates.

Our focus on justice does not diminish the critical role of hard 
infrastructure, technical engineering and ecosystem services as pathways 
for building resilience. Indeed, the pursuit of resilience is highly dependent 
on maintaining, building and innovating with various forms of physical 
and ecological infrastructure.(3) However, as we detail through several 
discussions below, a justice orientation considers resilience interventions 
– hard and soft, social and engineered – primarily as vehicles for achieving 
resilience, not as ends in themselves. This orientation draws on theories 
that conceptualize justice as the fair distribution of social and material 
advantages; meaningful participation in decision-making processes; 
acknowledgement of social, cultural and political differences; and the right 
to minimum levels of capabilities and opportunities to achieve livelihood 
and wellbeing goals.(4) When applied to cities in the global South, where 
levels of inequality are often high, a justice orientation invites us to 
critically consider the “what” and “for whom” of resilience interventions.(5) 
Assuming a Southern perspective, as this paper does, provides a distinctive 
viewpoint. This paper, dominated by authors based in the South and others 
writing across the North and South, contributes to a global dialogue of 
importance to both the North and South in places where urban inequality 
is high and both social and ecological resilience is under threat.

The following discussion opens up some key considerations of 
resilience, rights, entitlements and risk management in urban areas. We do 
so in a way that is informed by lived realities and conceptual innovations 
in urban contexts, with particular interest in the contexts of Africa and 
the global South more broadly.(6) To enliven a discussion of the questions 
posed above, we provide several specific lenses for engagement: finance, 
decision-making, scale and global systems. These are starting points 
providing a way into discussing the logic for a rights orientation, rather 
than being aimed at definitive conclusions for appraising the utility of 
such an approach. We find that in developing our arguments, each lens 
converges on the importance of rights, entitlements and justice. This 
commonality builds a consistent argument for the reframing of resilience 
from a Southern perspective, and indicates the strength of this logic.

II. bALAncInG crItIque wItH oPPortunIty

a. the growing urban resilience agenda

Global policy narratives around resilience building often focus on expert-
driven input and externally defined forms of and pathways to achieving 
resilience.(7) Ideas of resilience are then applied to cities, globally, including 
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those in the global South,(8) leading to important questions in terms of 
the relevance of these constructs, as well as the potential for engagement 
with local understandings and innovations. Urban resilience narratives 
are strongly influenced by engineering-based understandings, focusing 
on critical infrastructure needs and risk reduction as main points of 
intervention.(9) In addition, there is often a strong focus on urban systems, 
government-led planning and technocratically driven resilience-building 
interventions.(10) The global narrative of urban resilience building also 
largely assumes that there are relevant and inclusive planning processes 
in place, irrespective of local decision-making cultures and capability to 
plan at city level.

One example that centres considerable effort and resources on the 
resilience agenda is the Rockefeller Foundation’s 100 Resilient Cities project 
– describing urban resilience as: “the capacity of individuals, communities, 
institutions, businesses, and systems within a city to survive, adapt, and grow no 
matter what kinds of chronic stresses and acute shocks they experience”.(11) This 
approach recognizes that resilience is conditioned by everyday chronic 
stress as well as acute or extreme shocks. When considered alongside other 
similar efforts, whether the Making Cities Resilient campaign of the UN 
Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR)(12) or the City Resilience Action 
Planning Tool of the UN-Habitat City Resilience Profiling Programme 
(CRPP),(13) we see that governance is a primary target for these efforts.

Taken together, programmes of this type seem to indicate that, 
while multiple actors are involved, it is city government that occupies 
the primary position to deliver urban resilience at the city scale. While 
city government is clearly important, we need to ask how actors and 
institutions within city governments are able to change priorities and 
processes in pursuit of “resilience”, particularly in ways that overcome 
the capacity challenges and pathways that have contributed to those 
same risks and vulnerabilities. Contemporary resilience planning for 
cities has a tendency to push responsibility for risk management from 
central agencies to individuals and households at risk. This results in a 
shift in burden from government to citizen, and encourages a mentality 
of coping with, rather than resolving, the social structures, legal apparatus 
and administrative practices that produce and distribute vulnerability 
and risk. Yet the voices of urban residents, and their capacity to visualize 
and contribute to more collective and more just resilience building, are 
often missing, with clear implications for procedural justice.

