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Abstract  
 This research interrogates the place of ‘resilience’ in contexts of urban poverty and as 

a concept operationalized by humanitarian organizations. This qualitative study critically 

examines the intersection between community resilience in urban informal settlements and 

the resilience operationalized in humanitarian action. As a concept, resilience has gained 

immense collateral for its esteemed ability to mitigate, manage risk, and reduce disaster 

impact. It has inherited a ‘positive adaptation bias,’ favoring the belief in a system’s 

improved functioning. This conceptual preference “runs the risk of shifting the definition of 

resilience from what ‘is’ to what ‘ought to be.’” (Tiernan et al. 2018) Utilizing ‘the 

community’ as a unit of analysis, this study considers resilience at two levels:  

1. Community resilience manifested naturally in daily practices and during times of 

disruption;  

2. Resilience as an operational tool for humanitarian organizations to strengthen 

‘vulnerable communities.’  

The methodology is guided by the main research question, ‘what is the practicality of 

operationalizing ‘resilience’, as a humanitarian tool, within urban informal settlements?’ 

This is an exploratory study incorporating a multi-method approach, divided between a 

theoretical review of the literature surrounding the operationalization of resilience and an 

ethnographic study of the Mandala slum community in Mumbai. The ‘Adaptive Cycle 

Framework’ has been selected to explore the specific context of Mandala as a microcosmic 

representation of creative daily resilient practices. It specifically prioritizes the imperative of 

context where the threat of flooding is compounded on top of daily adversity and struggle. 

Ultimately, the research seeks to identify the practicality of operationalizing resilience in the 

context of a mega-cityscape. The study identifies the resilient practices of the community 

compared to common themes of resilience in humanitarian programs. Through this 

comparison, the research concludes that humanitarian efforts to operationalize resilience are 

limiting, not congruent with real life practices, and that ‘building’ resilience is a misnomer.    

 

 

 

Thesis Statement 

Examining the practicality of operationalizing resilience to better inform humanitarian 

response in urban informal settlements.  
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Introduction  
 

The future is urban. Rural growth has stagnated. The global urban population is 

predicted to grow from less than 50% to over 60% in the period between 2005 and 2030. 

(Koonings 2009) This is particularly true in the developing world where “over the past forty 

years, the urban population in lower income and fragile countries has increased by 326 

percent.” (The World Humanitarian Summit 2014) With heightened interactions of diverse 

people, cities have become epicenters of creative thought and productivity. The acceleration 

of consolidated growth, however, has also exacerbated human marginalization and 

environmental degradation. Moreover, “little attempt is made to connect mitigating strategies 

with those of advancing sustainable and equitable development,” particularly for populations 

living in areas of heightened urban vulnerability. (Haque and Etkin 2006) 

 This study will consider the practices of resilience within the urban informal 

settlement (UIS), or slum community, of Mandala, in Mumbai, India. Confronting a variety 

of daily stressors and large scale disruptions, Mandala has developed adaptive strategies and 

coping mechanisms enabling life in a place of exclusion in the city. By exploring the strength 

of the slum community, this study will interrogate the concept of operationalizing ‘resilience’ 

and its utility in humanitarian response.  

As a concept, resilience has gained immense collateral for its esteemed ability to 

mitigate, manage risk, and reduce disaster impact. Resilience has emerged as a tool to 

“manage, cope with, and adapt to change.” (Resilience Alliance 2010) Although resilience 

opens up “new academic space for thinking about old problems,” the act of building 

resilience is a debated process. (Levine 2014) Is resilience just a new way of addressing old 

problems or is it a conceptually useful tool? (Levine 2014) Is resilience truly a thing to be 

built? Resilience is defined by different systems, their diverse levels, and operational 

contexts. Resilience has inherited a ‘positive adaptation bias,’ favoring the belief it can 

promote a system’s improved functioning. This conceptual preference “runs the risk of 

shifting the definition of resilience from what ‘is’ to what ‘ought to be.’” (Tiernan 2018) 

Because of its conceptual diversity, this study conducts an in depth inquiry on resilience. 

Through an analysis of the concept of resilience, this study seeks to unpack what, exactly, the 

operationalization of resilience – or the act of ‘building resilience’ means in an urban 

informal settlement. Ultimately, the study seeks to promote positive community growth by 

supporting already occurring community practices.   
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1. The Research Process  
 

1.1 Main Questions & Research Objective  

 

Resilience, as a concept, has gained particular respect within humanitarian action for 

its power to mitigate the adverse effects of disaster (whether induced by human involvement 

or natural), improve the efficacy of response, and aid in efficient and sustainable recovery 

processes. Within the cityscape, naturally evolving resilient practices – or abilities to 

persevere in challenging contexts – have enabled marginalized communities to survive at the 

periphery of ‘formal’ or ‘developed’ city society. As the city has rapidly expanded, however, 

a widening gap between ‘real experienced life’ of those excluded and ‘expert’ governance 

knowledge has grown. The phenomenon of the city has produced a new face of urban 

poverty. Resilience as a practice in the communities of urban informal settlements and 

resilience operationalized in humanitarian programs both seek to enable life amidst adversity, 

promote opportunity, and ensure positive sustainable growth. Is humanitarian resilience, 

however, practical and relevant in the slum context? In order to examine this inquiry, 

therefore, the main research question is as follows: 

  

 

The Main Research Question 

 

Objective 

What is the practicality of operationalizing 

‘resilience’, as a humanitarian tool, within 

urban informal settlements? 

è Identify the resilience of an urban 

informal settlement 

è Identify humanitarian definitions for 

‘operationalizing resilience’  

è Identify the practicality of resilience 

as a tool 
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In order to answer the main research question, it is imperative to ‘contextualize resilience.’ 

This means first identifying unique community stressors, their corresponding adaptive 

strategies or coping mechanisms and the inherent community resilience. From this 

conceptualization, the community’s level of resilience can be compared to the specified 

principles underlying the operationalization of resilience in humanitarian response. Therefore 

the research sub-questions are as follows:   

 

Research sub-questions 

Sub Questions Objective 

1. What are the challenges the Mandala 

community faces? 

è Identify daily stressors 

(insecurities) 

 

2. How does life transform during the 

floods? 

è Identify disaster ‘stressors’  

3. How is resilience practiced in the 

Mandala community? 

è Identify adaptive strategies and 

coping mechanisms in daily life 

è Identify coping mechanisms in 

times of disaster  

 

4. How is resilience defined by 

humanitarian action?  

è Identify key themes of resilience 

defined by humanitarian programs  

5. To what level is ‘humanitarian 

resilience’ congruent with ‘community 

resilience?’ 

è Identify common themes or 

differences between community 

resilience and organizational 

resilience  

 

 

Assumptions 

The research is premised upon on the assumption that resilience is a product of daily life in 

the Mandala community. The study, moreover, assumes that resilience in humanitarian action 

favors a positive adaptation bias, or the efficacy of resilience as a tool. 

 



Interrogating the Cityscape and Exclusion: 
Insights on Urban Humanitarianism from a Resilience Perspective 

 

 9 

1.2 Relevance for Humanitarian Action   

 

The concept of ‘resilience’ has emerged as a contemporary humanitarian buzz word and a 

priority incorporated within the various phases of response from mitigation, to relief, to 

recovery. As cities expand alongside the increasing frequency of hazards induced by climate 

change, larger numbers of people are exposed to potential crisis. Although urban settings are 

often conflated with typologies associated with ‘the camp,’ cities are unique entities that 

require a need to re-think humanitarianism or to examine a new need for ‘urban 

humanitarianism.’ (D’Onofrio 2018) 

Urbanization has created a new face of global poverty and with it a plethora of city-

related human rights issues. Conceptions of poverty are shifting from commonly 

acknowledged lack of income to also include a lack of access. “The conceptualization of 

poverty continues to be dominated by the challenges of measuring it.” (Arabindoo 2011) 

There is an emerging body of ‘at risk’ and ‘invisible populations’ as a product of urban 

migration, IDPs, and a lack of documentation for city inhabitants themselves. It is estimated 

that 60% of global refugee populations reside in urban areas. (UNHCR 2019) These 

populations, however, are even more challenging to document as they disperse in the 

congested and consolidated cityscape and intermingle with previously established city 

residents. What this means is that “today approximately half of the world’s estimated 16.7 

million refugees and at least 33.3 million IDPs are thought to live in urban areas.” (The 

World Humanitarian Summit 2014) If humanitarian response is to abide by the imperative of 

impartiality and prioritize the most ‘at need’ populations, then it must pay attention to the city 

as a unique context for action and its ‘subaltern’ populations. (TISS 2015) 

 Operationalizing resilience through humanitarian action in cities has increasingly gained 

credibility as an essential component of fortifying communities, reducing disaster impact, and 

enabling sustainable recovery. This qualitative study critically examines the intersection 

between resilience practiced in urban informal settlements and resilience operationalized in 

humanitarian action. The study focuses on what are generally acknowledged to be 

‘vulnerable’ urban populations in order to inform on the efficacy and relevance of resilience 

work in Urban Informal Settlements. By using the case of the Mandala community in 

Mumbai as a microcosmic representation of local and creative resilient practices, this study 

hopes to inform humanitarian response as to the implications of ‘building’ resilience in the 

context of a mega-cityscape.  
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1.3 Methodology  

 

1.3.1 Process in Brief 

 

In an attempt to better understand the contemporary implementation of ‘resilience’ within 

humanitarian response, this inquiry is conducted through exploratory, qualitative research. 

The applied research is in the form of ‘social change research,’ utilized to catalyze social 

transformation and movement. Utilizing a socio-ecological systems perspective, the study 

seeks to create a greater conception of urban resilience using the community as a unit of 

analysis. Here, the community will be defined as “a group of people who may or may not live 

within the same area, village or neighborhood, and share a similar culture, habits and 

resources,” they are “groups of people exposed to the same threats and risks such as disease, 

political and economic issues and natural disasters.” (IFRC 2012) The main research 

question, ‘what is the practicality of operationalizing ‘resilience’, as a humanitarian tool, 

within urban informal settlements’, will be explored through a two-pronged approach 

encompassing,  

 

1. A theoretical literature review on resilience within humanitarian action and; 

2. An ethnographic study on the adaptive strategies or ‘coping mechanisms’ of the 

Mandala community in Mumbai.  

 

The Adaptive Cycle Framework is utilized as a lens to guide the exploration of daily 

resilience within Mandala. Resilience will moreover be examined during times of disaster or 

‘disruption,’ specifically the annual flood season. The research sub questions have been 

developed using a blended approach guided by the aforementioned theoretical framework and 

an expansion of the ‘release phase’ of the cycle (further explained below.) The ACF informs 

on a holistic comprehension of the resilience in Mandala while expansion of the ‘release 

phase’ provides space for a critical ethnographic study and a more nuanced appreciation of 

slum resilience during disaster. These findings will ultimately be related to key themes of 

resilient communities developed in humanitarian programs. 

The dual examination of resilience, both at a community level and at an organizational 

level, seeks to allow a multi-faceted examination of how resilience evolves naturally or can 

be encouraged. Ultimately, through the identification of common or divergent themes, the 
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research data hopes to unpack the efficacy of resilience operationalized in urban areas of 

exclusion. These perspectives will uncover levels of congruence with local efforts and 

potential adverse implications in the utilization of ‘resilience’ as a humanitarian tool.  

 

1.3.2 Case Study Theoretical Framework: ‘The Adaptive Cycle’  

 

A critical ethnographic process developed through the ACF has been selected to answer 

the research question: ‘how is ‘adaptive resilience’ practiced in the Mandala community?’ 

The imperative place of ethnography in studying urban informal settlements is delineated in 

the following section. Among the multitude of frameworks for measuring resilience, the 

Adaptive Cycle Framework has been selected as the most applicable. The ACF provides for a 

more nuanced understanding of resilience in slum neighborhoods. This guiding framework is 

substantiated on the premise that socio-ecological systems evolve through four cyclical 

phases: ‘growth/ exploitation,’ ‘conservation,’ ‘release/creative destruction,’ and 

‘reorganization’ (see Table 1 below.) The adaptive cycle accommodates the transformative 

nature of slums that specifically adapt to both natural and man-made threats through their 

strength of social capital. Ultimately, the ACF will illustrate a snapshot of ‘community 

resilience’ through the study of the Mandala slum settlement in Mumbai.  

 

Table 1: The Adaptive Cycle 

(Andavarapu 2015) 
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1.3.3 The Critical Ethnographic Process 

 

  To answer the Adaptive Cycle Framework, previous research on the Mandala 

community is utilized in conjunction with a series of informal interviews. The interviews are 

intended to elicit ‘thick’ or detailed narratives. These ‘thick narratives’ are an imperative 

mechanism for the exploration of ‘daily’ or ‘ordinary life’ in the community – a key concept 

for the research. The ethnographic process importantly reflects these ‘lived realities’ of the 

Mandala inhabitants. A ‘lived reality’ perspective enables a more comprehensive 

understanding of individual lives, the dynamic nature of the slum, and the community today. 

An in depth ethnographic study, moreover, allows an intimate appreciation of the slum 

trajectory as defined both by its history of growth, its relationship to the city, and its 

contemporary spatial organization. By examining the normalcy of the everyday, a practical 

understanding of daily practices seeks to reverse the deprecating, ‘othering’ rhetoric of slum 

settlements. These perspectives, achieved through the process of ‘contextualizing,’ are 

invaluable as they better inform on the efficacy of humanitarian practices. “Contextualizing 

means making ideas real for the community.” (IFRC 2012) Community perceptions are an 

imperative component of the research and enable specific understanding of perceived 

risk/threat, vulnerabilities, and community capacities.     
The respondent selection was at random to better capture the multifaceted perspectives 

representative of community dynamics. Initially, the participant selection focused on the most 

flood prone areas of the community. Due to time and language limitations, however, the 

interviews inherited a much more opportunistic nature. Ten out of the twelve in-depth 

narratives are from female inhabitants due to the fact that the husbands were never present at 

time of interview. In total, eleven informal street interviews, four key informant interviews, 

and twelve in-depth interviews have been conducted in an attempt to capture the lived 

experiences of the diverse Mandala residents. When possible, the interviews were conducted 

in private settings, allowing for the respondents to feel comfortable and free in their response. 

These questions and answers intend to enable an understanding of daily life and community 

transformations to identify connections between daily stressors or extreme disruptions and 

the respondents’ respective coping mechanisms and adaptive strategies. The interviews 

specifically explore the monsoon season and the corresponding annual floods to provide a 

deeper understanding of the relationship between adaptive capacity and resilience and 
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disaster. They are an attempt to gain a perspective on life amidst a variety of stressors and 

seek to understand common themes among these perspectives. Ultimately, in order to ensure 

the efficacy of macro humanitarian practices, micro-realities must be understood.  

 

1.4 Research Limitations and Ethical considerations 

 

 Various limitations within the ethnographic study arose from the language barrier and 

the required usage of an intermediary. Interviews were conducted solely in Hindi and, 

although seeking to best translate the inquiries, the intermediary lacked complete English 

competence so the transcriptions may contain discrepancies. Additional challenges were the 

availability and time tables of the inhabitants, which were limited due to their rigorous work 

schedules. Although the interviews were intended to be in comfortable and neutral areas to 

encourage free responses, on many occasions the interview process transpired in personal 

homes in the Mandala community. Because of this context, many of the women appeared 

reluctant to speak about subjects such as violence or domestic issues. This ethical issue was 

respected due to the sensitive context and lack of GBV specialist present. These challenges 

heightened the struggle to gain access on the perspectives of inhabitants. Another major 

hindrance for the study was the fact that organizations within Mumbai were inaccessible or 

unwilling to connect for interviews. The Red Cross of Mumbai, for example, does not work 

in any of the Urban Informal Settlements. 

Humanitarianism in the cityscape is an expanding and relatively new inquiry, particularly 

pertaining to resilience. The multitude and obscure nature of resilience definitions and 

frameworks and the lack of research on the operationalization of resilience created challenges 

of conceptual complexity, but also provided gaps for exploration.  

 

1.5 Data Development 

 

 Data has been achieved through a compilation of research documents on the 

community and the M-East ward and through a series of personal narratives of the Mandala 

inhabitants. Research documents are primarily derived from the ‘Transforming M East Ward 

M Power TISS project,’ for People’s Organization, Education and Research, established by 

the Tata Institute of Social Science as an emergent body of research. This research is 
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substantiated by the ethnographic inquiry in Mandala embracing individual perspectives and 

life stories.  

The interview process has been transcribed from Hindi and converted into a study of 

the diverse personal narratives of the Mandala inhabitants. These narratives have been 

repeated in order to categorize perceptions on ‘daily stressors,’ ‘disaster stressors,’ and the 

corresponding ‘coping mechanisms’ or ‘adaptive capacities.’ The specific positive adaptive 

attributes were then related back to the theoretical framework on resilience. The resilient 

practices are categorized at two levels: ‘daily resilience’ (latent capacity) and ‘resilience 

during times of disruption.’ These categories are related to the concepts of ‘exclusion’ and 

the definitions of ‘resilience in humanitarian programs’, established in the theoretical 

framework. The data analysis ultimately provides greater understanding of the unique context 

of local community resilience for the purpose of comparing it to the efficacy of ‘building’ 

resilience in places of urban exclusion.  The contextualization of resilience means 

understanding how resilient practices transpire at different levels. The assessment of 

‘community resilience,’ compared to resilience as an organizational tool, attempts to identify 

the congruence between resilience practiced and resilience operationalized to inform on the 

practicality of resilience programs.    