The language of resilience is strongly present in overarching 
development frameworks, including the Paris Agreement of the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (2015), the UNISDR 
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (2015), and most notably 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These frameworks offer a 
logic for integrated development approaches,(14) but also call for a critical 
revision of some of our key assumptions and approaches to what is meant 
by resilience, and how it might be pursued. The SDGs deploy the language 
of resilience in multiple ways, alongside that of wellbeing and poverty 
alleviation. For instance, Goal 1 (No Poverty), Target 5 states:(15)

“By 2030 build the resilience of the poor and those in vulnerable 
situations, and reduce their exposure and vulnerability to climate-
related extreme events and other economic, social and environmental 
shocks and disasters.”
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Goal 11 (Make cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable) includes 
Target 11b:

“Substantially increase the number of cities and human settlements 
adopting and implementing integrated policies and plans towards 
inclusion, resource efficiency, mitigation and adaptation to climate 
change, resilience to disasters, and develop and implement, in line 
with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, holistic 
disaster risk management at all levels.”(16)

How these goals and targets are to be operationalized globally is 
under discussion, and much rests on the choice of indicators.(17) Current 
rounds of consultation emphasize the need for pragmatic indicators built 
on data that are available or can be collected without major expense. The 
ambition of the SDGs and the related global UN agenda clearly opens 
a wider framing of resilience – one that accepts and moves past a focus 
on extreme events, highlights the centrality of resilience of the poor 
and vulnerable, and allows for multiple readings of what resilience is, or 
should be. Governance that can support this type of resilience is placed 
centre stage, but with little guidance on how new financial, decision-
making or information systems might serve this end.

b. questioning resilience and the need for critical engagement

While momentum related to the resilience agenda has clearly picked up, 
so too has the range and scope of critique. Among the most prominent 
critiques are those that focus on the ontological and epistemological 
ambiguities of the term(18) as well as the tendency not to account for the 
political – and inherently power-laden – structures that shape decision-
making in local contexts.(19) Others warn that the ambiguity of the 
concept makes it liable to capture by vested interests – at times the very 
same interests that have been instrumental in undermining resilience 
by creating unsustainable and unjust development.(20) Furthermore, 
the questions of resilience for whom, under what circumstances, and 
through what processes remain largely unaddressed despite the concept’s 
proliferation and application in emerging global, regional and local 
risk management policies.(21) In addition to not equitably or inclusively 
accounting for differential interests, at times interventions produce 
outcomes that further entrench vulnerabilities and socioeconomic 
impoverishment.(22) It is clear as well that consideration of lived realities 
on the ground suggests that resilience is not only a goal or target for 
the future. People have to be resilient on a daily basis out of necessity, 
forced to encounter and respond to multiple threats and relentless 
challenges.(23) What are the implications of these critiques and realities 
for a reconsideration of resilience from a justice and rights orientation?

Some might take these critiques to suggest that we should abandon 
resilience as a useful concept. This is not our position. The increasing use 
of the word in urban planning and visioning documents requires that we 
understand and take seriously the ongoing engagement with the term and 
related efforts to implement it in practice.(24) Despite the multiple tensions 
and application challenges, we also maintain that the concept continues 
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to hold value because of its systems orientation and multi-scalar approach 
to addressing complex, everyday stressors in socio-ecological contexts. 
In particular, we find considerable value in the focus on ecosystem 
resilience, as well as the focus on interlinked systems (social–ecological–
infrastructural), rather than remaining in the siloed approach that often 
dominates urban adaptation and planning.(25) Finally, as Biermann et al.(26) 
have argued, resilience provides an opportunity for critical engagement 
and radical redefining of objects, processes and pathways for achieving 
resilience, including a revisioning of more inclusive governance processes 
and a focus on potentially vulnerable sites or populations. A focus on 
rights, justice and entitlements is one such revision that we find to be 
particularly pertinent and timely at present.(27)