 

1.6 Thesis Outline 

 

 This research is divided into six chapters. The first chapter has presented the topic of 

interest and the objective. Subsequent inquiries have been considered to demonstrate the 

multi-method research process. The second chapter provides instrumental background 

information for the study; it commences with an examination of the wider global context of 

urbanization in order to situate the phenomenon of exclusion unique to the Mumbai 

cityscape. This section culminates in a detailed description of the selected urban informal 

settlement, Mandala. The theoretical framework is presented in chapter three and will explore 

a socioecological systems perspective, unpack the concepts of vulnerability, social capital, 

and resilience. This section importantly progresses to consider the range of available 

humanitarian resilience frameworks to delineate the ‘adaptive cycle framework’ as the most 

applicable for studying the resilience of slum communities. The compilation of the various 

perspectives on resilience within humanitarianism and the specific selected framework 

together form the theoretical basis for data analysis. Chapter four examines the resilience of 
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the Mandala community. This section identifies the transformative nature of Mandala within 

each of the phases of the ACF to better understand community resilience. The section will 

assess the congruence of community resilience with (key characteristics of) resilience from 

humanitarian response today. From the theoretical perspective and data analysis, the fifth 

chapter seeks to deduce the practicality of resilience as a humanitarian tool. The sixth chapter 

will conclude with a reflection on the study by revisiting the thesis assumptions, and the 

research queries. The thesis will conclude with recommendations for humanitarian response 

and policy by highlighting the challenges of resilience. The problematic nature of ‘building’ 

resilience within humanitarian response presents a struggle to avoid external, presupposed 

forms of knowledge. Ultimately, the various definitions of resilience have their respective 

limitations and run the risk of neglecting unique resilient practices in slum settlements. 

Effective resilience programs identify and support current successful local practices.     

 

 

 

 

2. Background to the Study  
 

2.1 The Global Phenomenon of Urbanization & ‘The Slum’  

 

The future is urban. The global paradigm today is defined by the phenomenon of mass 

urbanization as the majority of the world’s population shifts to the city. This transformation is 

particularly experienced in ‘developing’ nations. “The large urban agglomerates we call 

mega cities are increasingly a developing world phenomenon that will affect the future 

prosperity and stability of the entire world.” (Bugliarello 2008) These ‘mega cities’ are 

currently defined as having over ten million inhabitants, according to the United Nations. 

(Bugliarello 2008) This numerical quantification, however, lacks consistency across time and 

context. Rome, for example, was previously considered a mega city in the ancient world with 

a population of around one million. Today, although its population is under the cut off, 

London is also esteemed as a mega city. (Bugliarello 2008) Cities have become an 

increasingly condensed conglomeration of incredible diversity, of new and different people 

continually interacting at different levels, seeking opportunity, and pursuing aspirations. This 
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urbanization has been propelled by a mixture of dynamic factors including exponential 

capital gains, growing business production, booming real estate markets, the influx of rural 

citizens seeking opportunity, and migrants seeking refuge. The city is a representation of our 

modern world, a modern world seeking to balance the preservation of traditional knowledge 

and culture, with the pursuit of technological advances; a world of diverse interacting people, 

learning to adapt to the increasing frequency of natural disaster. The phenomenon of the 

mega city is inspiring debate, theory, and policy intervention.    

Despite its prevalent place amidst modern global affairs, the notion of ‘the city’ as a 

concept has often been overlooked. Cities are living, continually evolving, dynamic spaces. 

They are a locus of the growth of people, infrastructure, investment, economic opportunity, 

information, connection, and networks. The opportunity for exponential economic gains has 

created the city as a hopeful area for livelihood, opportunity, and mobility. Alongside the 

booms within areas of city expansion, however, the gap between the impoverished and the 

exorbitantly wealthy has equally grown. For one example, the urban movement can be 

characterized by the binaries of creative innovation alongside environmental degradation; it is 

an expression of solidarity coupled with human exploitation. Accompanying the processes of 

urbanization are shifting dynamics of global poverty and exclusion. As “the urbanization rate 

is increasing, the locus of poverty is shifting to urban areas. [The] slum population worldwide 

is estimated to increase by 10% every year.” (Andavarapu 2015) 

Cities spatially represent the ‘developed’ and ‘undeveloped’ or ‘formal’ and informal’ 

areas of the city (these categorizations will be explored further below.) “Characteristic of 

most southern mega cities is the dramatically uneven distribution of population across these 

spaces.” (Rao 2006) In essence, cities have come to embody physical representations of 

societal inequality. The lack of affordable urban housing, experienced globally, is a 

quintessential representation of this inequality. The mega city of Mumbai in India 

experiences enormous housing disparity. “In 2007, Mumbai condominiums were the priciest 

in the developing world at around US$9,000 to US$10,200 per square meter.” (MCGM 2016) 

These exorbitant housing prices have produced enormous marginalized populations, who 

have in turn created homes in city peripheries. These ‘unhospitable areas’ have provided 

space for slum settlements, largely excluded from access to basic amenities and government 

assistance, disaster mitigation efforts, and relief. The Merriam Webster dictionary defines the 

‘slum’ as:  
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1. “a densely populated usually urban area marked by crowding, run-down housing, 

poverty, and social disorganization. 

2. (and as a verb) To go somewhere or do something that might be considered beneath 

one’s station.” (Merriam-Webster 2019) 

 

As cities are ‘developing,’ more and more localities are privatized creating areas of inclusion 

and exclusion or a delineation between the ‘formal’ and ‘non-formal.’ This new order of 

categorization is essentially differentiating city citizens between those considered to be 

‘legal’ versus those deemed ‘illegal.’ The concept of ‘development’ has therefore inherited a 

nature of controversy that is imperative to consider in this inquiry on exclusion and the 

resilient practices of slum communities. “There is a complex and elusive relationship 

between urbanization and poverty.” (Andavarapu 2015) The implications of the 

government’s development practices in relation to the evolution of the history of Mumbai 

slums will be explored below.  

 

2.2 Urban Informal Settlements and Resilience 
 

Typically slums or Urban Informal Settlements (UIS) emerge as heterogeneous units, 

established on the basis of commonalities such as place of origin, religion, or familial ties. 

Notions of ‘the slum’ are characterized by over-simplified generalizations such as dilapidated 

dwellings, illegality, criminality, and sub-standard quality of life. Generalized negative 

definitions diminish the immense dynamism of ‘the slum.’ Slums are not equal communities 

or single entities, but incredibly diverse places with a multitude of different levels of 

existence. Negative connotations moreover do an egregious disservice to the enormous 

numbers of lives that are sustained in such places and the hard work that transpires within 

these contexts. Urban informal settlements provide an environment of possibility, as 

opportunity rapidly depletes in rural communities from environmental deterioration. For 

families lacking access to livelihoods and shelter, these spaces provide both jobs and housing. 

Where access is denied in the city itself, urban informal settlements emerge as spaces of 

opportunity. In reality there is much to be learned from the adaptability that slum inhabitants 

have developed in their everyday lives. Slum neighbourhoods are spaces of extraordinary 

social capital; they are an articulation of creative, efficient, and compassionate life. 

Conceptualizing slums expansively allows a re-evaluation of their lessons on resilience. 
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Inhabitants of slum neighbourhoods enact creative capacity to persevere within the 

challenging urban context, yet as the expanding global city confronts climate change, those 

residing in the most marginalized settings are experiencing a disproportionate impact of 

disaster. Hazards are felt at an exponentially greater volume of severity due to the high 

density dynamics of cities, especially in slum neighborhoods, which are compounded on top 

of daily life struggles. The experience of disaster from a heightened state of insecurity in 

urban informal settlements correlates with greater exposure to pollution, more health issues, 

and heightened economic instability. Many of the people inhabiting urban informal 

settlements do not benefit from city policies and efforts to mitigate the risks from natural 

disasters such as flooding. There is a prioritization of technical solutions and a disconnect 

between mitigation policies and long term sustainable development. Because of this, slum 

residents must employ their own means of resilience within daily life and disaster recovery.  

Confronted with daily challenges and a heightened severity of destruction resulting from 

instances of disaster such as earthquake, fire, or flooding, due to climate change, slum 

inhabitants are revered for their innate creative adaptability. In an attempt to assert their 

‘rights to the city,’ their resilience is seen in the very act of the construction of a slum itself. 

(Harvey 2003) Slums are communities that emerge sporadically without pre-meditation or 

state planning. Where ubiquitous challenges in the form of access and opportunity have 

presented obstacles to the city’s most marginalized, they have creatively constructed life in 

previously ‘uninhabitable’ areas. “They, thus, contribute to a subaltern discourse by their 

very presence, a silent revolution that co-produces the city.” (TISS 2015) Within these urban 

peripheries, life is sustained and communities flourish despite minimal natural resources and 

a general lack of basic services such as water, health, sanitation, and waste disposal. During 

times of disruption or crisis, inhabitants are the most instrumental actors in the positive 

rehabilitation of their unique communities. They are not only the first responders to disaster 

events, but have first-hand information, cultural knowledge and competence, and a nature of 

resilience already practiced in ordinary life. As urban informal settlements emerge as 

formative city areas, it is imperative that these marginalized populations are considered and 

integrated into formal systems of community management.   
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2.3 Mumbai Slum Context & the Annual Monsoons  

 

Mumbai is a quintessential representation of the modern megacity with an extensive 

‘conurbation,’ or an extended urban area consisting of ‘sub cities.’ Mumbai is today referred 

to as an ‘island city,’ however it initially consisted of seven separate islands. It is 

geographically situated on India’s Western seaboard with over 146.43 km of coastline and 

three small rivers and three lakes. (MCGM 2016) Originally, Mumbai’s natural features were 

defined by creeks, tidal marshes, banyan trees, and wet lands, which have been slowly 

concretized and filled. Large scale expansion is increasing the encroachment on previous 

floodplains, coastal regulation zone areas, dumping grounds, and mangrove forests. The 

negligence of the natural environment coupled with immense population expansion has led to 

a gross over-capacitation and a deterioration of the land’s natural drainage capabilities. The 

city’s total population is documented at 52,06,473. (Directorate of Census Operations 

Maharashtra 2011) Of the population, almost half or 41.84% live in Mumbai’s 11,35,514 

slums. (Directorate of Census Operations Maharashtra 2011)  

The growth rate of Mumbai’s slums exceeds that of the general urban growth rate. 

(MCGM 2016) The haphazard nature of Mumbai’s expansive urbanization contributed to the 

construction of incomplete shelters, inaccessibility of water supplies and sanitation facilities. 

Mumbai’s urban informal settlements are characterized by their poor infrastructure, shelters, 

and lack of access to basic services. It is documented that 54.1% of slum inhabitants lack 

basic infrastructure. (Chatterjee 2010)  

 Although considered to be a developing modern city, Mumbai’s population and 

situation are acknowledged as greatly vulnerable. This precarious position is a result of both 

man-made and natural disasters. The mega city is prone to floods, cyclones, earthquakes, 

landslides, fires, and industrial or chemical accidents. Mumbai annually experiences a two to 

three month monsoon season, increasingly more unpredictable as a result of climate change. 

These climate transformations have produced insecurity for the welfare of rural farmers and 

city dwellers alike. Hazard risks specific to the urban monsoon context include a lack of alert 

warning system and inept infrastructural systems, (drainage systems, storm water outlets, and 

functioning waste management system) incapable of bearing the magnitude of flood waters. 

In the last week of July, 2005, the city was inundated with thirty nine inches of rain 

producing five hundred and forty recorded deaths. (Ramadurai 2017) The government’s 

response was characterized by poor administrative responsibility, lethargy, and an 
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extraordinary disregard for the most flood affected citizens of the city. The determined 

illegality of the urban informal settlement greatly impacted the provision of relief and basic 

amenities. The majority of slum inhabitants failed to receive any form of relief, with the 

government justifying inaction on the grounds of ‘legal’ versus ‘illegal’ citizenship status. 

The position of exclusion has greatly magnified risk for these urban informal settlements.   

 

2.4 The Relationship between the Slum & the state: the Controversy of Urban 

Development  
 

An examination of the relationship between the slum and the city is imperative for the 

appreciation of how disaster is compounded on top of a position of exclusion and the 

struggles of ‘everyday’ life. The place of the urban informal settlement in Mumbai has been 

characterized by a transforming relationship with the state. This process has evolved from 

one of active demolition to the current paradigm of ‘rehabilitation’ “and reflects the changes 

and continuity in resettlement policies of the state.” (TISS 2015) The following examination 

on the inception of urban informal settlements begs the question: what came first, the slum or 

exclusion? 

The history of ‘the slum’ can be traced alongside the growth of the city. Slums 

occupied a space in Mumbai prior to India’s independence in 1947. The first notable act was 

the ‘Slum clearance policy’ of 1956 – 57, which prioritized the demolition of slums, seeing 

them as mars on the progressive urban-scape. The 1956 Mumbai Slum Areas (Improvement 

and Clearance) Act defined slums as:  

 

“areas where buildings (a) are in any respect unfit for human habitation; (b) are by 

reason of dilapidation, overcrowding, faulty arrangements and design of such 

buildings, narrowness or faulty arrangement of streets, lack of ventilation, light or 

sanitation facilities, or any combination of these factors are detrimental to safety, 

health or morale.” (Jha 2011)  

 

The 1970s in Mumbai ushered in an immense rise in informal settlement population, 

experiencing a mass influx from greater India. In 1976, the ‘Slum Act’ initiated a policy of 

‘slum improvement,’ which signified an important shift in the perception of slums from one 

of complete illegality to ‘tolerance.’ (Bhide and Solanki 2016) Today, ‘inclusion’ has slowly 
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become the new paradigm characteristic of the state relationship with the slum. “The concept 

of inclusion is a cornerstone of new policies which translate into ‘rehabilitation,’ 

‘upgradation,’ or ‘improvement’ of slums.” (Bhide and Solanki 2016) In 2003 the ‘Vision 

Mumbai: Transforming Mumbai into a World Class City’ report was released with a two 

pronged approach involving upgrading infrastructure and the redevelopment of slums. In 

actuality, these processes of ‘rehabilitation,’ are equivalent to the destruction of slum 

settlements and have consequentially further exacerbated vulnerabilities. “Up to 60% of the 

land said to be occupied by ‘slums’ is described as needing to be cleared for commercial 

development, with residents to be ‘rehabilitated.’” (Björkman 2013) Relocation processes 

disrupt individual life and previously established community networks. Government 

“strategies appear inclusive at face value while its actual outcomes for the poor are violent 

and structurally invasive.” (Bhide and Solanki 2016) Along with the disruption of social 

cohesion, collective identity, and discontinued feelings of belonging, processes of relocation 

frequently involve levels of police repression. In relocated sites, previous employment, 

education, and community ties are often disrupted. “Formal, state-led efforts to extend or 

upgrade urban service provision thus often undermine already-existing informal 

arrangements and disrupt socially and culturally-embedded frameworks of access and 

belonging.” (Björkman 2013) These relocation processes accentuate insecurity and the 

struggle for life in the city. Ultimately, government disturbance has exacerbated the prevalent 

challenges of slum communities.   

In the examination of the state – slum relationship, Michel Foucault’s concepts of 

‘biopower’ and ‘biopolitics,’ provide a significant perspective on Mumbai state action. These 

concepts are generally defined as levels of power and governmentality. Biopower is “[A] 

power that exerts a positive influence on life, that endeavours to administer, optimize, and 

multiply it, subjecting it to precise controls and comprehensive regulations.” (Foucault & 

Hurley 2008) In Foucault’s exploration of power, Mumbai’s rehabilitation schemes emerge 

as synonymous with the concept of ‘heterotopias’ or “spaces of alternate ordering.” (Jha 

2011) As India’s financial and cultural capital, Mumbai is aspiring to emerge into the 

‘developed’ world and prove its place. The plethora of slums, however, is a hindrance to this 

modernist movement. The state is therefore engaged in an active “process of making the 

urban poor ‘underclass’ and then keeping them at the margin of space.” (Jha 2011)  

Contemporary infrastructural advances are connecting the business areas of the city, 

in a process which is further distancing the urban poor. Here it appears that the upkeep of the 

formal and legal structure of the city is prioritized over assuring rights and access for many 
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inhabitants of UIS.  In this process of ‘renewal,’ “Mumbai has become an outwardly-oriented 

city, whose infrastructure and built spaces are more responsive and attuned to the needs of 

global capital and business than to resident citizenry.” (Björkman 2013)  Mumbai’s 

expansive urban renewal is creating a differentiation among its citizens. Through a process of 

othering, the government is facilitating a delineation of ‘Mumbaikers,’ or inhabitants of 

Mumbai, into the categories of ‘formal’ versus ‘informal’ or ‘legal’ versus ‘illegal’ where 

one classification is seen as ‘proper citizenship.’ In essence, “the government is 

unconstitutionally criminalizing urban poor.” (Jha 2011) This confusion is compounded in 

the multitude of slum definitions: legal, part legal, transit camp legal and urban village legal 

and the different provisions extended to each. (Bhide and Solanki 2016)   

The transforming nature of slum policy has furthermore created an ambiguity in the 

status of slum dwellers seeking to occupy space in the city. The infamous ‘1995 cut-off date’ 

established that families within slum settlements only qualify for claims to ‘eligible housing’ 

if they can prove residency prior to 1995. Eligible housing equates to the legality of the 

inhabitant’s current dwelling or qualification for relocation in the event of demolition. In 

actuality, the ’95 rule (now extended to 2000) has necessitated a continuous struggle for the 

urban poor to validate their place in the city and their citizenship. Essentially, “state policy 

conflates the importance of years of stay in a locality by linking it to legality, and to the 

provision of amenities.” (Jha 2011) Here the state’s developmental processes can be 

conflated with Foucault’s notion of extreme biopolitical oversight depicted in the 

government’s attempt to control populations through processes of enumeration and the 

issuance of identity numbers, or countable populations. These mechanisms undertaken by 

agencies such as the Mumbai Metropolitan Region Development Authority (MMRDA) “are 

peculiar forms of classification and surveillance which keep the insecure poor always on 

tenterhooks.” (Jha 2011) These exclusionary and yet ‘developmental’ practices have created 

a notion of ‘differentiated citizenship’ and are representative of the city’s asymmetrical 

power dynamics. (Bhide and Solanki 2016)  

The progression of policy transformations can be attributed to the fact that slums are, 

numerically, no longer marginal populations. “Informality [has become] a modus operandi.” 