III. rIGHts And JustIce In tHe context of resILIence

Why are rights and justice important to resilience? Broadly, we can identify 
two types of reasons why they might be so. First, rights and justice have 
intrinsic value – which is to say that they are valuable in themselves – and 
ought therefore to play a central role in shaping the goals of resilience 
planning. Second, rights and justice can have instrumental value – that is, 
they can be valuable as a means to achieving further goals, whether or not 
they have value in themselves. This second source of value is also central 
to resilience, insofar as having a right, or a justice-based entitlement, can 
increase the formal and informal social protection that can be claimed by 
the rights-bearer.

Rights are often understood as claims that rights-bearers may press 
against each other.(28) The answer to the central question, “What rights 
do we have?”, is contested – partly because views about the intrinsic 
value of rights depend on ongoing arguments about fundamental moral 
judgements and how diverse moral commitments can best be brought 
into coherence with each other,(29) and partly because views about the 
instrumental value of rights depend themselves on contested empirical 
questions. But we can facilitate clearer thinking about this central 
question by focusing on some key distinctions, such as that between 
negative and positive rights – rights against interference versus rights to 
particular things(30) – and between basic rights, which are indispensable 
to the enjoyment of all other rights, and non-basic rights.(31) This paper 
makes the assumption that – as is widely thought to be plausible and 
indeed is enshrined in documents such as the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights(32) – people do have some basic rights to core entitlements 
such as personal safety, health, water, shelter, energy, transport and 
communications, food, education and sanitation.(33)

Likewise, in the case of justice, there is no one settled view about 
what a just state of affairs would look like, and indeed whether justice 
is exhausted by rights or whether there are other types of justice-based 
claims that extend beyond rights.(34) But this does not mean that all 
possible views are equally plausible – some views are clearly implausible, 
and among those with some prima facie plausibility we can assess the 
arguments for and against each view, drawing in particular on the 
extensive literature on justice in political philosophy. One key distinction 
is that between conceptions of justice that emphasize the importance 
of recognition and of treating everyone as social equals and equal 
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participants in a democracy, versus conceptions of justice that emphasize 
the importance of distributions of something.(35) Among accounts of 
distributive justice, we can further distinguish between accounts that 
place equality at their core, or which insist that the interests of the 
worst off in society be prioritized over the interests of the better off (so-
called “prioritarianism”),(36) and those that reject equality or priority in 
favour of the less demanding view that as long as everyone has enough 
to meet their basic needs, to protect central capabilities,(37) or to achieve 
a sufficiently good life, we need not worry about inequality above that 
point.(38) Further questions arise concerning the importance of the 
distribution of risk in distributive justice,(39) and the role of people’s own 
risky choices in making them responsible for disadvantages that they may 
suffer as a result of chosen risks, in ways that might diminish the claims 
that they have on others for assistance.(40)

Rights- and justice-based claims describe an ideal to be aimed at. 
Entitlements, on the other hand, can be understood as the reality of “the 
set of alternative commodity bundles that a person can command in a society 
using the totality of rights and opportunities that he or she faces”,(41) shaped 
by a combination of formal administrative and technological systems and 
informal arrangements and strategies. The central claim of this paper is 
that resilience requires that people’s lived entitlements be brought into 
closer alignment with their ideal rights- and justice-based claims.(42) To 
achieve this aim it is necessary to do the following:

1)  Develop a justice- and rights-based framework for vulnerability, 
based on plausible (even if contested) views about each;

2)  Identify the underlying causes of poor alignment between, on the 
one hand, ideal justice and rights, and on the other hand, people’s 
actual lived entitlements; and

3)  Understand how a resilience approach to governance, and a focus 
on rights- and justice- based local empowerment of vulnerable 
communities, can facilitate the alignment of rights, justice and 
entitlements. The aim here is to ensure that revised and properly 
conceived entitlements are more secure in the face of everyday violence, 
disease risks and persistent impoverishment, as well as extreme events.