(Bhide and Solanki 2016) Today, the Millennium Development Goals, call for improving the 

conditions of the slums. The transforming attitudes of the slum – as both places of refuge and 

repugnance, of sites to be destroyed and developed, to places that deserve respect – have 

shaped the character of these communities and enabled their solidification of place in the city.   
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2.5 Specific Community Selection: Mandala  

 

The status of the urban informal settlement of Mandala is defined as ‘outside’ of city 

authorization, as an illegal informal settlement, one that has periodically experienced 

evictions in the form of government destruction of homes. Mandala is a slum with ‘tenure 

status,’ or renter status, making it devoid of basic services. It largely lacks access to services 

such as water, electricity, and waste management. Mandala is on the edge of the periphery of 

the city.  

Mandala resides in the M-East ward of Mumbai and is documented as having the lowest 

human development indicator out of Mumbai’s twenty four wards. (Municipal Corporation of 

Greater Mumbai 2010) The community grew in the 1990s as a conglomeration of migrants 

coming to the city from greater India seeking livelihood opportunity and as a site for resettled 

Mumbai inhabitants who had been displaced by government development schemes. Within 

the M-East ward of Mumbai, vulnerabilities are exponentially higher due to the construction 

of households next to one of Asia’s largest open air dumping grounds, the Deonar dumping 

ground, and the manufacturers of hazardous goods, refineries, thermal power stations, and 

fertilizer plants. Inhabitants are vulnerable to gas leaks and fires, which have occurred in 

2003, 2007, and 2010. The settlement is additionally one of Mumbai’s most flood prone, 

attributed to its geographic location in the city’s North Eastern region. Mandala, however, is 

also a bustling community consisting of a collage of homes, interlacing partially concretized 

streets, frequented by rickshaw drivers, women in colorful saris, and street vendors. Mandala 

is a haven amidst hazard.  

Today with a population of over 800,000, the M-East ward has no semblance of its once 

previous lush natural environment. The M-East ward today consists of 133 separate slum 

communities. Recent resettlement has increased with over 60,000 homes spread across 

thirteen different sites. (TISS 2015) Today within each slum neighborhood of the M-East 

ward, exists a ‘nagar,’ or an even smaller grouping of homes, which “represent a distinct 

mode of self-organization and a process of identity creation.” (Bhide and Solanki 2016) A 

slum is an intricate and dynamic entity, it is homogeneous and yet embodies immense 

diversity. “The experience of living in these settlements is highly diverse.” (Bhide and 

Solanki 2016) 
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Table 2: The M – East Ward of Mumbai  

(TISS 2015) 
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Table 3: Mankhurd & the Mandala Community  

(TISS 2015) 

 

 

2.6 The Evolution of Humanitarian Assistance and ‘the Renaissance of Resilience’  
 

This qualitative study utilizes the case of the Mandala community and their creative 

adaptability to critically examine the intersection between resilience in the urban context and 

resilience operationalized in humanitarian response. Although the concept of resilience is 

prolific in many diverse fields from climate change to disaster management, is this 

‘renaissance of resilience’ an effective movement? Resilience and recovery mean something 

different within different contexts. This is especially true in the city context, which already 

necessitates a re-examination of urban humanitarianism.  

Humanitarianism in the cityscape is a largely unexplored topic. Throughout the 

evolution of humanitarian assistance, one continuous theme has been reformation. 

Humanitarian response is constantly defined by its change agendas, buzz words of the time, 

and ever-new innovations. This trajectory is clearly depicted in the emergent disaster 

management frameworks of the past two decades. 1989 marked the International Decade for 
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Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR), which progressed through the Yokohama strategy of 

’94, the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) in ’99, the establishment of the 

2005 Hyogo framework for action, up until today’s 2015 Sendai Framework for Disaster 

Risk Reduction. These various strategies and frameworks have increasingly incorporated a 

heightened appreciation for the mitigation of risks. Table four below provides a snap shot of 

this shifting prioritization. Today, within the Sendai Framework, ‘resilience’ has become a 

humanitarian buzz word and is used across the humanitarian agenda from mitigation efforts, 

to relief aid, to recovery.   

While the aid world was previously dominated by a command and control approach, 

(a hierarchical process believing that all phases of disaster could be controlled), trends today 

uphold an appreciation for the innate value and capability of individuals and local community 

contexts, and unpredictable climate nature. Today’s disaster governance paradigm is 

dominated by the socialization of responsibility. The promotion of ‘human capacity’ has 

inherited significant respect as a concept for people’s vital knowledge, their first-hand 

information, cultural understanding, communication abilities, and position as ‘first 

responders’ to crisis. These characteristics all contribute to an innate resilience. Capacity 

“can be described as the resources available to individuals, households and communities to 

cope with a threat or to resist the impact of a hazard. Such resources can be physical or 

material, but they can also be found in the way a community is organized or in the skills or 

attributes of individuals and/or organizations in the community.” (IFRC 2019) Capacity, 

defined by the United Nations Development Programme is "the ability to perform functions, 

solve problems, and achieve objectives" at three levels: individual, institutional and societal.” 

(UNDP 2009) Capacity building can thus be thought of as the support of these human and 

institutional resources. With a ‘people first’ perspective and humanity at its core, ‘aid’ today 

has not absolved its guiding principles, but now additionally insists on the important 

involvement of local actors outside aid organizations. Therefore, the encouragement of 

‘capacity building’ has emerged as a humanitarian tool for the management change and is 

particularly characteristic of resilience programs.  
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Table 4: Transgression of Humanitarian Disaster Strategies   

 
(Tiernan et al. 2012)  

 

 

 

 

 

3. Theoretical Framework  
 

Inhabitants of Mumbai’s urban informal settlements are commonly migrants from greater 

rural India or have been previously displaced within the city itself. Mandala residents have 

encountered numerous challenges and struggles to assert their ‘claim’ to the city and carve 

out a space to create a home, opportunity, and a life for themselves. As a testament to the 

ability of communities to flourish in this precarious place in the city, slums are becoming 

appreciated for their resilience, embedded largely in their social capital. “Slums epitomize 

resilient urban systems.” (Andavarapu, 2015) 

The following in-depth literature review explores contemporary knowledge surrounding 

the emergence of resilience as a central concept within humanitarian response. Before 

entering an examination on the various definitions of resilience, and the diverse approaches 

to ‘resilience thinking’ and resilience frameworks, an ‘integrated human-environment 

systems’ perspective will be reviewed, and the concepts of ‘vulnerability’, and social capital 

are considered.   
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3.1 Integrated Human-Environment Systems 

 

When considering the dynamics of vulnerability and exclusion, systems theory informs 

on the causal relationship existing between ‘human systems’ and the surrounding 

‘environmental system’ context. The term ‘system’ firstly is used as a descriptor of a whole 

entity comprised of multiple interacting parts. Systems theory is, therefore, concerned with 

the interactions within and amongst varying systems. Human systems may be defined as the 

organization of diverse scales of human interactions and social processes, typically unified by 

commonalities. An integrated human-environment perspective on disaster processes 

establishes that people are not isolated or estranged from extreme natural world events, but 

exist in an intimate causal relationship with them. This integrated human-environment 

perspective, considered as the socio-ecological system (SES), emphasizes the importance of 

societal factors on ‘natural’ phenomena and how these may shape “the origins, course, and 

outcomes of natural disaster.” (Schutt, 2008)  An SES perspective helps to conceptualize the 

situation of the Mandala inhabitants: the annual experience of flooding and their vulnerable 

place in the city. 

Historically, the ‘dominant’ disaster research paradigm defined natural disasters as 

‘extreme’ geophysical processes. These natural phenomena act upon human life with 

immense transformative power and are today acknowledged for their intimate connection 

with human systems. “Although human inventions, achievements, and actions are obviously 

key factors in determining the course of human history, the forces of nature and other 

mechanisms beyond the control of individual human beings… play an even greater role, both 

directly and indirectly, by conditioning the circumstances that induce, produce, or permit 

individual or collective human actions.” (Haque and Etkin 2006) It has only been recently 

that societal dimensions have received greater attention for their importance within shaping 

the disaster process and its outcomes. In the cityscape, consolidated numbers of people are 

increasingly inhabiting areas experiencing greater frequencies of hazard exposure. Social 

trends like immense urban population growth coupled with relentless environmental 

degradation and climate change are producing greater levels of vulnerability within social 

systems.   

The emerging emphasis on the role of human dimensions in hazards has led to an 

understanding of disaster as a complex human-physical system relationship. By previously 

attributing the disaster process strictly to the ‘natural domain,’ the importance of coupled 
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‘human-environment systems’ was neglected, and created an inadequate and incomplete 

comprehension of natural hazards and their processes. This partial understanding resulted in 

ineffective solutions. It is therefore imperative to “emphasize the human causation of 

disasters.” (Haque & Etkin, 2006) Risks and hazards are socially constructed. “Without 

humans, hazards are simply natural events and thus become irrelevant… attention should be 

paid by concerned institutions to people, community and their capacity to link and deal with 

nature.” (Haque & Etkin, 2006) Moreover, built human systems are diverse and thus 

experience the effects of disaster differently. “Different countries experience similar hazards 

in very different ways… Such variation is not because of a lack of knowledge, but rather a 

result of differences in building codes, economic capacity, cultural elements in building 

practices, and government regulation and degree of compliance.” (Haque & Etkin, 2006) 

The immediate effects of disasters are obvious in their physical manifestation of the 

enormous loss of life. Despite the initial magnitude of disaster impact represented in injury 

and death, the most detrimental aspect of a disaster transpires in a continually unfolding 

process. “It is the secondary and tertiary effects of geophysical extreme events that most 

often cascade into other socioeconomic processes, result in the breakdown of resource 

thresholds and ultimately cause the most human suffering.” (Haque & Etkin, 2006) This 

can be seen in the aftermath of floods and droughts leading to unemployment, loss of 

entitlements, wages, and food, producing famine and contributing to greater human 

catastrophe. A coupled human-environment system perspective necessitates a paradigm shift 

within the field of disaster prevention: from short term action to more durable community 

support that extends beyond the mere provision of relief. This perspective additionally 

interrogates the relief-development divide and the place of urban humanitarian response. 
Because “disasters always have a social dimension,” solely utilizing a technological 

response to disaster management is an inept solution for the dynamic scope of impact 

produced by hazard. (Schutt 2008) Societal forces need to assume a leading role in remedial 

disaster efforts. From this perspective, disaster prevention must overcome its restriction to the 

physical domain, but seek transformation within societal dimensions, “more specifically by 

reducing vulnerability and strengthening resilience.” (Haque & Etkin, 2006) A socio-

ecological system perspective helps to conceptualize the situation of the Mandala inhabitants 

and their heightened vulnerability. Human actions, such as increasing numbers of persons 

residing in over-developed and concretized city hutments, have diminished the natural flood 

plain’s ability to reduce the effects of inundation. The degradation of the natural environment 
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has accentuated the community’s vulnerability.  The ‘socio-economic megacity system’ is a 

unique local ecology dominated by human processes layered on previously natural spaces.  
 

3.2 Vulnerability  
 

“Resilience thinking has tremendous potential in shifting deep-rooted paradigms. In climate 

change, resilience thinking has shifted the conversation from adaptation to resilience and 

transformation where the emphases…  [is on] transforming cities to better respond to crisis. 

In disaster recovery, the conversation moved from vulnerability and panic to a phenomenon 

known as resilient population.” (Andavarapu, 2015) 

 

A consideration of vulnerability informs on the position of the Mandala community, their 

daily stressors and disaster stressors. Because of the emergent appreciation for the social 

causation of disaster, the vulnerability/ resilience paradigm has recently received greater 

respect than the traditionally utilized hazard paradigm. Social vulnerability can be 

conceptualized “as the diminished capacity of an individual or group to anticipate, cope with, 

resist and recover from the impact of a natural or man-made hazard.” (IFRC 2019) The 

concept of vulnerability is generally related to poverty, however, it is also associated with 

isolated, insecure or defenseless groups or individuals. Because risk exposure is differentiated 

based upon the social group, gender, ethnicity, or other related factors, the impacts of 

vulnerability affect different people in different ways. “Vulnerability may also vary in its 

forms: poverty, for example, may mean that housing is unable to withstand an earthquake or 

a hurricane, or lack of preparedness may result in a slower response to a disaster, leading to 

greater loss of life or prolonged suffering.” (IFRC 2019) Social vulnerability can be 

determined by inquiring, what is the threat or hazard that the person or group is vulnerable 

to? And what are the factors that have made the individual or group vulnerable? (IFRC 2019) 

The concepts of vulnerability and resilience both concern risk exposure, welfare 

outcomes, and behavioral responses. Resilience, however, is commonly differentiated as the 

opposite of vulnerability. While assessment of vulnerability interrogates how social damage 

and loss transpires, building resilience prioritizes maintaining or recovering to a system state. 

An individual or social system, however, can have both vulnerable and resilient attributes. 

Capacity building is used as a tool to diminish vulnerability and is an integral component of 

resilience programs. Resilience shares many attributes with adaptation and adaptive capacity 
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– terms that both refer to capability, ability, system potential or components within systems 

to be resilient to disturbances.” (Bahadur et al. 2010) ‘Adaptive capacity’ is commonly 

utilized as a synonym for resilience. Within the ‘Disturbance as opportunity,’ approach to 

resilience (further explored below), resilience is conceptualized as a means to enable 

successful adaptive capacity. (Bahadur et al. 2010) The IFRC importantly distinguishes the 

‘capacity to build resilience’ from ‘sector-specific capacity building.’ Resilience capacities 

require a problem solving approach as opposed to the capacity of a technical skill set. A 

‘problem solving’ approach, according to the IFRC, is premised on the importance of 

scepticism, inquiry, trial and error, and innovation. (IFRC 2012)  

 

The Concept of ‘Social Capital’  

 

Interrogating vulnerability requires a broad framework inclusive of greater social, 

economic, and political determinants. A socioeconomic system’s perspective reaffirms the 

significance of societal dimensions, enabling a better understanding of resilience as it pertains 

to hazard and disaster. Effective humanitarian response requires a coupled human/ 

environment perspective, which embraces the human influence on disaster and an 

understanding of community capacity. “The notion of community [is a] frequently 

overlooked resource in both proactive and reactive phases of disaster and emergency 

management practice.” (Haque & Etkin, 2006) 

Increasingly, humanitarian efforts to ‘build capacity,’ are expanding beyond physical 

resources to consider the value vested in human resources or ‘human/ social capital.’ Social 

capital is conceptualized as networks of interpersonal relationships that allow a society to 

function. This research will consider three forms of social capital commonly delineated 

between ‘bonding’, ‘bridging’, and ‘linking.’ (Andavarapu 2015) Bonding and bridging 

linkages are ‘horizontal’ or community-internal in the form of relationships with family and 

relatives, and neighbors and friends, respectively. Linking capital is ‘vertical,’ or external to 

the community, in the form of linkages between the community and agencies. For slums, 

vertical linkage capital is often represented by agencies such as NGOs, the local government, 

and community based organizations. The role of vertical linkages is imperative as these 

actors help to empower, organize, and mobilize inhabitants of urban informal settlements, 

particularly in times of disaster. Although this study utilizes the community as the unit of 

analysis, it is imperative to acknowledge that social capital is enabled by individual faculties 
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of resilience, or the ability “to cope, to learn, and to self-organize.” (Andavarapu 2015) Here 

again, the concept of ‘ordinary life’ is integral for understanding the social networks of urban 

informal settlements. The ‘Emergent Framework of Disaster Risk governance’ establishes 

that coping capabilities for disaster risk reduction are created in a daily process and can be 

referred to as, ‘latent capability.’ “Latent capability refers to a community’s or resident’s 

potential to cope with disaster risks that are primarily cultivated through their daily 

activities.” (Ikeda and Nagasaka 2011) Latent capability is a key theme for this paper and the 

consideration of resilient practices in daily life.  

   

3.3 Understanding ‘Resilience’: A Conceptual Review of Definitions, Thought, 

and Frameworks  
 

The notion of resilience has transformed throughout human history. It can be traced 

from the Incan Empire’s structural practices used to minimize risk and enable life in the 

challenging high altitude environment of the Andes, across the globe to the diversification of 

resilient agricultural crops. Today, ‘resilience’ has evolved into an emerging phenomenon. 

As a concept, resilience has proven particular utility, attributed to its ability to accommodate 

diverse scales from “cellular to complex socio-economic systems.” (Tiernan et al. 2018) 

Because of these malleable interpretations, resilience is embraced for its multi-faceted merits 

throughout a diversity of fields ranging from engineering, psychology, to disaster 

management. Within climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction, resilience is 

utilized increasingly as a tool in policy, programming, and thinking. “It has become 

particularly popular to describe the intersection between these two fields and those of poverty 

and development as ‘climate resilient development.’ (Bahadur et al. 2010) Within the field of 

humanitarian action, resilience has gained collateral for its esteemed promise of disaster 

mitigation, risk management, impact reduction, sustainable development, and fortifying 

communities. Despite its wide usage, little consideration has been given towards assessing 

the efficacy of the operationalization of resilience.  

This section will dissect the popular phenomenon of resilience. In order to do this, the 

analysis will commence with an overview of the diverse definitions of ‘resilience;’ it will 

then progress to conceptualize ‘resilience thinking’, with an emphasis on its particular utility 

for humanitarian action. The section will finally analyse how, exactly, the practice of  

resilience is operationalized amongst a variety of frameworks that have emerged responding 
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to the diverse demands of disaster recovery. Through the consideration of ‘resilience,’ this 

section ultimately seeks to unpack its conceptual utility for vulnerable populations.   

 

3.3.1 Defining Resilience 

 

‘Resilience’ is originally derived from the Latin term ‘resilio’ meaning ‘to jump back.’ 

Oxford Dictionary defines resilience as:  

1. “The capacity to recover quickly from difficulties; toughness or  

2. The ability of a substance or object to spring back into shape; elasticity.” 

(Oxford Dictionary 2019)  

 

Resilience, however, means something different among different systems, scales, and 

perspectives. Engineering resilience, emphasizes resistance and prioritizes a return to a 

previous state. This conceptualization focuses on efficiency, constancy, and predictability 

where inanimate objects lack agency and aspiration for improvement. Resilience in 

engineering is the “capability of a system to maintain its functionality and to degrade 

gracefully in the face of internal and external changes.” (Cimellaro 2016) In physics, 

resilience is the property of a material to absorb energy when deformed and be able to 

recover energy in the future. The aforementioned approaches stress the return to a previous 

state of stability. The notion of evolutionary resilience, conversely acknowledges that a 

system’s nature is characterized by its evolution regardless of the presence of stressors or 

disruption.   