A focus on health helps to illustrate the everyday risks that some 
people face. In African cities there are growing numbers of people living 
in informal settlements. Within these areas there is a lack of risk-reducing 
infrastructure such as piped water, provision for sanitation and drains, as 
well as limited access to services because of barriers to utilization by virtue 
of distance and cost.(43) These conditions increase the risk of premature 
death, serious illness and injury. In doing so, they lead to further 
inequality and undermine the right to the highest attainable standard of 
physical and mental health.(44)

This is not to lose sight of the importance to the resilience agenda 
of preparing for catastrophic events that can overwhelm existing urban 
systems. But alongside this, we recognize the slow and ongoing catastrophe 
of the failings of everyday development, perhaps especially the case for 
the relatively impoverished in Southern cities.(45) Persistent and common 
failings in administrative, organizational, budgetary and human resource 
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agendas provide the conditions for undermining people’s rights and 
entitlements. These entitlement failures, in turn, are the root causes of 
increased vulnerability to shocks.(46) They are what make a storm event a 
disaster, rather than something that a locale or community can resist and 
respond to, without suffering undue harm. This is the case for everyday 
stresses as well as more rare extreme events.(47)

For instance, to be prepared for, and resilient to, a Hurricane 
Katrina type of catastrophic event, urban systems – including both the 
infrastructural and social elements – need to be designed and governed 
to maintain and secure their weakest points. Infrastructure gaps often 
exist in neighbourhoods that have experienced historic marginalization, 
economic trauma and low community cohesion.(48) It is at these 
vulnerable points that critical functions and entitlements, even for the 
most apparently robust systems, can fail.(49) This lesson was clearly evident 
following the Tohoku earthquake and tsunami in Japan in 2011, Typhoon 
Haiyan in the Philippines in 2013, and a host of other environmental 
catastrophes. In these cases, because cities and regions often produce 
and reflect both spatial and economic disparities, the degree to which 
communities are resilient is related to the distribution of employment 
opportunities, infrastructure, adequate housing and other daily needs.(50) 
Conversely, to be well prepared for extreme events, attention to individual 
and community-level vulnerabilities demands a justice orientation that 
recognizes both the procedural and distributive implications of resilience 
actions. Perhaps the biggest challenge and opportunity for cities, 
presented by the resilience framing, is to bring together efforts that can 
protect processes and systems attempting to deliver basic needs while 
simultaneously managing extreme events. While they are not entirely 
overlapping, they are often mutually enabling.

This brings us back to our point on the centrality of a focus on rights 
and entitlements for resilience to meet its potential as a progressive 
social agenda. Early efforts at securing resilience in cities and elsewhere 
show clearly that there is an uncritical assumption that infrastructure is 
the object to be made resilient. Governance, and its underlying rights 
claims and struggles for entitlements, is adjusted to meet the aim of a 
more resilient infrastructure. Under this framing, the implications for 
progressive development are ambiguous at best.

We propose an inversion in this relationship – making the object of 
resilience the investments and procedures through which progressive 
rights claims can be made, with infrastructure an important enabling 
factor to support this goal. Such a reorientation quickly situates resilience 
as a component of ongoing struggles for pro-poor and progressive 
development. Without the explicit prioritization of rights claims as the 
lens through which infrastructure and land-use policy are to be evaluated, 
other, less egalitarian, logics will likely prevail when judgements have to 
be made. In the context of the SDGs, competing goals may need to be 
traded off. Being explicit about priorities – and, we argue, making rights 
claims primary – can enable resilience to realize its grand opportunity as 
an accelerator of progressive development by bringing risk management 
into struggles for progressive development.

Rights are enshrined in international and national legislation – 
although, as discussed above, rights may not be routinely delivered in 
practice, particularly in African cities. If the resilience agenda can become 
a mechanism to assert and make real the rights of women, children and the 
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poor, this will allow considerable movement towards the transformation 
of development.