In 1973, C.S. Holling progressed the notion of resilience, emphasizing the persistence 

of systems. He created ‘resilience thinking,’ orienting the concept towards ecological 

systems. “The resilience of an ecological system is a ‘measure of the persistence of systems 

and of their ability to absorb change and disturbance and still maintain the same relationships 

between populations or state variables.’" (Cimellaro 2016)  In simpler terms, ecological 

resilience is the capacity of ecosystems to resist, endure, or rebound to an initial state 

regardless of external stresses. The concept is premised around the notion of ‘equilibrium 

resilience,’ acknowledging the dynamic nature of ecological systems, composed of diverse 

elements, which are all organized around their unique equilibriums. Although the return to an 

‘initial state’ is asserted, Holling’s conception grants a degree of variation. These systems are 

resilient when they are able to broadly maintain their relationships between system elements 
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and their corresponding equilibriums, despite disturbance. This process is known as 

maintaining a ‘domain of attraction.’ (Cimellaro 2016)   

Holling’s consideration of resilience is in alignment with systems thinking. It 

considers a macro-level pertaining to systems of populations, particularly the interactions of 

both social and ecological systems. The ‘domain of attraction’ accepts that transformation is 

in the nature of a system and fluctuation may be beneficial. Non-equilibrium states allow for 

greater dynamic processes, capable of adjusting to transformation. “This definition of 

resilience promotes flexibility by focusing on form, function, and flow of the built 

environment. In an urban context, form refers to buildings, function reflects purpose, and 

flow represents the movement of information, services, and people.” (Andavarapu, 2015) 

Holling’s focus on the persistence of ecological systems importantly expanded the concept of 

‘resilience’ so that systems were acknowledged to be both complex and adaptive. Although 

Holling’s definition contributed to a process-oriented notion and is frequently used as a 

framework for cities confronting disaster, it prioritized ‘bouncing back’ to a previous state 

and fails to adequately accommodate the important variable of social capital.   

Despite its ambiguous nature, resilience in essence, can best be thought of as “an 

umbrella term that encompasses a range of ways in which a system responds to external 

stresses, major disruptions and new circumstances.” (Tiernan et al. 2018) For the purpose of 

this research, resilience will be considered within socioecological systems as a system 

property referring “to the magnitude of change or disturbance that a system can experience 

without shifting into an alternate state.” (Resilience Alliance 2010) The discrepancies in 

resilience definitions are equally reflected in the diverse conceptualization of ‘resilience 

thinking’ and the operationalization of resilience within humanitarian response, considered in 

the section below.   

 

3.3.2 Conceptualizing ‘Resilience Thinking’ and Resilience Frameworks  

 

Within socioecological systems, the concept of ‘resilience thinking’ has advanced a 

comprehension of how to best manage interacting systems and prepare for the uncertainty 

often accompanying disaster. This section will briefly review several different approaches to 

‘resilience thinking’ and their subsequent components in order to exemplify the wide range of 

thought processes and their diverse contextual applications.  
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Disturbance as Opportunity 

This approach emphasizes the space that is created after disturbance providing opportunity 

for innovation and development. It emphasizes the ability to learn from uncertainty. “The 

‘Disturbance as Opportunity’ approach sees resilience as a means of achieving adaptive 

capacity.” (Bahadur et al. 2010) It is in contrast to a ‘command and control’ approach, which 

attempts to control all elements of disaster. In this conception, a resilient system is one that is 

complex, changing, and dynamic.  

 

Resilience as Process 

In this ethic, resilience is distinguished as a system’s ability to absorb and adapt to shocks, 

yet continue to maintain fundamental characteristics. This conceptualization prioritizes the 

process aspect of resilience by incorporating an adaptive recovery focus. It, moreover, 

challenges resilience as a mere outcome and embraces the importance of local knowledge and 

culture. This form of thinking has enabled a transformation within the understanding of 

disaster recovery from an outcome-oriented approach to a process one.  

 

Persistence of Systems 

This thought, as previously mentioned, is in tandem with Holling’s definition of ecological 

resilience and acknowledges the dynamic nature of systems. System persistence, or 

resilience, is enabled when a sufficient number of system elements and their equilibriums 

maintain relationships that allow a certain unity of the overarching system structure. This 

approach acknowledges the fact that the future can never be truly anticipated and therefor 

managerial flexibility and adaptable generic guidelines are necessitated.  

 

DROP, the Disaster Resilience of Place  

The DROP model insists that social systems, the built environment, and natural systems all 

influence the inherent level of resilience or vulnerability within a community. This 

framework importantly considers the causal connections where “place matters as much as the 

people.” (Bahadur et al. 2010) Five key indicators include: “social resilience; economic 

resilience; institutional resilience; infrastructure resilience; and community capital.” (Bahadur 

et al. 2010) The shortcoming of the DROP model, however, is its dependence upon publicly 

available data, often not accessible for slum communities. 
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Four Components of Resilience (Berkes 2007) 

This approach has deduced four main characteristics for building the resilience of 

socioecological systems by embracing these principles; 1. Change is inevitable and systems 

can learn to live with a degree of uncertainty by incorporating ‘codes of conduct’ as tools to 

fall back on. (Bahadur et al. 2010); 2 Diversity is an integral system component that provides 

numerous options for response to stresses and reduces risk through dissipation. For example, 

in ecological systems, this is embodied in the biodiversity of species and in economic 

systems, an indicator of resilience may be the quantity of diverse livelihoods, accompanied 

by diverse opinions in policy; 3. Incorporating different types of knowledge in policy and 

learning is essential. Local knowledge and unique expertise aid in bridging scales and; 4. The 

capacity of system re-organization is premised on strong community management and its 

ability to respond (enabling connectivity across scales.)  

 

Components and Characteristics of Resilience 

This approach considers the characteristics of a disaster-resilient community. It is established 

on the Hyogo Framework’s building blocks, including the five areas for action as: 

governance, risk assessment, knowledge and education, risk management and vulnerability, 

and disaster preparedness and response. Within these areas, three columns emerge: 

‘components of resilience,’ ‘characteristics of a disaster resilient community,’ and 

‘characteristics of an enabling environment.’ Here resilience is defined as “the ability of a 

community to absorb stress, the capacity to manage or maintain certain basic functions and 

structures during disastrous events, and the ‘bounce backability’ of a community after a 

disaster.” (Bahadur et al. 2010) An example of a ‘component of resilience’ may be 

community participation and a ‘characteristic of a disaster resilient community’ may include 

access to information. A wider range of resilient components, established by the European 

Community Humanitarian Office, are listed below: 

 

• Community leadership 

• Rights awareness 

• Advocacy 

• Integration with development planning 

• Access to funding and partnerships 

• Inclusion of vulnerable groups 
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• Women’s participation 

• Dissemination of knowledge 

• Public awareness 

• Food and water supplies 

• Hazard-resistant livelihood practices 

• Income and asset protection 

• Protection of infrastructure and basic services 

• Land use and planning 

• Operation of education services in emergencies 

• Early warning system 

(Cimellaro 2016)  
 

When considering these definitions and approaches, three common themes of ‘building 

resilience’ within humanitarian programs emerge: the transformation of a current state of 

being, the reduction of risk, and changing structural barriers. (Bahadur et al. 2010) A shift in 

an individual’s current state could include cash transfers, education, health care, etc. so that 

the individual’s capabilities are increased. Reduction of risk exposure may involve actions 

such as the provision of greater police protection, distribution of disease resistant seeds, 

transfer of risks through employment security, limiting losses, etc. Transformation of the 

underlying structure of the system is a longer term endeavor focusing on the nature of 

cultural, economic, or sociopolitical contexts.     

Despite the plethora of diverse approaches towards the conceptualization of resilience, 

resilience is importantly, an attribute of a system. Central characteristics of resilient systems 

emerge (as demonstrated in table 5 below.) These commonalities have been established after 

a review of sixteen diverse conceptualizations of resilient systems. (Bahadur et al. 2010) The 

characteristics include: diversity, institutions, uncertainty and change, community 

involvement, preparedness, equity, social structures, learning, non-equilibrium dynamics, and 

cross-scalar perspectives –ordered from the most prevalent and highest ranked to lowest. 

(Bahadur et al. 2010) A snapshot of the different characteristics of resilient systems is briefly 

defined in the paragraph below. 

‘High diversity’ is considered to be the most integral characteristic of a resilient 

system, where multiple system elements are varied. The ‘Four Components of Resilience,’ 

for example, stresses the need for ecological diversity, economic opportunity, and partnership 
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diversification. The importance of ‘institutions,’ ranking second, speaks towards the efficacy 

of governing systems or mechanisms of control. The success and legitimacy of these 

institutions are established on trust, networks of shared power, levels of inclusivity, and 

decentralized processes that meet local realities. Institutions are also imperative for the spread 

of knowledge and increased awareness. ‘Uncertainty,’ or the third characteristic of a resilient 

system, is one that accepts change as opposed to seeking to rigidly control it. Here, social 

ecological systems are able to adapt alongside a transforming environment. The fourth 

characteristic, ‘community involvement,’ is potentially the most integral for this study. 

Community participation emerges in decentralized communities and emphasizes the 

importance of local knowledge and shared responsibilities. The essential ethic within the 

characteristic of ‘preparedness,’ is the acceptance of the inevitability of change. Resilient 

systems require high levels of ‘equity,’ where equal resource access reduces vulnerabilities. 

Equity also importantly distributes risks and losses. ‘Social structures’ as a characteristic of 

resilience, require the capability of ‘system users’ (inhabitants) to organize and share values. 

The eighth ranking characteristic, ‘learning,’ necessitates an ability to learn from previous 

experiences, underlying an adaptive quality of a system. Holling’s conception of ‘non-

equilibrium systems’ similarly emphasize the importance of adaptation as opposed to rigidity 

where system integrity is attributed to a general persistence of relationships. The final 

characteristic commonly deemed essential for a resilient system is the ability to incorporate a 

‘cross-scalar perspective.’ This perspective allows connectivity among the diverse levels of a 

system and a larger consideration of its elements as a whole. Cross-scalar networks 

essentially connect the local to the global.  
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Table 5: Major Characteristics of ‘Resilient Systems’  

 
(Bahadur et al. 2010) 

 

Frameworks for Resilience  

The central resilience characteristics of socioecological systems are dominated by the 

themes of adaptation and transformation. These esteemed characteristics are incorporated into 

frameworks for resilience and can even be considered synonymous with frameworks. 

Frameworks, however, are typically differentiated by their application to specific fields such 

as climate change adaptation, disaster risk management, or sustainable development. 

Resilience frameworks serve unique purposes determined by the level of analysis and the 

inquiry, ‘resilience of what?’ These frameworks, moreover, are differentiated from 

definitions and resilience thinking by encompassing evaluation and assessment components 

to measure resilience. The difficulty, however, is that within each field there exists a 

multitude of frameworks for measuring resilience. The IFRC ‘Road Map’ is briefly 

considered below to distinguish exactly why the Adaptive Cycle has been selected as the 

most applicable for urban informal settlements.  

 

IFRC ‘Road Map’ 

The International Federation of the Red Cross has created a ‘Road Map,’ with the 

objective of providing step-by-step guidance on how to operationalize resilience within 

communities. This approach provides a concise breakdown of exactly how the elusive 
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concept of resilience is supposed to be strengthened within communities. The IFRC defines 

community resilience as “the ability of communities (and their members) exposed to 

disasters, crises and underlying vulnerabilities to anticipate, prepare for, reduce the impact of, 

cope with and recover from the effects of shocks and stresses without compromising their 

long term prospects.” (IFRC 2016) Within the road map, six characteristics of a resilient 

community are established as “knowledgeable, healthy and can meet its basic needs, is 

socially cohesive, has economic opportunities, has well-maintained and accessible 

infrastructure and services, can manage its natural assets, is connected” (detailed in table 6 

below.) (IFRC 2016) Although defined differently, the IFRC characteristics of resilient 

communities all correspond to the common themes designated in ‘Table 5’ above.   

 

 

 

 

Table 6: IFRC Characteristics of Community Resilience 

 

 
(IFRC 2016) 

 

The road map progresses through four important program stages regarding 

communities, the first of which is ‘engaging and connecting,’ the second, ‘understanding 

risk,’ the third, ‘taking action for resilience,’ and the fourth, ‘learning.’ An integral part of 
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this framework is that the community must take active stewardship in designing their plan of 

action. Resilience efforts therefore, must understand and support the community’s 

comprehension of risk. This approach requires “understanding what people think at all times, 

rather than imposing ideas or projects on them.” (IFRC 2016) The IFRC emphasizes the 

importance of contextualizing the road map within each unique setting. The third step, 

‘taking action for resilience,’ specifically describes the process of building resilience 

(depicted in Table 7 below.) Efforts to build resilience essentially translate into strengthening 

current community practices. This framework is premised on indicator based progress. Here 

indicators include community knowledge and awareness – does the community know about 

diseases, climate risks such as flood, etc. (IFRC 2016) The ‘SPICED’ rubric is intended to 

ensure that these indicators are inclusive. They are ‘subjective, participatory, interpreted, 

communicable, empowering, and disaggregated.’ (IFRC 2016) Essentially, the Red Cross’s 

approach to building resilience prioritizes identifying community practices and strengthening 

those deemed successful by ‘accompanying,’ ‘enabling,’ and ‘connecting communities.’ 

(IFRC 2016) Although the IFRC is an external actor seeking to ‘build resilience,’ by stressing 

the act of ‘accompanying’ communities, they are asserting the community as the primary 

actor.  

 

Table 7: IFRC Roadmap, Stage Three, ‘Taking Action’ 

(IFRC 2016) 
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The Adaptive Cycle Framework 

As opposed to utilizing a framework oriented around achieving indicators, the Adaptive 

Cycle Framework focuses on a holistic quantification of resilience premised on community 

characteristics. In order to study the resilience within urban informal settlements, “social-

ecological systems literature suggests two questions: resilience to what, and resilience of 

what?” (Andavarapu 2015) The ACF accommodates the transformative nature of slums that 

adapt to natural and man-made threats through their strength of social capital. This 

framework is premised on the notion that socio-ecological systems evolve through four 

distinct stages of development including ‘growth/ exploitation’, ‘conservation,’ ‘release/ 

creative destruction,’ and ‘reorganization.’  

 

Table 8: The Adaptive Cycle Framework 

  
(Andavarapu 2015) 

 

 The ‘growth’ phase transpires as the first settlement is constructed on vacant land, after 

which is the ‘conservation phase,’ or the accumulation of more homes and buildings. This 

period is importantly when norms and community networks are established. The conservation 

phase may occur after a greater period of time and allows for the creation of social capital 

linkages both horizontally, within the community, and vertically, to external agencies. The 

‘destructive’ phase transpires when the community encounters a challenge or threat, whether 

man-made or natural. If this threat devastates the community, the ‘reorganization’ phase 

commences and is defined by the creation of a new order. The reorganization phase can be 

seen as the most important part of the cycle, when social capital linkages of the urban 
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informal settlement are tested and the community is either able to rebuild or become 

displaced.  

The important place of social capital is evident within each of the different stages.  

The Adaptive Cycle is applicable for the study of urban slums because it allows for the 

dynamic process of community transformation over a greater time period while prioritizing 

social capital and accommodating the consequences of threat. “Any definition of resilience 

that is selected to study slums has to be applicable to short-term, mid-term, and long-term 

challenges that slum dwellers face.” (Andavarapu 2015) The definition must accept that 

external threats are ever-present with potentially debilitating effects. Only the Adaptive Cycle 

considers the three qualities necessary for studying slum resilience, and its four phases enable 

a study on the constant evolution of these settlements. The Adaptive Cycle is, moreover, 

beneficial in its recognition that slum dwellers are not passive disaster victims; rather, it 

concentrates on their ingenuity and adaptability when confronted with threat. (Andavarapu 

2015) This perspective highlights the agency of inhabitants, furthering the conceptualization 

of community resilience.  

 

Table 9. The Stages of the Adaptive Cycle Framework Revisited  

 

(Andavarapu 2015) 
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4. Research Findings 

 

4.1 The Resilience of the Mandala Community: Answering the Adaptive Cycle 

Framework  

 

This section presents the research results. The chapter will progress alongside the four 

phases of the Adaptive Cycle Framework (delineated in Table 9 above), to examine the 

transformation of the Mandala community. Through the ACF, a holistic understanding of the 

Mandala slum is formed to better conceptualize the community’s nature of resilience. 

Characteristics of the M – East ward are given strong consideration to better situate the 

context of Mandala. 

This section first provides a snapshot of Mandala during each diverse stage of the 

ACF. From a compiled consideration of the four different stages, the ‘daily stressors,’ and 

‘disaster stressors’ will be distinguished. Stressors here are considered to be community 

perturbations or system disruptions. These community challenges will help to contextualize 

the experience of vulnerability as a product of exclusion. An appreciation of the daily 

stressors and disaster stressors, will additionally provide insight on the corresponding 

‘adaptive strategies’ or coping mechanisms. A summary of the results is provided in Table 10 

below. These specific positive adaptive attributes, primarily identified through the interview 

process, will then be related back to the theoretical framework and described as ‘resilient 

practices.’ The resilient practices are a product of the daily stressors and disaster stressors and 

are categorized at two levels: ‘daily resilience’ (or latent capacity) and ‘resilience during 

times of disruption.’ As opposed to being a drastic change, the resilient practices enacted 

during times of disaster are magnified versions of those enacted in daily life. The data 

analysis ultimately provides greater understanding on the context of unique community 

resilience for the purpose of examining the practicality of ‘building’ resilience in places of 

urban exclusion.      
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Table 10: Summary of Results- Daily Stressors, Disaster Stressors & Adaptive Practices 

 

Daily Stressors Disaster (Flood) Stressors Adaptive Strategies 

(Coping Mechanisms)  

Limited Access to 

Resources (Water, Food, 

Electricity & light, 

medicine, information, 

livelihoods, education) 

Limited Access to 

Resources Exacerbated 

• Horizontal Social 

Capital linkages 

(Support: health, 

emotional, shelter, 

monetary, 

resources) 

• Vertical Social 

Capital linkages 

(Support: 

advocacy, 

connection, 

consolidation, 

education) 

• Structural coping 

mechanisms  

 

Crime & Violence Crime & Violence 

Health Issues Increased Health Issues 

Loss of shelter (from 

government ‘clearings’) 

Loss of shelter magnified 

(from government 

‘clearings’ and flood 

destruction) & greater 

destruction of material 

resources  

 

 

 

4.1.1 Exploitation: Mandala 

 
The ‘exploitation’ stage of the adaptive cycle framework situates the establishment of the 

Mandala community within the M- East Ward and greater Mumbai. It delineates the history 

of growth supported by the ‘Transforming M East Ward M Power TISS project,’ and 

individual narratives of settlement and recollections of Mandala past. The exploitation phase 

considers the nature of community homogeneity and social dynamics at inception. This 

section identifies the social capital linkages between bonding, bridging, and linking.  

 

The M-East ward was established in Mumbai in the 1960s and was strongly characterized 

by a process of resettlement. Initially, inhabitants of the growing city displaced from other 

urban informal settlements discovered the undesirable location and vacant land. At the time, 



Interrogating the Cityscape and Exclusion: 
Insights on Urban Humanitarianism from a Resilience Perspective 

 

 46 

the M – East Ward was a site for welfare services and institutionalized populations such as 

the beggar’s home, homes for destitute, and children under welfare system. 

 

“The neglected ward, the historically low land values, and the presence of 

undeveloped lands has resulted in the ward being a refuge for several thousand slum 

families.” (TISS 2015) 

 

Early M – East ward arrivals were not only united in the commonality of displacement, 

but also in the aspiration for betterment and the possibility of opportunity. “People are come 

to Mumbai for earn money.” (Participant J) The location thus provided shelter for those 

resettled from the city itself, but also for migrants of greater India. Settlers were primarily 

drawn by the pull of commonality and relationships of acquaintance. Relocations “became 

the nuclei for further settlement in the areas.” (TISS 2015) Mandala specifically attracted 

Muslims and migrants from Uttar Pradesh in Northern India. Regional links were formed on 

the basis of community kinship, reproducing “a special organization akin to a village.” (TISS 

2015) Horizontal social linkages amongst family and friends therefor were the main catalyst 

for the formation of the community.  

 

“But here it feels like the village, that’s why we feel involved. People say where you 

live is your country.” (Participant B) 

 

Although Mumbai’s Urban setting offered many similarities akin to village life such as 

language, religion, and familial customs – the climate, culture, atmosphere, and interactions 

with diverse persons, were all very different from the life of rural India. The process ‘from 

the village to the city’ has strongly characterized these urban communities and their 

innovative adaptations. Previously occupied primarily as agriculteurs, migrants in the city 

ingeniously created livelihoods as daily wage earners in ‘small jobs.’  

The community of Mandala emerged in the ‘90s as a product of the expanding M-

East ward. Mandala was a new haven accommodating the continuous influx of migrants from 

greater India and those displaced within the city itself. Many inhabitants found refuge in 

Mandala because they were unable to earn enough to afford better city areas.  

 

“I didn't have a home. My marriage my grand-mother had fixed, my husband had no 

mother, his father had done a second marriage so what could I have done it was a 
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compulsion after the parents have married you off, you stay happy or not you cannot 

trouble the parents now. So that's why in compulsion I had to stay here Husband wasn't a 

good enough earner that we could live in a better area.” (Participant B)  

 

At its inception, Mandala was covered with thick mangrove forests, which have 

slowly been cut down and the marsh-land filled in to support shelters. “These lands were 

made habitable through struggles of the residents who would get debris to fill it up.” (Solanki 

& Bhide 2016) A process of making the earth and area habitable commenced and through 

repeated and dedicated physical efforts, the community began to form. Rafiq Bhai “had to put 

62 trucks of debris to fill the land and it took him almost three years to fill it.” (Solanki & 

Bhide 2016) Through immense efforts, the land was transformed from flood plane to an 

intricate network of houses, shops, and streets.  

 

“When people arrive they have no houses, but select an open space and slowly begin 

the process of building a home.” (Participant J)  

 

“They are having no any the house. they see to open place they start to Build the 

house. see that person activities other People start build the house. After [these] 

activities, open places are covered by the huts and create a community.” 

 (Participant J)  

 

From the thick water logged mangrove forest the ‘bhai network,’ or government 

appointed land brokers, demarcated plots for those seeking refuge and opportunity. When 

inhabitants arrived “the plots would still be submerged under water and it was still marshy 

land.” (Bhide & Solanki 2016)  The land was originally delegated to these ‘local goons’ or 

‘bhais’ to then distribute among the incoming residents. Vertical social capital linkages of the 

community were embodied through the bhais, connecting the inhabitants to the government. 

“Land development is a much more organized enterprise with linkages between political 

actors, service providers, and speculators. Transactions are money-led and sales and rentals 

are through brokers, though all of this is informal.” (TISS 2015) Even at its inception, the 

haphazard and informal community development, therefor, had various linkages to the formal 

market and city community.  

 At this phase of community inception and initial growth, notable stressors and 

innovative capacities emerge. Stressors are manifested in the challenges of displacement and 
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the struggles to create a community amidst inhospitable land and policies. Social ties and 

networks, vertical linkages, and dedicated efforts of innovation to transform the ecological 

environment enabled community growth. Prospects of family betterment and the opportunity 

“to earn bread and butter,” moreover incentivized this migratory flow. (Participant G)  

 

4.1.2 Conservation: Mandala 

 
This phase examines the factors that allowed for community growth.  

  

“Its process of settlement, everyday life represents a struggle of marginalized people 

to stake a claim to the city against the grain of law, land ownership and the state logic 

of ‘being’ and citizenship.” (Bhide & Solanki 2016) 

 

The Mandala community began to shape their ‘modes of resistance’ - or a habitual 

struggle to carve out space and daily life in the city- and a semblance of ‘the routine’ 

emerged. (Bhide & Solanki 2016) As the land was slowly cleared of the thick mangrove 

forest, filled in with stable debris and soil, and houses emerged, attitudes towards ‘the slum’ 

began to simultaneously evolve and shift.   

Mandala solidified after the government began to formally acknowledge the weight of 

existence of the informal settlements with the ‘Slum Act,’ focusing on slum ‘improvement,’ 

where these neighborhoods were still “illegal, but tolerated.” (Bhide & Solanki 2016) Slums 

were beginning to be accepted as formidable spaces of the city. Despite the existence of 

vertical linkages manifested in the informal bhai network connecting those seeking a space to 

build a home to the government, incoming inhabitants were still greeted with a hostile 

welcome. “Occupants come in as isolated households in need, stay on rental basis, and are 

highly vulnerable to violence of evictions as well as that of land lords, service providers, and 

goons.” (TISS 2015) Open opposition to the slum is seen in the lack of formal city 

integration.  

The construction of houses shifted from less stable materials to those considered more 

durable such as the ‘found materials’ of scrap metals, plastic sheeting, etc. The initial 

dwellings were ‘patra,’ or huts of bamboo and mud. Participant F moved to Mandala twenty 

years ago when it was “way spacious back then” and there was room to build a home. She 

has observed the transformations of the community manifested in the different styles of 

settlements constructed from “a place with makeshift homes to pakka homes” (homes made 
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of bricks). (Participant F) Businesses and markets emerged simultaneously alongside the 

growth of houses. Initially, the inhabitants identified marginal opportunity for work in the 

various pre-existing industries such as the abattoir and the open air dumping ground. 

However, “the particular economic geography of the ward presented few sources of 

employment.” (TISS 2015) The majority of livelihoods were and still to this day are 

informal. People found occupancy as mechanics, carpenters, market vendors, rickshaw 

drivers, with women employed as seamstress, small shop keep owners, house cleaners, etc.    

During the 1990s in Mumbai, the city also began to develop infrastructural linkages 

via road and railway with the satellite city of Pune and Navi Mumbai. This expanding inter-

city corridor resides just to the Eastern border of Mandala as “a strategic positioning with 

respect to new growth opportunities.” (TISS, 2015) Infrastructural growth expanded 

possibility, yet it created another stressor in the form of threat to life and livelihood as the 

once deemed uninhabitable land was becoming increasingly valuable and a new strategic site 

of city growth and development. The Mumbai Urban Transport Project (MUTP), a project to 

improve and expand Mumbai’s roadways, for example, required the relocation of 35,000 

families residing on land near railway tracks and along roads. (Jha 2011) 

 

4.1.3 Release: Mandala 

 
This phase considers the threats and disasters the has community faced.  

 

As depicted in the earlier stages of evolution, the community has experienced a 

variety of daily stressors produced from both manmade and natural disasters that have 

transpired throughout the history of the community. “Mandala is a highly vulnerable location 

both from nature as well as the state. Its location on the edge of the creek makes it vulnerable 

to frequent floods. It has also experienced several demolitions. Till 2000, there were regular 

demolitions to small parts of Mandala.” (Bhide & Solanki 2016) Housing evictions, however, 

are  still common place. Although legal notice is supposed to be provided by the BMC 

informing people to vacate their homes, respondents cited that no notice was provided prior 

to the demolitions.  

 

In May of 2006, “approximately 500 police offers and Mumbai Collectorate officials 

demolished around 5,000 houses in the slum communities of Indira Nagar and Janata 

Nagar in Mandala, Mumbai. The officials used bulldozers to destroy homes and then 
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set fire to the slums. Residents were given only 12 hours’ notice of the demolition. 

During the forced eviction, police beat people and dragged them out of their homes by 

force, and destroyed personal belongings and even residents’ food supplies. There are 

reportedly plans to resettle the people whose homes were demolished, but no action 

has been taken to date. Although Mandala had in fact been earmarked as a 

rehabilitation site for people who were evicted in the 2004 – 2005 eviction drives, it 

instead became a site of eviction itself.”  

(TISS 2015)  

 

One resident reported that their home has been ‘cleared’ by the government on six different 

occasions. Participant C stated that “four to five times the house has been broken.” 

Participant H, who has lived in the community since its inception, has had her home 

destroyed on seven different occasions.  

 

“In 2004 they were broken, 3000 huts were destroyed out of which, only 59 people 

have been given homes. I am also one of those 59… The collector came and created a 

nuisance…Even though these are huts, he won’t admit that there are huts here to the 

government.” (Participant C) 

 

During this time, homes are not only destroyed, but families lose many of their resources. 

Only half of the belongings were able to be saved in family D’s move out of their home and 

the remaining half was lost. In reality the loss of shelter means that families are forced to live 

on the road and find space on the sidewalks already supporting Mumbai’s immense 

population of ‘street dwellers.’ “At this time, the family was forced to stay on the road and 

afterwards, we would make it all over again.” (Participant D) The government destructions 

have resulted in a continuous process of adaptation and rebuilding.  

The monsoons, which transpire during an annual two to three month duration usher 

massive rains into the city. The advanced construction of the built environment coupled with 

the phenomena of the annual rains has been a source of natural large scale community 

disruption, as seen in the immense 2005 flooding. During the flood period, life in the 

community changes significantly and “many houses are destroyed by the government and the 

floods.” (Participant L) Although a potential source of natural destruction, the annual rains 

also provide space and justification for government slum clearings manifested as efforts to 

mitigate the effects of storm damage. These structural efforts are intended to minimize the 
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residual waste and damage to the city. Examples of physical government efforts include the 

construction of embankments or buffer zones, the rehabilitation of existing buildings, river 

channels, improved roadways, and enhanced rainwater drainage systems. These mechanisms, 

however, primarily serve business districts of the city. Structural efforts only reduce risk to a 

limited extent due to Mandala’s geographic location next to the creek and flood zone, 

“therefore permanently mitigating the hazard is impossible.” (Chatterjee 2010)  

During the last week of July 2005, along with the rest of the city and its innumerable 

slums, the inhabitants of Mandala were inundated with thirty nine inches of rain. Across 

Mumbai, over five hundred and forty deaths were recorded. (Ramadurai 2017) Considering 

their ambiguous status, many inhabitants of UIS are not integrated into formal government 

considerations and it can be inferred that the number of deaths was substantially higher than 

what was recorded. Citywide, the electrical transformers and transportation systems were 

immensely damaged, 97 school buildings collapsed, 244,110 houses were recorded as 

experiencing total or partial damage, of which the informal settlements were the worst 

affected. (Conservation Action Trust 2016) Within Mandala, “approximately 500 Houses 

near sea shore gets completely flooded. It happened in three days.” (Participant L) 

The government response to the natural disaster was enormously lacking. “The 

government did nothing, people shifted on their own.” (Participant L) Although sustaining 

some of the city’s greatest damage, Mandala experienced very little in the form of relief and 

assistance. “A couple of months after the floods when the state government announced a 

rehabilitation package of  230 crores rupees, not a single paisa was earmarked for those slum 

pockets of Mumbai which suffered the worst damages during the deluge, the government’s 

contention being that a rehab package for slum dwellers would be an acknowledgement of 

their illegality.” (Ramadurai 2017) Considering Mumbai at large, the humanitarian response 

is documented as distributing relief to 64% of the city’s inhabitants. (Chatterjee 2010) At the 

time of the flood, 100% of respondents present reported not receiving any assistance or being 

aware of the presence of any organizations providing aid. “Every year there is no help” 

(Participant M) When recalling the 2005 floods, Mandala inhabitants report that “no 

organizations are present here” and that “the community next to us got it [material relief]; this 

area, no, we didn't get anything.” (Participant N) For Mandala, “no food and material was 

provided.” (Participant L) In another case, an inhabitant of a slum in Western Mumbai failed 

to receive any aid because she lacked a ration card, was not on a voter’s list, and her home 

was unregistered.  
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“The unresolved issue of who is the city planning for and who should benefit from the 

mitigation strategies results in the slum dwellers being treated only on an 

humanitarian basis with relief of in kind and medical assistance on the event of floods 

but on the whole excluded when formal mitigation is designed for the citizens of the 

city.” (Chatterjee 2010) 

Relief and rescue periods were only for short durations and once they terminated residents 

created their own mechanisms for recovery – or in the case of Mandala, continued to persist 

with innovation and coping mechanisms.   

The repercussions on the community were harrowing. Despite valiant narratives of 

citizens helping each other, the reality is that enormous numbers of people lost their 

possessions, homes, and lives. At this time Mandala inhabitants resorted to their own 

innovative structural efforts to enable the continuation of daily life. Structural adjustments 

refer to the physical actions that community members perform in preparation of, during, or in 

response to the floods. Mitigation efforts include drain clearings and improvement, enacted 

by local groups, intended to improve the flow of water elimination. These ‘nalas,’ or drainage 

systems, are supposed to be cleaned by the BMC, but they do not do this properly and they 

are not maintained adequately resulting in water over-flowing and flooding people’s homes.  

Of the community members interviewed, 40% constructed structural coping 

mechanisms to mitigate the effect of inundation and enable life during the monsoon. Due to a 

lack of space and storage, many families store things on the floor. During the floods, there is 

an exponentially greater threat than usual that these materials may be ruined. “When flood 

came, everything was covered in water and all materials were useless.” (Participant M) 

Common family structural adaptations include the construction of an elevated platform or 

board for essential household items. An additional second floor may be constructed for 

inhabitants to live in on if the flood levels are extreme. This adaptive strategy, however, is 

only accessible as an option for higher income households. Structural efforts may reduce risk, 

but only to a limited extent. 

 

“We had made a wooden platform and we used to lie on it and make food on it and when 

the flood went we would have to clean the floors cause when the water goes there's a 

slimy residue left on the floor dirty.” (Participant B) 
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The floods exacerbated the already challenging struggle to access resources and 

livelihoods. Some residents were stranded at the Sion train station for two days while others 

recall walking through water over their shoulders. (Participant M) During monsoons, many 

children cannot access schools, which are great distances from Mandala. “It is normal to walk 

to school in water that is knee deep.” (Participant S) During monsoon season the 

consumption of proper quality and quantities of foods becomes a key concern. “we get a 

little, about 10 kilograms” – referring to food. (Participant D) The majority of women cite 

needing food aid the most during the floods. Due to loss and damage after the flood, there is 

not only little food, but a lack of means for preparation. When asked about the events of the 

flood, participant D responded “we did nothing, what would we do… the water is all inside 

the house we cannot do anything, the water remained like this for two days.” (Participant D) 

Health issues and threat to life are amplified during monsoon season.  

 

“At that time many people are injured” (Participant N) 

  

“We had this high wooden platform we had put all things on it, we ourselves were 

getting swept away in the water.” (Participant D)  

 

Community coping mechanisms to mitigate the effects of flooding are embodied in 

both structural and non-structural efforts. In the event of destruction to homes, residents  

offer their shelters for other families in need. These social capital linkages are evident in 

diverse shared networks of assistance, explored in the following phase below.  

The impact of the flood was experienced at different levels within the community. 

Certain areas of the community, for example, felt no flood effects and did not prepare at all. 

The Jenta Nagar area, conversely, was the worst affected; it is situated to the extreme eastern 

border of Mumbai on an inlet of the bay with the Deonar dumping ground to the North.  

 

“Those who have less duration of stay would be expected to suffer from more housing 

deprivations. A clear pattern emerges where households developed after 2000 suffer 

several deprivations relative to the overall population in the settlements… Settlements 

post 2000 are also vulnerable to repeated evictions, adding more layers to the 

vulnerability of these households.” (TISS 2015)  
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Although the natural calamity of the 2005 flood is referenced with much fear and 

respect, it is not an isolated event. In 1985 the city experienced immense downpour and the 

Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation commissioned engineers to establish the 

Brihanmumbai Storm Water Disposal System. The system was intended to overhaul the inept 

drainage system, repair previously exhausted pipes, and install new pumps. These measures 

would have enabled Mumbai to be a more resilient urban setting. The plan, unfortunately, has 

languished with a lack of funds and political will, with less than 50% of the work completed. 