IV. entry PoInts for A JustIce- And rIGHts- bAsed 
resILIence AGendA

Following from this overview, we now turn to four entry points for further 
critical engagement on possibilities to ground resilience debates more 
meaningfully within the framework of justice and rights.

a. Move away from financial understandings of risk

Risk is an intuitive concept, a social construct aimed at capturing what 
people fear as well as the material implications associated with the types 
of challenges they face.(51) As such, risk analyses should provide a template 
for an urban governance that convenes the diverse set of stakeholders 
required to tackle “wicked problems”(52) such as climate change and urban 
poverty. This, however, has not been the general experience. Instead, the 
risk discourse has tended to adopt the analysis of financiers and insurance 
companies and focus on the economic loss related to discrete events. As 
a result, potential loss to high-value physical assets is often privileged 
above the relatively small but critical losses to poor households or broader 
human impacts that are less easily quantifiable.(53) Again, by considering a 
set of criteria that extends beyond financial metrics, a justice focus invites 
a critical reorientation away from such a narrow definition of risk, and a 
rethinking of what would be required to build resilience. In particular, a 
justice focus orients us towards considering more carefully what types of 
risk we ought to seek to mitigate – or at least to prioritize – and, related to 
this, what types of outcomes we ought to seek to avoid.

The disconnect between financial resilience and the resilience of 
progressive development in African cities produces a set of “successful” 
finance projects that aggregate to form dysfunctional and inherently risky 
cities, complete with mutually enforcing poverty, spatial sprawl, and lock-
in to ecological degradation.(54)

The emerging resilience discourse presents the potential for improving 
on existing risk analysis by providing a sense of the systemic that is largely 
missing from urban governance. If it is to fulfil this potential, notions of 
resilience must not only learn from the failings of narrow risk analyses, 
but also advance understanding of both the structural causes and trade-
offs realized when addressing risk through a financial lens. To do this, 
resilience approaches should:

•• Understand the requirements of global capital and present a 
compelling case, grounded in accepted normative commitments for 
the reallocation of this capital towards poverty-alleviating public 
goods.

•• Engage the social justice perspective and make legible hidden sources 
of power that currently influence urban governance.(55) This requires 
conventional risk analyses to be more specific about resilience for 
who, against what, where and when.(56)
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•• Recognize the distribution of winners and losers when investing in 
services and infrastructure that have inevitable trade-offs,(57) and 
reorient investments to ensure that justice-based concerns are properly 
accommodated.

•• Make legible the political and economic relationships shaping urban 
governance regimes that the risk community has previously neglected 
to fully consider. The pathways through which a more equal society 
leads to a more socially resilient city, for example, should feature more 
prominently in urban governance approaches.(58)

•• Include a broader set of criteria in decision making so as to recognize 
and address negative externalities and prioritize actions that generate 
positive externalities, particularly those externalities (such as work 
creation) that enhance the livelihood strategies of the poorest.

Failure to redirect global pools of capital and enhance the prevailing 
risk analysis approach will see resilience become simply the latest idea in an 
acceleration of the status quo that does little to effect the transformation 
required to address the nexus of catastrophic poverty and climate change.

b. create opportunities for negotiated resilience(59)

Drawing on theories of ethics, policy processes, political ecology and 
interactive governance, we suggest that the concept of “negotiated 
resilience” might help to account for the situated power and political 
dynamics that commonly drive risk management and resilience-focused 
governance approaches. This is observable in contemporary deployments 
of the concept of resilience, and will be more important still if a rights- 
and justice-centred approach is adopted. We detail more fully what 
negotiated resilience might look like in a separate paper (in progress) and 
so only provide a few points to outline the concept here.

Unlike many of the current models and practices of resilience, the 
concept and process of negotiated resilience do not predefine what 
resilience could or should look like. Instead they suggest the need for 
an arena to discursively interrogate and negotiate the interests, values 
and experiences of diverse interests, including those of marginalized 
populations. The focus on “negotiated” as a verb puts particular accent 
on the procedural orientation of resilience – it is not something that 
“exists” and that one can uniformly define and work towards, rather it is a 
continuous process of engaging with diverse actors and interests in diverse 
locales and across scales to negotiate the meaning of what resilience is, 
or should be. Importantly, these negotiations will only be equitable and 
inclusive if people involved in these negotiations have equal access to 
relevant information.(60) It also requires processes to support meaningful 
involvement on an ongoing basis (again, highlighted here with the 
processual and active notions of “negotiation” rather than a discrete set 
of actions that are complete or understood a priori).