(Ramadurai 2017) Additionally, city efforts to mitigate the annual monsoon effects are 

limited to developed areas of the city and primarily include structural efforts.   

The testimonies of house destruction are complicated by the language translation and 

differ largely based upon the informant. Because the extent of flooding has dramatically 

diminished and inundation comparable to that of the 2005 flood has not been experienced in 

over a decade, the main source of large scale housing destruction is recently from the 

government clearings. When questioned whether the instance of government clearing or the 

floods created the greatest threat to livelihood, property, and life, respondents appeared 

hesitant to answer. Due to the lack of current flood damage and the magnitude of impact 

produced from clearing, however, the government clearings create the most recent 

community disruption. External key informants commented that today government 

destruction of houses prior and during the flood season are more of a concern than the floods 

themselves. (Participant S) It is interesting to note that a single respondent, participant L, 

conversely, attributed the greatest source of destruction as the ‘flood.’ “The risk of the flood 

is greater than the government.” (Participant L) The annual monsoons today produce little 

damage, but have potential to create natural destruction and ultimately provide space and 

justification for the government clearings.  

 

4.1.4 Reorganisation: Mandala 

 
This phase considers if recovery was achieved after experiencing insecurity, threat, and 

disaster. It analyzes the new community characteristics and the state of Mandala today. 

 

The community disruption resulting from the annual monsoon is compounded on the already 

challenging context of the M – East ward.  
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“The M – East Ward in Mumbai is a microcosm of the city: it is an extreme example 

of skewed development in the metropolis, with virtually all indicators showing an 

urgent need for action that is multi-dimensional, comprehensive and strategic to serve 

its burgeoning population. It has been the most neglected ward from the point of view 

of infrastructure and human development and poses a huge challenge to a city already 

struggling to provide basic amenities to the majority of its citizens.” (TISS 2015)  

 

The memories of Mandala inhabitants are filled with sentiments of respect for the 

transformative power the floods. Through vertical and horizontal community linkages 

(explored below), the community has not only been able to overcome the natural and man-

made disruptions, but persist amidst daily stressors.  

There have been drastic changes in infrastructure with the construction of more 

established and concretized roadways. The land today is completely filled in so that current 

effects of the annual monsoons have not been as severe. Inhabitants engage in a structural 

process of raising and stabilizing the land to minimize inundation. “The rain went away 

slowly and the public kept on putting mud on it and after a while the water stopped coming.” 

(Participant B) This transformation to the built environment, however, is both a positive and 

negative change. Although heightened infrastructural connectivity has led to greater ease of 

life, the concretization of the land has diminished the previous natural drainage capacity of 

the soil. Few advances in the installation of drainage systems or road gutters have been 

enacted.      

 

“The lane, you imagine, used to be nothing… now I thank God that the lanes have 

been made. Only the road up to our house is left… Earlier there were no roads… I 

came here in ’97 to live and there was absolutely nothing over here. The water used to 

go up to the main road. The flood would come at night. The flood would come in the 

day. So many people’s canes and footwear used to flow away. Especially the 

strangers or people who came to live here for the first time they didn’t know the water 

would come so much, their belongings would flow away during the night.” 

(Participant B) 

 

“In the rains, we could not even walk outside. Now, gradually the road has been 

made.” (Participant B) 
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“It has changed, but it has not developed. In the rain it feels very dirty here.” 

(Participant C)  

 

Although the growth in human built systems has ameliorated the ease of life, it has 

placed great strain on the land previously covered in banyan forest. With the increasing air 

and ground water pollution, health conditions are deteriorating. Today the open air land fill is 

Asia’s second largest and can be seen from space; it receives around 4,500 metric tons of 

solid waste a day. (TISS 2015) As the dumping ground expands, spontaneous combustions 

occur, particularly during the hot summer months, due to the volatile cocktail of rotting 

waste. The “M ward may be seen as a site with an unfair loading of polluting and hazardous 

uses.” (TISS 2015) While most of the city avoids the threat of malaria, inhabitants of urban 

informal settlements like Mandala are more prone to contracting the disease due to the 

sewage puddles and stagnant water that border their communities. Adverse environmental 

effects burden the socially marginalized Dalit and Muslim populations, the main occupants of 

slum and resettled colonies, the most. (TISS 2015)   

 

“I don't really like it but what do I tell you madam I have compulsions the kids are 

studying it has gotten somewhat better now earlier this area used to be so much 

worse now it's very good, million times better than what it used to be lanes have 

been built roads have been built otherwise earlier from where you entered used to 

be filled with water… [friend responds] ‘it’s not developed even till now, see 

there’s so much trash there.” (Participant B & Participant C) 

 

Today, the M – East ward of Mumbai ranks lowest out of the twenty four wards, 

according to the human development index. (The Open Data 2012) This ranking is reflective 

of the severe, multi-dimensional levels of deprivation. The major health complications 

include malaria, typhoid, diarrhea, and jaundice. (TISS 2015) More than 50% respondents 

reported having lifestyle illnesses such as heart disease, diabetes, respiratory ailments, high 

blood pressure, and TB. (TISS 2015) The M – East ward in particular has the highest TB 

levels of the city. Participant L comments that in medical camps of Mandala, they treat many 

diseases resulting from the pollution of the dumping ground and 50% of the people are TB 

patients. (Participant L) Within Mandala there is no hospital, only a dispensary. Because of 

poor conditions and the low quality of care, solutions for medical problems are often sought 

in the local pharmacies in Mandala or from remedial tips of neighbours. Health is one of the 
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highest household expenses and a lack of finances deters many from seeking treatment. “For 

treatment of minor illnesses, 75% people rely on private services.” (TISS 2015) The average 

life expectancy of the ward is documented at 39 years with the infant mortality rate at 66 (the 

infant mortality rate in the United States is 5.7 per 1,000 live births.) (Praja 2018)  

 

“The lowest parameters in the ward are comparable to some of the poorest regions in 

the world.” (TISS 2015) 

 

Primarily informal laborers, the majority of Mandala residents do not receive wages 

when ill. Despite national legislation on the right to work, the act of securing a job is a 

continuous struggle, accentuated by the nature of informality. The informal labor market is 

defined by abysmal work conditions, unstable income and a lack of job security – meaning 

no official contracts and benefits. In the instance of disaster, there is often no pay agreement 

to supplement time away. Every second male and six out of seven females are unemployed. 

Monthly income of inhabitants of the M – East ward is around  Rs. 5,000 – 10,000, or on 

average $114 USD. Today major occupations of the ward include rickshaw drivers, casual 

workers (naka kamgaars), tailors, street vendors, domestic helpers, mechanics, salespersons, 

and security guards. “Given the inadequacy of incomes, only 38.5% of households are able to 

save and nearly 49% of the households have to borrow – mainly for health related 

emergencies and consumption loans – the repayment of which stresses the already low 

incomes that people have.” (TISS 2015) Women are primarily home based workers 

(embroidery, bhidi, grocery shops from home, tuition classes, tailoring). “Young women face 

resistance from families in taking up employment outside the home on account of safety 

concerns.” (TISS 2015) Women additionally cite male harassment as a major deterrent to 

pursuing occupation with less than 20% of women engaged in income generating activities. 

(TISS 2015)  

School dropouts are one of the largest problems of the community. Larger spending 

for sustained education is very challenging. “The highest percentage of borrowing is for 

educational expenses.” (TISS 2015) Poor attendance rates therefore result from a lack of 

funds, the poor quality of education, absence of schools, disinterest in education, and work 

responsibility to support family income. “I spend 320 rupees and they're not teaching 

anything.” (Participant B) More girls, notably, drop out than boys. The majority of 

respondents cited that child education was one of the primary challenges in Mandala with 

children having to cross the highway and travel far and that it is not uncommon for accidents 
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to happen along the way. The commute takes around forty-five minutes walking. “The 

biggest tension is for the kids to study and there are accidents happening on the way.” 

(Participant B) Where education is absent, 22% of survey respondents report taking some 

form of vocational training for employability and 74% of those with formal vocational 

training used this skill for employment. (TISS 2015) Less than half the number of women, 

however, received vocational training.  

 

“The kid's school is very far. The way is too long. Water at least we get it. The light is 

also arranged for. But the facility of school is not there its. Very important to have a 

school.” (Participant C) 

  

“People often say if you bring up your children in Mandala, they’ll become 

troublesome (literally deteriorate.)” (Participant A) 

 

Mandala is part of the Mankhurd area in the M – East ward, with the lowest 

percentage of homes considered to be ‘fair housing’ and the highest concentration of 

inadequate housing conditions. In terms of shelter quality, “the vulnerability of Mankhurd 

stands out”. (TISS 2015 ) Poor housing conditions are directly connected to low education 

participation and elevated illnesses. (TISS 2015) The Mandala neighborhood of around 

20,000 inhabitants is currently still a home to resettled populations from Mumbai and those 

from greater India seeking opportunity. The images below depict the visual transformation of 

the built environment and the exponential increase of Mandala shelters and inhabitants.   

 

“When I came here since than 13,000 houses increase... new people come to the 

community every day, I don’t have any specific data, but almost 10 – 20.” (Participant L)  
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February 27, 2000 

 
November 9, 2005  

 
December 5, 2012 

(Mahesh 2019) 
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Mandala is still of primarily Muslim social composition with many migrants sharing the 

state origin of Uttar Pradesh (a state in North Eastern India, which during the past decade has 

experienced both immense drought and flooding). Eleven of the twelve respondents are from 

‘UP’. In the aftermath of the immense 2005 flood, many of the previous mud or ‘pakka’ huts 

were washed away; those who were fortunate enough subsequently constructed more durable 

homes. The state of Mandala housing is a representation of the nuances within the slum. 

Today, typical homes in Mandala consist of a single room with a cement floor, scrap metal 

walls pieced together with other ‘found’ parts, a scrap metal door on rickety hinges, with no 

water connection, sewage system, or electricity.  “At least 50 percent of households in every 

area stay in average or even inadequate housing conditions.” (TISS 2015) These houses are 

greatly over capacitated with normal household composition consisting of more than five 

persons. These spaces serve as both homes and businesses for family, friends, relatives, and 

neighbors. The average living size of the respondents is one small room, accommodating 

more than five inhabitants.   

Today Mandala is a compilation of efficient space and ingenuity. All respondents cite an 

enormous lack of basic amenities including electricity, water access, and waste management 

due to the community’s complete lack of a formal water and sanitation system. Mandala has 

no public toilets and it takes fifteen minutes to walk to access extremely low quality and 

unmaintained public facilities. Due to these limiting factors, open defecation is commonly 

practiced. With jerry cans, inhabitants must travel to informal water taps to pay 10 rupees for 

35 Litres, an exorbitant amount for the slum residents. “Water costs 150 rupees for one day.” 

(Participant C) “Water supply is illegal which is done by water mafia, pay and use toilets.” 

(Participant L) Mandala experiences frequent electrical problems and suffers from a great 

lack of electricity. “I need electricity the most, because it hinders the studies of my children.” 

(Participant A)  

Compounded on these conditions, is the constant struggle for ‘slum recognition,’ to gain 

amenities and advances in infrastructure. Today, processes of exclusion are exacerbating the 

challenging access to resources. “The ‘legality’ and ‘illegality’ of settlements has a direct 

impact on the provision of basic amenities.” (TISS 2015) Mandala, for example, is greatly 

devoid of basic services due to its ‘tenure status.’ Mandala is not legal, but known as 

‘collector land’ where people are allowed to stay and pay rent. When inquired if Mandala 

was considered a legal neighbourhood, the response was ambiguous:  
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“Illegal area; it’s collector land means they don't have permission to construct houses 

on this land. In collector land, the government declared some areas as slums. The 

government legalised the people who are staying before 2000 and started working 

with drains and roads with BMC funding. There is not work or fund for those areas 

which are inhabited after 2000.” (Participant L) 

 

Another respondent cited that there are multiple diverse layers of legality within the 

community. “Mandala is partially legal and partially illegal. The ends are more illegal, newer 

inhabitants” resulting in an unequal distribution of disaster impact. (Participant S) Being 

illegal means that slum communities are excluded from assistance in daily life and during 

times of need. “State policy conflates the importance of years of stay in a locality by linking 

it to legality and to the provision of amenities. An extension of this logic would be that the 

improved housing conditions would be linked to years of stay in the locality: [the] greater the 

stay – [the] greater the improvement in housing conditions…” (TISS 2015) Non-notified 

slums are defined as unregistered and illegal “and therefore cannot be formally integrated 

with the development plans of the urban system.” (Chatterjee 2010) Even communities that 

have formal government ties and pay rent, however, experience treatment similar to that 

suffered by those considered as ‘illegal.’ “Even areas which are land based resettlements are 

characterized as slums… there are a substantial number of settlements (at least 17), which are 

not recognized as slums, but are considered encroachments – residents of these areas are 

vulnerable to repetitive evictions.” (TISS 2015) Within M – East ward, the different 

settlements therefore represent different forms of legality, access to amenities, infrastructure, 

and facilities. The loss of shelter and materials from government development programs has 

further exacerbated the low levels of health and education. In the event of flooding, these 

already present challenges are magnified. 

 

4.2 Overview of Community Stressors and the Position of Vulnerability   

 

Through the lens of the ACF, a conception of the challenges of the Mandala community 

begins to materialize. Daily stressors can be attributed mainly as a product of the man-made 

processes of exclusion from the formal city. Ultimately, the major daily stressors are a lack of 

access to water, sufficient food, medicine, clothes, electricity and light, education, 

information, and livelihoods. From the reflections of many female respondents, community 
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violence is evident. Domestic violence is prevalent, although hard to document due to the 

sensitive nature of the interview contexts. Crime, drugs, theft, harassment, domestic violence, 

and sexual abuse are all acknowledged by respondents as community issues. “There are a lot 

of issues of crime such as harassment, domestic violence, Sexual abuse. This are all activity 

done by the community people” (Participant J) When asked if she felt safe in the community, 

participant E responded, “where else would we go but no,” to which the translator replied, 

“here most of the women face sexual abuse that's why they not feel like they're safe.” 

(Participant E & Participant J) A key informant insisted that police and politicians are the 

main source of violence. It is the responsibility of the police to patrol the slum community 

and they commonly accept bribes. “People complain about the illegal water selling in BMC 

office, but BMC officer took their commission (bribe) and do nothing.” (Participant L)  

The stresses of daily life and the challenges to accessing resources are amplified by the 

transforming context of the monsoon season. The exacerbation of adversity during monsoons 

sheds insight on the position of the community’s vulnerability. Although the annual 

monsoons in recent years have not created significant damage, the city’s inhabitants, 

particularly those of the UIS, are becoming far more vulnerable. Today, due to climate 

change, the severity and duration of the monsoon season is more and more unpredictable. 

Although construction advances within the built environment have led to greater quality of 

life, the transformation of the socio-ecological system has contributed to the destruction of 

the land’s natural drainage ability and worsened the position of vulnerability. What this 

means is that in the event of immense flooding like the 2005 inundation, inhabitants of many 

urban informal settlements would experience greater severity of destruction and impact. 

Although the risk may be higher, the perceived risk of the floods today is lower due to its 

normalization. Table eleven below details the prevalent vulnerabilities of Mandala.  

 

Table 11: Vulnerabilities  

 

Vulnerabilities  

Legality  

Invisibility 

Access 

Lack of information 

Environmental Degradation  
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4.3 Conceptualizing the Resilience of Mandala 

 

From the Adaptive Cycle Framework, an idea of community resilience begins to 

materialize. In order to answer the main research question, ‘what is the practicality of 

operationalizing resilience as a humanitarian tool within urban informal settlements,’ this 

section will first identify coping mechanisms, the corresponding practices of inherent 

community resilience (during daily life and times of disruption), and consider the 

operationalization of resilience in humanitarian response. It is evident that although Mandala 

lives in a state of vulnerability, life functionally continues and has done so amidst numerous 

challenges and disasters. Despite the ‘sub-human’ conditions, families have been able to 

adapt to the city context to the extent that these communities are urban enclaves resembling a 

past village life. “It’s like a family for me.” (Participant L) The city space offers opportunity 

for advancement and has enabled hope and possibilities for the inhabitants.  

The community has confronted different faces of disruption. In considering the case study 

of Mandala, it is evident that the community has been able to progress through the four 

diverse phases of resilience delineated by the framework. The ACF has, moreover, allowed 

for a conception of the prominent challenges of the Mandala community envisioned in ‘daily 

life stressors’ and ‘disaster stressors.’ Daily stressors can generally be appreciated as a lack of 

access to resources, livelihoods, information, education, and health services, crime and 

harassment, and the threat of loss of property, shelter and life. As opposed to being events out 

of the ordinary, the ‘disaster stressors’ are amplified versions of these daily life challenges. 

Mandala’s position of vulnerability and exclusion magnifies the adverse effects of natural 

disaster. For example, there is a huge increase in the major health concerns of diarrhoea, 

malaria, and dengue. The challenge of access is also exacerbated by high levels of inundation 

and damage to services. A community activist states that there are “problems in taking 

pregnant women to hospitals especially during rainy seasons hospitals are too far.” 

(Participant L) 

To this day, before the monsoons commence in June, inhabitants prepare in a variety of 

ways. Based on the community interviews, it is evident that coping mechanisms can be 

broadly identified as structural and non-structural efforts. The ACF has enabled an 

identification of the corresponding coping capacities related to these diverse challenges. The 

physical practices enabling life are vested in creativity, where found and discarded materials 
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become sources of income and homes and inhospitable lands are made into prime real estate. 

Structural adaptive strategies are the most evident in the aftermath of immediate crisis. From 

the narratives, it appears that structural coping mechanisms are primarily practiced as 

reactionary responses to larger scale destruction. Physical practices enabling life during the 

monsoons are mainly envisioned as alterations to the built community environment in the 

form of stabilizing and raising the ground with soil and debris and drain clearings. Shelters 

are adjusted with the addition of elevated platforms. These structural modifications, however, 

are only practiced by five of the twelve respondents.   

 

“Do you do anything to prepare for the flood?’ ‘No, no, nothing; we prepare to run.’”  