The process of negotiating resilience necessarily entails contestation, 
deliberation of trade-offs, prioritization of interests, and critical evaluation 
and redistribution of gains and losses, resulting in an iterative process 
of recalibrating positions. This processual orientation also serves to 
foreground the importance of normative goals. This can help to calibrate 
which decisions are made for whose benefits, and what practices and 
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interventions are pursued, for instance, to ensure equitable participation, 
representation and voice, and to recognize and support diverse social 
goals that might vary by context.

We offer negotiated resilience as a concept that has potential to 
contribute to both theory and practice, making explicit the rights and 
justice questions of “resilience for whom, to what, where, when and 
why”,(61) as well as making clear that dealing with risks implies unavoidable 
yet difficult choices. One of the pressing priorities is to uncover the hidden 
dynamics behind the distribution of the implications of these choices 
across differentially informed and capacitated populations, which so 
often lead to unjust and inequitable resilience outcomes of the type that 
have been observed to date in many African cities and elsewhere.(62) In 
this sense, the concept of negotiated resilience has the potential to insert 
the ethical consideration of equity, accountability and justice into often 
techno-centric, capital-driven resilience planning and interventions.(63) 
The necessary engagements, through negotiation, with local-level norms, 
priorities and capacities also supports the goal for future policies to 
harness and support existing sources of resilience, or facilitate discussions 
around recognition, redistribution and compensation in the face of 
difficult trade-offs and absorbed risks.(64)

Through capturing a negotiated space for resilience – especially one 
that encourages deliberation and contestation of rights and entitlements – 
future policies can harness existing sources of resilience or facilitate more 
critical discussions around recognition, retribution and compensation in 
the face of extreme or slow-onset risks.

c. strengthen endogenous forms of resilience(65)

In response to the emerging SDG-inspired agenda for resilience, we 
argue that there is a need to rethink and reimagine resilience through 
specific grounded urban contexts. While here we focus on African urban 
spaces, we argue that imagining resilience in ways that do justice to on-
the-ground realities in diverse urban contexts would involve taking into 
account locally situated processes, knowledges and norms.(66) Our interest 
in African urban contexts stems from their unique challenges as well as 
undeniable opportunities for reimagining urban resilience with a focus on 
rights and justice. Further, we recognize that challenges in African cities 
indeed resonate with global realities, as urban experiences (including 
poverty and inequality) are global and universal.(67) Lessons from African 
urban contexts can lend insights into other contexts as well.

While the distinct specificities of African cities provide some unique 
challenges to achieving resilience, they also provide various locally 
embedded sources of resilience. It is well documented that African cities 
often display a lack of governance capacity, high levels of informality, and 
high levels of both planned and unplanned urbanization, combined with 
low levels of economic development.(68) African urban spaces are also 
highly diverse, characterized by a multiplicity of contextually situated 
capacities and governance cultures.(69) Furthermore, African urban 
spaces are shaped by colonial legacies, contested urbanization and urban 
development processes that have led to endemic poverty, inequality, 
and informalization of the city. For instance, Ernstson et al.(70) point to 
a common sense of crisis in African cities where “conditions of violence, 
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informality, poverty and forced mobility tend to undermine urban security, 
stability and everyday predictability”.

At the same time, African urban spaces, through a mix of various 
formal and informal networks, diverse knowledges and practices, provide 
opportunities for building resilience from the bottom up.(71) In line with 
this, we argue for a focus on identifying and enabling existing locally 
appropriate and contextually embedded nascent opportunities, or 
potentialities, that contribute to resilience to African urban conditions and 
the various shocks experienced in these contexts. Other authors have also 
suggested that many endogenous forms of resilience emanate from within 
local communities themselves.(72) Manda and Wanda(73) further point to 
the endogenous capacity of communities to adapt to risk, which can lead 
to unwillingness to relocate despite the threat of disasters. However, we 
argue that local ties, networks and deep experiential knowledge should 
be seen as forms of resilience, rather than barriers to externally defined 
“resilience” building interventions, such as relocation. Indeed, resilience 
in many African urban contexts is limited and only partially protects 
already limited wellbeing. There is often a reactive resilience exhibited by 
those living with everyday risk and informal development structures.(74) 
Nonetheless, it is the bedrock of everyday innovation that needs to be 
enabled and empowered, rather than eroded by a focus on making critical 
infrastructure resilient(75) or by imposing external, donor-based, expert-
driven notions of resilience.

In sum, we argue that in building resilience we should be careful not 
to impose externally defined pathways and approaches. Building resilience 
in African urban contexts requires a primary focus on physical and social 
complexities of urbanism in the global South and the related implications 
for critical infrastructure and governance systems needed to achieve this. 
Critical infrastructure should serve the locally identified needs of people and 
ecosystems, particularly those people most vulnerable. Such an approach 
cannot be achieved without placing justice, rights, and the lived realities 
of local people at the centre of identifying pathways to build resilience.(76) 
To do this, we need a deeper engagement with philosophical research on 
rights and justice, as well as a sociological understanding of how local actors 
can be empowered to take up their entitlements and ensure that they are 
properly respected and enforced, and how this interacts with governance 
practices. Lastly, we argue that resilience thinking should incorporate 
both systemic and more situated and endogenous notions of resilience, 
where systems create, or build on and enhance, people’s own capacity and 
resilience.(77) Through the process of “building urban resilience”, we should 
be careful not to override or erase locally driven or locally existing sources 
or forms of resilience, including, but not limited to, sources of innovation, 
various informal networks, and rich cultural and experiential knowledge.

d. Place urban resilience within global systems

Despite the importance of endogenous resilience, African cities need 
to be recognized as part of a neoliberal era of global finance, capital 
accumulation and global circuits of communication. While we recognize 
the possibilities for rights- and justice-based resilience approaches in 
cities, opportunities linked to these approaches sit within nested global, 
regional, and local political and financial institutions.(78)
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Recent critics have highlighted that climate change itself is an outcome 
of global capital flows and market processes, raising critical questions 
about the degree to which these same processes might also be considered 
crucial to solutions and responses to climate change.(79) Similarly, work 
on neoliberalism and capital accumulation has highlighted inherent 
risks associated with a strong reliance on market approaches to govern 
natural resources, often with negative outcomes for social and ecological 
wellbeing.(80) Arguably, it is the systemic qualities of contemporary (late 
modern) capitalism that are most significant for urban places that are 
increasingly reliant on the functioning of globalized markets, food and 
finance systems, and so open to contagion from distant extreme events.(81) 
These include economic and political as well as physical and technological 
hazard events. In particular, as Mamdani argues,(82) African cities have 
in common “a shared experience of colonialism, relatively late decolonization 
and integration into a particularly peripheral place in the post-colonial world 
system”, resulting in an “African urban political economy” with little ability 
to connect to global systems.(83)

Many environmentalists, economists, scientists, business enterprises 
and policymakers are offering solutions to build resilience that rely on 
green consumption, growth of capital markets, and other technocratic 
and financial fixes. A closer examination indicates that most of these fixes 
reflect an implicit optimism about market mechanisms and fail to embed 
ecology in social life.(84) In the last two decades cities have increasingly 
become centres for reproduction and transformation of neoliberal 
ideologies, like the focus on individual agency and self-reliance, that collide 
with the concept of redistribution.(85) The focus on resilience initiatives in 
cities is at high risk of mirroring the current approaches to mainstreaming 
attention to climate change in cities, namely a symptomatic treatment of 
the issue that often fails to trace the structural causes of vulnerability.(86) 
These proposals have not been tested against their ability to foster and 
promote rights- and justice-based development and consequently rights- 
and justice-based goals for resilience.