(Participant J & Participant D)  

 

The narratives of the 2005 floods to this day remain with many of the residents of 

Mandala, however one of the most interesting responses was a lack of flood preparation. 

Seven out of the twelve respondents cited that they do nothing to prepare for the arrival of 

monsoon season. Accessing the perceptions of Mandala inhabitants provides insight that the 

annual monsoons are experienced as a seasonal fluctuation that may negatively impact daily 

life routines, but are not perceived as a yearly disaster disturbance. Many Mumbaikers cite 

that monsoon season is one of their favorite times out of the year. The rains help to clear the 

skies of pollution, break the high temperatures of the Indian summer, and facilitate 

agricultural growth. 

From the interviews, the potentially debilitating monsoons are perceived not as a 

calamity, but as a part of the ‘ordinary.’ Many inhabitants lack knowledge regarding the 

transformation of the urban environment and how it may affect lives during times of 

flooding. “There is no information provided on flood effects and an overflow of water.” 

(Participant P) Although a few organizations are present in the community, out of the twelve 

respondents, only one was aware of any organizations present providing aid. There is no alert 

warning system for the floods or mechanism for community awareness and news. The 

community receives no information on how to respond to the floods or where they can go for 

help. A key informant comments that people do not prepare for the flood because “they have 

no awareness.” (Participant L)  

 

 “All people are scared and do not know what to do.” (Participant N)   
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The majority of the inhabitants interviewed do nothing to structurally prepare for the 

floods and five of the twelve actually responded that they leave the city and return to their 

villages during the monsoon season. This alternative demonstrates the challenging nature of 

the season and equates to the loss of livelihood and income in the city. The concept of 

‘geographic inertia,’ where despite the challenging context of the slum, people choose to 

stay, enables a greater understanding of perceptions of risk and the prioritization of 

importance. (Chatterjee 2010) Residents of UIS chose to reside in locations lacking basic 

amenities amidst heightened risk due to employment opportunity. “Safeguarding livelihood is 

more important for their survival in these transforming societies.” (Chatterjee 2010) People 

stay “due to lack of opportunity elsewhere.” (Participant S)   

In all instances of stress, regardless of the scale, the inhabitants of Mandala utilized 

horizontal social capital linkages (bonding and bridging) by connecting with friends, family, 

and neighbors to rebuild their lives and the community. It is primarily these social networks 

that prevent the alternative of life of the pavement dwellers on the sidewalks or under 

bridges. In times of crisis the internal community social linkages (horizontal) resound among 

100% of the interviews as the most instrumental mechanism to adapt to change and maintain 

‘resilience.’ These social connections are both physically and emotionally important adaptive 

strategies. Within the M – East Ward, eighty five percent of respondents site borrowing 

money from relatives and neighbours; “this signifies the reliance and importance of social 

capital in the lives of people living in these communities.” (TISS 2015) This resilient strength 

is manifested in the form of health, emotional support, information, shelter, monetary aid, 

material resources, and rescue.  

 

“In the area how people help is like for example [if] we or someone falls sick now we 

know this person is sick their condition is bad so the people in the area give little money. 

That's how they help. Otherwise there's no leader or politician who helps” (Participant B) 

 

The inhabitants of Mandala practice latent resilience in their daily lives, in their ability to 

persevere. This overarching characterization defines the adaptive strategies of the Mandala 

inhabitants, where ‘coping mechanisms,’ ‘capacities,’ and ‘adaptive strategies’ are merely 

acts of the every-day and not significantly different actions. Social capital coping 

mechanisms, therefore are not dependent upon the level of the stressor, but are enacted in 

both times of daily life and disaster. Horizontal linkages in the form of health assistance, 

emotional support and knowledge, shelter, finances, resources, and rescue are equally enacted 
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during times of heightened community disruption (the event of immense flooding.)  From the 

interview process, a resounding 100% of respondents insist that during the 2005 floods “only 

community people help.” (Participant L) Mandala inhabitants help “people who are stuck in 

water and shift them to their house and give them food.” (Participant L) When respondent 

Participant D faced the destruction of her home, Participant E was able to accommodate her 

and her family. The broadly utilized social support networks illustrate the less formal, yet 

equally instrumental unwritten contracts for the welfare of Mandala society.  

 

“Even in the night if there's a problem and people find out so everyone stands up for each 

other. We don't look at faith like there's a Muslim or a Hindu we don't look at faith. Let 

someone be troubled, even if there is an argument between husband and wife so everyone 

helps one another.” (Participant B)  

 

Horizontal social capital linkages are the most predominantly used mechanisms for 

community resilience, but vertical linkages are essential for the community to maintain its 

place in the city. The community is under the oversight of the corporator, Nagar Sevak, who 

is working towards community visibility and a key informant comments that some changes 

have been seen, in the attempt to build street gutters known as ‘chwoals.’ (Participant J) 

Although vertical linkages exist, only one of the respondents answered as being aware of any 

organizational presence in Mandala. She was additionally unable to name any of the groups 

or community connectors and stated she does not approach them. The various developmental 

organizations present such as SNEHA, PATH, and Doctors for Youth specifically target 

health sectoral issues. Although SNEHA is developing resilience programs following the 

‘CorStone’ model for individual resilience, at this moment, there are no organizations 

focusing on community level resilience. These organizational approaches are explored in 

greater detail in the section below.   

External linkages are not only imperative for inhabitants to repair their communities 

after destruction, but for the preservation of daily life. Alongside the city’s expansion and the 

escalation in Mumbai real-estate, the once inhospitable land of Mandala has transformed into 

a strategic city locality, attracting the eyes of many developers. At this pivotal moment in 

Mumbai’s path to becoming a ‘world class’ mega city, many slum communities must 

increasingly fight to stake their claim to the land they occupy and remain in their homes. 

“Through their own network and ties, they manage to occupy a space; however, they are in 

constant threat of demolition and eviction due to lack of ownership of land.” (Jha 2011) 
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There are a few activists present in the community working to facilitate awareness among 

people and consolidate the current political fragmentation of the community for critical 

transformation. Participant L, working towards community visibility, comments that the 

“government is not working so our efforts are to work with more and more NGOs… for the 

development of community.” (Participant L) The ‘M-Ward Transformation project team’ (M 

Power TISS), for example, has commenced a data base on the ward. The external agencies 

present (vertical linkages) have the ability to formalize the efforts of the many UIS in order to 

guarantee protection for their communities. The organization Apnalya, for example 

incorporates an ‘integrated community development approach’ to inform residents of their 

rights, citizenship, and democracy, and provide them with tools to connect with local 

governments. Instances such as immense destruction necessitate support from external 

organizations, especially when the space that is created after disaster could be co-opted by 

city development efforts. “In many cases the residents of these settlement are not equipped 

with the language or tools to negotiate or interact with formal agencies.” (Andavarapu, 2015) 

In order to answer the main research question, ‘what is the practicality of 

operationalizing resilience, as a humanitarian tool, within urban informal settlements,’ the 

ACF has identified the practices of inherent or latent community resilience (in daily life and 

times of disruption), their corresponding coping mechanisms, and delineated the 

organizational presence and resilience building efforts in Mandala. The Mandala community 

has occupied space in the mega-city of Mumbai since its inception in the 1990s. The slum has 

experienced multi-layered insecurity attributed to its settlement in a geographically hazard 

prone area coupled with its lack of legal housing protection. The very construction of place 

out of ‘non-place,’ order created from ‘informality,’ and the fact that life has found a way to 

not only grow, but flourish, is a measurement of resilience. For Mandala inhabitants, 

resilience means finding a way despite constant daily life stress and frequent instances of 

man-made and natural disaster. Therefore, resilient attributes of the Mandala community are 

vested in their adaptive strategies and coping mechanisms. The primary coping mechanisms 

are most evident in ‘non-structural’ actions: horizontal linkages of social capital, vertical 

linkage efforts to raise internal and external community awareness, and lastly the structural 

efforts vested in housing and livelihood ingenuity and creativity. From this notion of holistic 

community resilience, the next section will compare the resilience contextualized in the 

community to the ‘commonly accepted characteristics of community resilience.’ This 

comparison will enable an examination of the applicability and relevance of humanitarian 
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response to better understand its congruence with resilience originating in the community, or 

potential ramifications of resilience as a tool. 

 

 
 
 

5. Examining the Implications of Resilience: Situating the Urban 

Informal Settlement and ‘Resilience Operationalized’  
 

 

5.1 The Operationalization of Resilience in the M-East Ward & Mandala  
 

Although various organizations were not available to talk and did not respond to 

queries, it is possible to examine three diverse organizational approaches. The Society for 

Nutrition, Education and Health Action (SNEHA), Apnalya, and M Power TISS all have a 

presence within the M-East ward and, through their diversity, provide an interesting 

perspective on the place of resilience programs in UIS.   

The organization SNEHA focuses on maternal and child nutrition, health, and 

education. They seek to increase awareness amongst the community and importantly 

advocate for greater formal city connectivity in the form of social amenities, WASH 

facilities, open spaces, hospitals, and schools. The organization is additionally in the process 

of developing a resilience program. SNEHA’s approach, however, is focused on individual 

resilience with the CorStone model and the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale. These models 

support personal resilience and mental health. CorStone specifically concentrates on youth. 

The encouragement of individual resilience may be more practical than that of community 

resilience. The utilization of the community as a unit of analysis, for example, neglects what 

resilience means to different genders, ages, etc. Community resilience is complex as it can be 

seen as a varying entity from a whole system to one with a plethora of subcomponents.  

Apnalya has inherited quite a different approach where resilience is not a direct activity, 

but instead developed naturally through the organization’s ‘citizenship program.’ Their ‘good 

governance approach’ seeks to develop skills for self-organization through rights awareness 

and knowledge on how to connect with the government.  “We have never used the term 

‘resilience,’ what we do rely on is this belief that people can come together. The term we use 
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is ‘community volunteering,’ that people can collect and face whatever problems 

themselves.” (Participant T)  

 

“For me resilience is, despite all this, lack of basic amenities, squalor, dirt, pollution, 

despite everything, people continue to live there, and negotiate these difficulties for a 

better tomorrow. To earn, save money, and go somewhere better. So for me resilience is 

enduring this sub-human condition on a daily basis. The next step is despite the fact that 

the government is neglecting this area, if I continue to believe I can get positive steps 

from the government, through collective action, that again is resilience.” (Participant T) 

 

Although Apnalya is currently working in the neighboring slum community of Shivaji 

Nagar, it is raising awareness on the state of urban informal settlements in the M – East ward 

through its study series entitled, ‘Life on the Margin: Charting Realities, 2017.’ This study 

has helped to advance a comprehension of various states of the ward, depicted in the example 

of table twelve below.   

 

Table 12: M – E Ward Nutrition levels; Bringing Visibility to the plight of the community  

 
 

(Praja 2018) 

 

Potentially the most notable progress for Mandala is reflected by the Tata Institute of 

Social Science’s ‘M-Ward Transformation project team’ (M Power TISS.) The mission of M 

Power TISS is to absolve the invisible status of the ward and its subsequent slum 

communities, insisting that “data [is] a critical lever for the transformation of human 

conditions in the ward by catalyzing important changes and synergistic action.” (TISS 2015) 

This program is similar to Apnalya, developing community resilience through indirect means. 
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By solidifying vertical linkages and raising awareness on the state UIS, M Power is 

increasing the resilience of communities within the M – East ward. The compilation of a 

comprehensive database, identifying baseline socioeconomic conditions, recognizes that 

visibility is critical for the transformation of a ward with the lowest Human Development 

Index in Mumbai. The data “is designed to lend itself to being converted into positive 

interventions for change.” (TISS 2015) The information from the TISS survey has directed 

much needed attention to the quality of life within communities like Mandala. It is from such 

baseline information that many community resilience programs commence. The advantage of 

these developmental organizations is that they all share an intimate understanding of the 

contexts in which they are operating. 

Whether directly – or indirectly - it is evident that the organizations present in Mandala 

are ‘building community resilience.’ The organizations each fit the common approach themes 

in ‘building resilience’ established in the theoretical framework: 

1. The transformation of a current state of being 

2. The reduction of risk 

3. Changing structural barriers 

Each organization is fortifying resilience through ‘transforming a state of being,’ whether 

through improved health or education. Efforts at ‘risk reduction’ are embodied in the attempt 

to limit losses through community consolidation and formality. The ‘transformation of 

structural barriers,’ is additionally represented by efforts to increase education on community 

entitlements and rights, and to raise external visibility through information on the state of the 

slum settlement.  

 

5.2 Comparing Community Resilience to Common Characteristics of Resilient 

Communities  

 

The Adaptive Cycle Framework has contextualized the community’s resilience in the 

unique urban setting of the M – East ward in Mumbai. Through the strength of social capital, 

the community has been able to persist amidst daily stressors and larger scale disruptions of 

flooding and government clearings. Can the community, however, be considered resilient 

when compared to the ‘common themes of resilient communities,’ established previously in 

the theoretical framework? These common characteristics of community resilience (revisited 

in Table thirteen below) act as determinants for levels of community resilience. The 
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characteristics include ‘diversity,’ ‘institutions,’ ‘acceptance of uncertainty and change,’ 

‘community involvement,’ ‘preparedness,’ ‘equity,’ ‘social structures,’ ‘learning,’ ‘non-

equilibrium dynamics,’ and ‘cross scalar perspectives.’ This analysis will answer the research 

sub question, ‘to what level is ‘humanitarian resilience congruent with ‘community 

resilience?’  

 

Table 13: Characteristics of a Resilient Community Revisited  

 

Indicators/ characteristics of a Resilient 

Community 

Presence in Mandala  

Diversity  

Institutions  

Acceptance of Uncertainty & Change  Ö 

Community Involvement   

Preparedness  

Equity  

Social Structures  

Learning Ö 

‘Non-equilibrium dynamics’  

‘Cross scalar perspectives’   

 

Despite its persistent nature, when comparing the general snap shot of community 

resilience, developed through the ACF, to the ‘common themes of resilient communities’ 

established in the theoretical framework, Mandala only satisfies two out of the ten traits listed 

in table fourteen. The structural advancements have led to a loss in ecological diversity; there 

is a great lack of employment possibility outside of the jobs of the informal market, and 

almost nonexistent partnership diversities. The community is bereft of sufficient institutions 

and decentralized governing systems; this condition fails to involve the community in 

decision making processes, consider local knowledge, or help the community to organize in 

‘social structures.’ Equal resource access is enormously insufficient, diminishing Mandala’s 

characteristic of ‘equity.’ Although inhabitants resort to their own adaptive strategies, there is 

no formal mechanism of ‘preparedness’ for the possibility of disaster. The community, 

however, has strong characteristics regarding ‘acceptance of uncertainty and change,’ and the 
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ability to ‘learn from previous experiences.’ The innovative nature of the community and its 

adaptive strategies substantiate its immense ability to learn from past experiences. 

Uncertainty and change are normalized aspects of Mandala life. 

 Ranking with the lowest human development index in the city, lacking connectivity to 

basic services and information, the community additionally largely fails to satisfy the IFRC 

roadmap’s characteristics of a resilient community – is ‘knowledgeable,’ ‘healthy,’ ‘can meet 

basic needs.’ (IFRC 2016) By these standards, Mandala would fail to be considered resilient.  

Numerous forms of resilient thought, dependent upon certain criteria, are not applicable 

for urban informal settlements which additionally and largely demand baseline information. 

By accentuating the abilities of slum inhabitants, the ACF challenges many of the other 

previously explored definitions of resilience. This lens calls attention to the essential 

component of social capital where in the unique socioecological environment of the urban-

cityscape, human networks must be embraced as integral for community welfare. The IFRC 

roadmap insists that community resilience needs to be developed through inhabitants’ 

understanding of risk and how to respond. To better support Mandala community resilience, 

individual perceptions of risk in the city setting need to be considered. By emphasizing the 

importance of social capital, the ACF has importantly shifted the conception of resilience so 

that slum communities can be appreciated for the incredible resilience they encompass. 

The effective operationalization of resilience demands the question: what does resilience 

look like within a particular context? In terms of the Mandala community the question is, 

‘what does resilience look like for a community that deals with a potential natural disaster 

every year?’ Resilience must be situated in context. From this consideration therefor, 

resilience is not something to be built, but instead an act of fortifying current practices of 

innate determination and fortitude. Resilience in rural areas is about holding onto something 

– whether that may be culture or land. Resilience in the city, in the context of deprived 

communities, means not giving up. Urban resilience, among other things, means retaining a 

place in the city.     
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5.3 The Challenging Context of the Urban Informal Settlement 

 

Compounded on the challenge of defining and measuring resilience is the pursuit to 

understand the slum as a single entity. The slum is a haphazard and polluted environment and 

it is a vibrant community; it is a physical representation of exclusion; it is an embodiment of 

a mode of resistance. “The nature, meaning, and form of a slum are constantly changing. 

Further, some of these processes are simultaneous, overlapping in terms of time and as a 

reflection of the same; the slum means multiple things at once.” (TISS 2015) Gaps in urban 

theory, the limited understanding of urban informal settlements, and lack of formal 

documented information have rendered these places as outside of ‘normal’ urban 

considerations. The challenge of assessing the resilience of an urban slum community is 

made more complicated by the attempt to measure the resilient characteristic of ‘institutions.’ 

Within Mandala there is not a single governing body, but a multitude of varying levels 

including Mumbai city-wide, at the ward, and local trusted forms of leadership. Although 

efforts to raise awareness on the condition of the ward and community are advantageous, 

such generalizations diminish the complexities of marginalization.  

 

5.4 The Challenge of Resilience  
 

Due to the complexity of socioecological systems, the appeal of ‘resilience’ can be 

attributed to its ubiquitous utility. Despite its multi-faceted utility, the many meanings of 

resilience have led to conceptual confusion. (Levine 2014) “It is very hard to measure 

something unless we know exactly what it is that has to be measured.” (Levine 2014) 

Because “resilience is not a single ability” or a “single class of activities” it is challenging to 

quantify.  (Levine 2014) The diverse range of challenges has produced an equally diverse 

array of solutions. “This reification is shaping, not only efforts to quantify resilience, but also 

the way in which efforts are being designed to ‘build’ it.” (Levine 2014)  

Resilience is not a normative term. There is “no single broadly accepted definition as the 

concept has been applied in a diversity of settings.” (Tiernan et al. 2018) Resilience, 

therefore, is better understood as an attribute of a system. ‘Resilience thinking’ has a 

conceptually diverse nature, requiring a cautious approach and greater scrutiny to understand 

its motives. This mentality of resilience thought, however, is not the dominant ethic. The 

dominant resilience ethic presupposes the concept as a ‘cure all’ solution. The conceptual 
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priority is on a system’s ability to persist. The majority of programs seeking to operationalize 

resilience, additionally emphasize ‘adaptive capacity’ when confronting external stress. “It is 

worth noting that the emphasis on ‘successful’ adaptation in the climate change and disaster 

recovery literature represents an anthropocentric bias towards development and improved 

functioning in the face of stressful conditions.” (Tiernan et al. 2018) The ‘positive adaptation 

bias’ is a belief in the improved functioning and a default to development that “without 

careful consideration, runs the risk of shifting the definition of resilience from what ‘is’ to 

what ‘ought to be.’” (Tiernan et al. 2018)   

 

“We ignore complexity at our peril.” (Humanitarian Practice Network, 2018) 

 

5.5 Bringing it All Together: Examining Resilience in the Place of Humanitarian 

Response  

Is resilience a thing that can be built? The ACF study of Mandala demonstrates that 

resilience exists even in communities that fail typical characteristics of resilient communities. 

If resilience is defined as a system property referring “to the magnitude of change or 

disturbance that a system can experience without shifting into an alternate state,” then 

Mandala would be considered resilient for its very persistence of place in the cityscape. The 

terminology, ‘to build resilience,’ therefore is a misnomer. “No external actor can build 

resilience for a community.” (IFRC 2012) The act of building something implies a sentiment 

that a state or actor was previously lacking something. If the core ethic of resilience is to 

strengthen current community capacity, then there is no need to further add to the 

community’s current state. “[Resilience] should not be equated with the efforts that people 

make to ensure they are resilient, or with the efforts that others make on their behalf. 

Resilience is not, as often claimed, a process, though supporting people’s resilience may be a 

process.” (Levine 2014)  

“Ending need is the work of a society, not a global, multilateral policy intervention.” (DuBois 

2018)  

Is resilience the answer for the necessary paradigm shift that so many actors are calling 

for? As a concept, it has provided a new avenue allowing innovative thought and programs in 

times of crisis. The vested hope in resilience is mirrored in the 2014 Global Community 
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Resilience Forum, the World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction in 2015, and the One 

Billion Coalition for Resilience (1BC.) (One Billion Coalition for Resilience 2019) The Red 

Cross Red Crescent National Societies insist that the creation of community resilience is the 

answer.  (IFRC 2016)  

Resilience thinking prioritizes inclusivity and a people-centred approach and has 

catalysed global recognition of the importance of social capital and community engagement. 

The emergent themes of the ‘socialization of responsibility’ and the emphasis on ‘risk and 

resilience’ within policy and governance exemplify this movement. A resilience approach 

may be accentuating the ‘humanitarian’ principle within humanitarian action. 

Humanitarianism, however, must guard against its dichotomous character - one that is “at the 

same time a global embodiment of an ideology of human compassion and of the hegemonic 

operations of a Western oriented crisis relief system.” (DuBois 2018) The problematic nature 

of resilience is that although the discourse has shifted the focus towards the capacity of 

people, it is important to guard against over-romanticized notions of social solidarity 

networks, community, and social capital linkages. “Although interpersonal relationships and 

community-level institutions can certainly help reduce or transfer risk, it is equally true that 

they can be a source of catastrophic shock.” (Barrett 2014)  Social networks can exacerbate 

marginalities. For example, in societies with extreme gender inequalities and stigma, as 

opposed to being a net of safety, communities can become sources of alienation. Therefore, 

an intimate understanding of context, of social capital and networks is mandated.  “Human 

realities [are] more complex and embracing complexity involves more than a concept.” 

(Finkenbusch 2017) This danger is also true of vertical linkages and partnerships where 

humanitarian action can produce more harm than good. The risk of failing to abide by the 

humanitarian principle of ‘impartiality,’ is particularly relevant in the context of urban 

exclusion. A lack of comprehension of intra-city power dynamics could exacerbate 

vulnerabilities of the already marginalized urban informal communities.  

The new resilience discourse vested in the construction of vertical linkages of social 

capital is one of ‘shared responsibility.’ The Merida initiative, a policy document on U.S. 

involvement in Mexican affairs and sovereignty, is an emblematic example of the 

interventionist critique of resilience programs. (Finkenbusch 2017) This initiative departed 

from the historical imperative of respect for state sovereignty by incorporating a shared-

responsibility priority where self-governance took the back seat to a ‘collaborative problem 
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solving approach.’ Moreover, it contributed to change the conception of sovereignty to 

‘sovereignty as capacity.’  

Contemporary resilience thought is dominated by a ‘classical neo-liberal framing of 

resilience’ where resilient communities are something in need of building. This framing of 

resilience is one of a public-private partnership oriented around law and security where 

systems of government are trusted and communities act in collaboration with law 

enforcement. Similar to the Merida initiative, a multitude of contemporary “resilience 

discourse is traditional neo-liberal policy thinking, and as such may be critiqued as ‘a form of 

governmentality.’” (Finkenbusch 2017) This method presupposes the imperative position of 

an external informed educator with ‘authoritative knowledge’ and a locality in need of 

education. This ‘authoritative knowledge’ has the primary opinion on what development 

means and looks like, creating a new form socio-cultural hierarchy. This partnership 

approach is similarly mirrored within the IFRC’s ‘road map’ in which the component of 

‘accompanying’ communities necessitates the requirement of an external actor. Here 

‘accompanying’ means to “nurture, empower, encourage, support, catalyse, orientate, provide 

role models, and accommodate” – all positive descriptors, yet still dependent upon an exterior 

community presence. (IFRC 2012) The IFRC states that its role is “as auxiliary to 

government,” which necessitates the organization to “support, complement and facilitate a 

government’s mandate to protect its citizens and communities.” (IFRC 2012)  In this sense, 

current resilience policy and action must guard against implications of growth and 

development.     

The problematic aspect of resilience is that the objective of the ‘intervener’ and 

‘intervened’ are now conflated – making the delineation of potential political inequalities and 

disproportionate power dynamics more challenging. It also absolves the foreign presence of 

its accountability. In this sense, the act of operationalizing resilience rationalizes policy 

engagement in every-day life as an articulation of bio-power. There is a “growing difficulty 

to understand international policy engagement in the Global South” and a shifting conception 

of intervention.  (Finkenbusch 2017)  

If ‘resilience operationalized’ in international action is done right, however, it will 

encourage the natural functionality of social practices. It acknowledges the importance of 

local knowledge and social processes as a “pragmatic approach that merely enhances what is 

already happening.” (Finkenbusch 2017) As opposed to the Culture of Lawfulness approach 

in the Merida Initiative, indoctrinating individuals, “resilience focuses on real communities 

and the way in which their ‘grounded knowledge’ is already allowing them to respond to 
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violence.” (Finkenbusch 2017) In this sense, resilience can be seen as a mechanism in foreign 

involvement and as a concept that counteracts neo-liberal actions. This reflected in the 

Mandala community where daily acts of resilience enable their continual place in the city. 

The humanitarian promotion of community resilience ideally will embrace the ‘real 

problems’ faced by communities and “not those artificially constructed from the outside.” 

(Finkenbusch 2017) If these problems, however, are those of urban mismanagement, then the 

pursuit of humanitarian resilience in the city-scape runs the risk of losing neutrality.   

What is necessitated is a new understanding of knowledge, prioritizing local processes. 

Policy interventions must fortify successful coping mechanisms that are already enacted, 

shifting “away from externally imposed concepts.” (Finkenbusch 2017) “No representation 

can exhaust the rich diversity of human life.” (Finkenbusch 2017) The emerging resilience 

discourse “attempts to relate to local ideational and socio-cultural dynamics in a non-

instrumentalist, non-reductionist way, thereby overcoming the epistemic hierarchy of neo-

liberal governance.” (Finkenbusch 2017) This conceptualization can be envisioned as the 

“radically anti-reductionist” variant of resilience policy – differentiated from the neo-liberal 

understanding. This rhetoric is “the new policy avant-garde.” (Finkenbusch 2017) The anti-

reductionist approach’s main struggle is to avoid the normative pressure of international 

indicators. “It attempts to relate to local ideational and sociocultural dynamics in a non-

instrumentalist, non-reductionist way… The temptation to define substantively how subjects 

should organize themselves is the obstacle to be overcome.” (Finkenbusch 2017)  

 

 “If governments fail to respect the irreducibility of emergent, non-linear social 

phenomena, resilience frameworks will only replicate the hubristic assumptions of liberal 

government all over again.” Resilience thinking is therefore a “departure from 

reductionist social analysis.” (Finkenbusch 2017) “It is about facilitating micro-adaptive 

practices without misguided social, political or economic meta-narratives, such as free 

markets and citizens’ rights.” (Finkenbusch 2017) 

 

This notion of resilience challenges previous conceptions of intervention, redirecting 

program focus towards a better understanding of how “local communities carve out spaces 

for action even in the most dire of circumstances,” as opposed to the attempt to eliminate pre-

existing deviant practices through the promotion of rule of law, good governance, and human 

rights. (Finkenbusch 2017) This approach to resilience calls for an intimate understanding of 

the “small but promising victories already being won in the struggle to survive.” 
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(Finkenbusch 2017) Therefore, when scrutinizing the actual place of resilience programs, less 

is more. Fortifying resilience should be an attempt to preserve existing structures of real 

world, micro-adaptive practices and understand “resilience as real life.” (Finkenbusch 2017) 

“The biggest challenge is to ‘partner’ with local communities without ‘distorting or 

dominating’ their ‘own security agenda.’ Policy makers should under all circumstances resist 

the temptation to revert to modernist techniques of social and spatial control.” (Finkenbusch 

2017) Successful resilience thinking shifts action from building to fortifying how citizens are 

actually acting and responding.   

 

 

 

6. Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

6.1 Recommendations  

 

Is resilience really something that can be measured or built? “No model can ever meet 

all our analytical needs. Developing a range of smaller conceptual models to help in thinking 

about specific issues related to resilience will probably be a more useful investment of time.” 

(Levine 2014) By incorporating an appreciation for the innate resilience of urban informal 

settlements, the ACF is advantageous for its reframing of the way slum communities are 

envisioned. It enables the identification of coping strategies and adaptive capacities and 

allows organizations to ‘prop them up.’ (Finkenbusch 2017) Attributed to its ability to 

provide in depth community insight, the ACF enables a better understanding of ‘daily life’ in 

the urban environment. This framework necessitates ethnographic research and a slower 

approach to better understand contextual specificities. This may be advantageous in urban 

humanitarian response, which truly requires in-depth comprehension of the many unique and 

diverse layers of the cityscape.    

What this means for the Mandala community is that supporting adaptive strategies 

and coping mechanisms is dependent upon the identification of successful pre-existing 

practices. Effective resilience programs, therefore, must intimately understand unique 

contexts and encourage what is already happening. The terms, ‘coping mechanisms’ and 
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‘adaptive strategies,’ are representative of the innate and successful practices already 

occurring in daily life. The space for humanitarianism is in consolidating these efforts and 

empowering community members’ knowledge of and access to entitlement and government 

systems. Apnalya’s efforts in Mandala can be seen as potentially the most practical direction 

for helping urban informal communities. As opposed to modifying or transforming current 

practices, the ‘good governance model,’ enables individuals to connect with entitlements and 

government bodies. Response efforts, however, must guard against external preconceived 

notions of what communities need. The positive adaptation bias and notions of 

‘development,’ risk obstructing unique requirements for diverse community resilience. The 

successful elimination of vulnerability and encouragement of sustainable and prosperous 

communities is, therefore, not so much about ‘building’ resilience, but the promotion of 

micro-adaptive movements.     

One challenge of the framework is the utilization of ‘the community’ as a unit of analysis. 

There is a different relationship between ‘the individual and poverty,’ ‘the community and 

poverty,’ and ‘the family and poverty.’ Is it an individual, a community, or the family that is 

able to escape poverty? ‘The family,’ as a unit, may provide greater insight on resilient 

dynamics. Not many frameworks or organizations, however, focus on ‘the family’ unit. The 

ACF must guard against over-romanticizing notions of social capital. As opposed to 

prioritizing a unit of analysis, the most beneficial inquiry for a resilience program may, 

moreover, be why vulnerabilities are occurring. This inquiry necessitates a deep contextual 

understanding and a strong awareness of social, political, economic, and power relations. 

(Levine 2014) Categorization is restrictive. Common themes of resilient communities are not 

applicable for urban informal settlements and negate many of the already occurring, highly 

effective practices of resilience. If resilience frameworks fail to consider the capacities of 

urban informal settlements, the operationalization of resilience, therefor, runs the risk of 

detracting from the purpose of reducing vulnerabilities and imposing exterior and 

incongruous motives.   

Ultimately, when answering the main research question, ‘what is the practicality of 

operationalizing resilience, as a humanitarian tool, within the urban context,’ it appears that 

‘building resilience’ is a misnomer. Programs should not focus so much on the ambiguity of 

‘resilience,’ but the essential objective of accurately identifying diverse capacities and 

strengthening current practices. “The attempt to find the perfect resilience index is not so 

much a difficult quest as a search for a holy grail… [and] a task which is distracting attention 

from the important changes that are urgently required.” (Levine 2014)  
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6.2 Conclusion  

 

The world is in a period of global urbanization. Cities and mega cities consist of 

enormously dense populations living in increasingly precarious locations as the effects of 

climate change continue to expand and worsen. The conception of natural disasters has 

progressed so that we now understand our intimate connection with the environments around 

us. Humans are not estranged from natural and built systems, but interact with, shape, and are 

shaped by them in a mutual process of transformation. Human activity alters ecosystems and 

this is especially evident in the urban environment where transformation transpires at a rapid 

pace. A socioecological systems perspective has allowed for a consideration of the different 

variables and relationships involved in the study of the Mandala community. SES theory has 

demonstrated how disaster can be a product of human interaction with the environment. 

Because of human activities or decisions, people are living in heightened states of 

vulnerability. In this study, the growth of settlements in flood prone areas and government 

resettlement schemes spreading to urban peripheries have exposed marginalized populations 

to greater incidence and likelihood of disaster.  

Because human systems do not operate in isolation, strengthening community resilience 

must be enacted in tandem with efforts to enhance natural ecological conditions. The 

resilience of urban informal settlements has a lot to teach the international community on 

adaptive strategies enabling life amidst uncertainty and transforming global conditions. For 

the city’s most marginalized and excluded, resilience means finding a way and not giving up.   

The elusive and multi-faceted nature of resilience has led ‘resilience in practice,’ 

however, to be a challenging endeavor. The Adaptive Cycle Framework has helped to 

conceptualize the progression of the Mandala community, its ability to overcome daily city 

stressors and major disruptions, and its resilient strength. The ACF particularly accentuates 

the social capacity of the slum dwellers, high-lighting their faculties of adaptive resilience. 

This study has specifically examined the destruction resulting from the massive 2005 flood, 

the recurring threat of the annual monsoon, and the government home clearings alike. Today, 

the Mandala inhabitants’ coping mechanisms amidst the annual floods are largely 

reactionary. Structural modifications may be enacted, but in the event of calamity or 

destruction, it is the strength and support of the already-present social capital linkages that 

emerge as the most important tool for the maintenance of community resilience. Inhabitants 

respond to the flood and life’s daily stressors by vesting in horizontal social support 
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mechanisms targeting health, emotional support, information, shelter and security, financial 

assistance, and resources.  

The longer trajectory of the Adaptive Cycle Framework has enabled a more holistic 

understanding of the community’s history of resilient practices. The most surprising finding 

from the study of the Mandala community may be the perception of the normalization of the 

annual floods. Adversity has become a modus operandi for slum life. The very act of 

maintaining a place in the city, primarily through the solidarity of social networks, 

demonstrates the inherent community resilience. However, “while strong social capital within 

these communities fosters adaptive capacity and enhances transformative resilience, it is not a 

substitute for responsive and accountable governance.” (Andavarapu, 2015) Horizontal social 

capital linkages are imperative for consolidating community efforts to maintain a place in the 

city. From the starting point of identifying the already existent resilience of the community, 

organizations and government efforts, alike, are better enabled to identify, promote, and 

preserve adaptive capacities. Urban humanitarian assistance, however, must prioritize current 

community practices or “the small, but promising victories already being won in the struggle 

to survive” and not presuppose external notions of resilience.  (Finkenbusch 2017)  
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Annexes 
 

Participant Demographics  

 

Thick Interview Participants 

Participant Gender Age Place of 

Residence 

Years in 

Community 

Participant A Female  Mandala 20 

Participant B Female 31 Mandala 25 

Participant C Female  34 Mandala  

Participant D Female 36 Mandala 24 

Participant E Female 36 Mandala  

Participant F Female 36 Mandala 20 

Participant G Female 35 Mandala 12 

Participant H Female 60 Mandala 40 

Participant I Female  Mandala  

Participant J Male 29 Mandala  

Participant K Female  Mandala  

Participant L Male  M – East Ward   

 

Informal Interview Participants  

Participant  Gender Place of Residence 

Participant M Female Mandala 

Participant N Female Mandala 

Participant O Male Mandala 

Participant P Female Mandala 

Participant Q Female Mandala 

Participant R Male Mandala 

Participant U Male Greater Mumbai 

Participant V Female Mandala 

Participant W Female Mandala 

Participant L Male Mandala 
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Participant A Female Mandala 

   

 

Key Informant Participants 

Participant Gender Place of work  Place of Residence 

Participant J Male M Power TISS Mandala 

Participant L Male Mandala Activist  Greater Mumbai 

Participant S Female TISS ‘Transforming 
M Ward Project,’ 
habitat development 

Greater Mumbai 

Participant T Male Apnalya  Greater Mumbai 

 