In trying to insert justice into resilience, there is therefore a need to 
shift city development pathways away from contemporary market-driven 
foci towards more negotiated and contextually situated, or endogenous, 
forms of resilience that recognize local priorities, complexities and 
contestations. Without this shift, the dominant global neoliberal pathways 
that cities are currently embedded in are likely to result in continued 
cycles of economic dependency, entrenchment of ineffective political 
regimes, and lock-in to current unsustainable development, particularly in 
Africa. Resilience in this context will be in danger of shoring up regressive 
trajectories and even undermining the potential for shocks to catalyze 
transformative change. In contrast, a rights focus for resilience offers a 
basis to start shifting vision, administrative structures and on-the-ground 
investments in order to better address local challenges, whilst recognizing 
the imperative for reimagining Africa’s role in global systems, including 
finance, politics and science.

V. concLusIons

Given that the concept of resilience is widely used and is increasingly 
gaining policy traction, we have argued for continued critical engagement 
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87. see reference 67.

with it. Indeed, the vast endorsement of this concept by global agreements 
and Northern development agencies means that the concept of resilience 
will be present – and likely dominant – in urban planning for some time. 
Yet resilience remains an uncomfortable idea because of the way it supports 
the status quo through notions of “bouncing back”, and its limited ability 
to address more progressive, emancipatory or transformational urban 
agendas. Resilience approaches often fail to account for lived realities and 
multiple experiences – or worse, they render marginalized communities 
even more vulnerable – and provide limited opportunities for broader 
participation in defining resilience priorities. Given the growing use of 
the concept, we find a strong need to open up spaces to re-conceptualize 
resilience with more emphasis on rights and justice. We particularly want 
to normalize the use of Southern cities as a reference point for debate 
about the concept of resilience in light of its origins in the North.(87)

We suggest that placing rights and justice as the object to be made 
resilient can help to address many of the root causes that underlie 
unacceptable risks, and may help to bridge the gap between everyday 
and catastrophic risk management. Making rights and justice the target 
of resilience thinking and policy – rather than the functional persistence 
of existing infrastructure – can position resilience as central to pro-poor 
development. This shift in attention to supporting processes and systems 
that deliver basic needs and strengthen everyday rights is as important as 
managing extreme events.

This paper has suggested a number of entry points for a rights 
orientation to urban resilience, looking through the lenses of everyday 
risk, entitlements, finance, decision-making processes, cross-scale risk and 
global systems. Each of these motivations has revealed different ways in 
which current resilience responses tend to undermine justice, and ways in 
which these entry points could be engaged with to strengthen a focus on 
justice. Specifically they suggest the need to:

•• Refocus financially driven urban risk reduction responses to address 
injustice and violations of rights

•• Create opportunities to interrogate and integrate the priorities, values 
and experiences of diverse interest groups

•• Strengthen and build on endogenous forms of resilience
•• Understand the narratives and practices of urban resilience as products 

of global systems

The concepts of negotiated resilience and endogenous resilience help 
to bring discussions back to people and processes, and to include a focus 
on rights and everyday lived realities. The focus on justice in relation 
to finance and cross-scale risk helps to better reveal the trade-offs of 
focusing on the city or the livelihood scale, as both are situated within 
global systems. We argue that if a resilience approach can help to make 
real existing rights for vulnerable groups, it will help us to move towards 
transformation of development, which is a priority for African cities. In 
other words, uncovering and addressing the structural causes of everyday 
risk is central to adapting to extreme climatic, economic and other shocks.

The multiple rationales for a rights- and justice-based approach to 
resilience signal the need for research and policy to move rights claims 
more concretely onto the policy agenda for urban resilience. The current 
moment of establishing urban planning and policy – in response to 
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the United Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban 
Development (Habitat III), the SDGs (particularly the urban SDG), the 
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, and the burgeoning 
rhetoric around addressing inequality, poverty and justice in the context 
of resilience – suggests that the time is ripe to act.(88) The focus on rights 
and justice can help to ensure that the everyday risks experienced by 
growing numbers of urban dwellers are not forgotten.
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