
so
c

ia
l  spac

e
20

14
 / 20

15 Issu
e S

even
w

w
w

.lcsi.sm
u

.ed
u

.sg

social
space

2014 / 2015 issue seven

sgd18   

www.lcsi.smu.edu.sg

perspectives

social innovation labs

innovation in poverty alleviation

on the wild side

Administration Building, 

81 Victoria Street, Singapore 188065

+65 6828 0821 

liencentre@smu.edu.sg

www.lcsi.smu.edu.sg

   LienCentreSMU



innovation in poverty alleviation

66 67

social space issue seven

cultures oF 
resilience 
citizenship-Focused approach to conFronting "natural" disasters

Why do some communities mobilise and respond to a 
crisis while others collapse? this question of resilience 
is increasingly important in the face of complex global 
challenges today. building on his research findings,  
james arvanitakis discusses the question, confirming 
that resilience is both specific to culture and context.

Images of "natural" disasters are common across all 

forms of media. These images flow from both high- and 

low-income nations, from the global north and south. 

From drought in Australia to floods in Bangladesh, nations 

are confronted with increasingly urgent challenges driven 

by diverse forces such as climate change,2 poor urban 

planning3 and high population concentrations.

The images are powerful ones and are often presented in 

such a way as to produce potent emotions, particularly 

if there is an attempt to fundraise for the affected 

communities.4 While increased funding is always 

welcome to assist impacted communities, images that 

portray the local population as lacking any agency or 

sense of power can be highly misleading.

In a 2012 study, international aid agency Oxfam 

International highlighted how negative portrayals of 

Africans as vulnerable, war-torn, and failing to manage 

their own affairs continue to create obstacles to African 

development.5 Oxfam’s findings captured the concerns of 

Binyavanga Wainaina in his 2005 essay “How To Write 

About Africa,” a cutting satire of wealthy world media 

representations of this massive and complex continent as 

apparently inept, corrupt and even as a single homogenous 

country.6 This feeds into what has been described as the 

“White Saviour Industrial Complex”—an update on the 

“white man’s burden” found at the core of colonial projects.7 

The truth, however, as reported by Aldrich8 and Green9 

among others, is that communities affected by disasters 

are frequently the best placed to respond. Again, this 

is not to deny that outside assistance is not important 

or that many communities are not vulnerable. But 

the reproduction of “hopeless third world” imagery 

perpetuates centuries of colonialism wrapped in the 

“white man’s burden.” The message is that the inability 

of the indigenous population to manage themselves 

requires intervention by external western forces.

This paper brings together the findings of two projects, 

one on citizenship and the other looking at community 

responses to climate change-driven disaster. Citizenship 

and community resilience are central to each project. 

The findings are neither surprising nor unexpected: 

strong communities with citizens that experience a 

sense of agency and social capital establish “cultures of 

resilience” that respond quickly and competently when 

confronted with disaster. Such communities also have 

strong links between local populations and governance 

systems, a sense of accountability, and a thick, two-way 

flow of information between expert knowledge systems 

and localised knowledge. Yet despite some exceptional 

research, discussed in greater detail below, this area is 

often under-investigated in resilience literature.

professor James arvanitakis1 is Head of The 
Academy at the University of Western Sydney 
where he is also a lecturer in the Humanities 
and a member of the university’s Institute for 
Culture and Society. James has spearheaded the 
establishment of The Academy and its principles 
of future proofing education, inter-disciplinarity 
and ethical leadership. His research areas 
include citizenship, resilience, piracy and the 
future of universities.

Much has been written about resilience—specifically in 

terms of climate change. Over the last decade, various 

Australian government agencies at local, state and 

federal levels have presented strategies on resilience.10 

These strategies tend to focus on specific aspects of 

resilience: communications, processes and policies, and  

engineering strategies of resilience. Such literature 

provides important insights into how to prepare for and 

deal with natural disasters. 

In contrast, the focus here is on “cultures of resilience,” 

and to this end, the following question is asked: Why 

do some communities mobilise and respond to a crisis, 

and why do others collapse? Building on the work of 

Wilson and others, I am specifically investigating cultural 

practices and social capital that allow communities to be 

prepared for a crisis and respond appropriately.11 This 

question of resilience is increasingly important in our 

contemporary world as climate change, rural and urban 

migration patterns, pollution, competing demands for 

land and water, globalisation and integration of economies 

create complex challenges for communities across the 

world. Importantly, I am not seeking “magic ingredients,” 

but rather to build on our findings, which confirm that 

resilience is both cultural and context-specific.

on resilience...
A working definition of resilience is necessary before 

further elucidating its content. According to the Strategic 

National Framework on Community Resilience by the UK 

Cabinet Office, resilience is: 

...the capacity of an individual, community or system 

to adapt in order to sustain an acceptable level of 

function, structure and identity, and the ability of 

a system or organisation to withstand and recover 

from adversity.12 

While such a definition touches on cultural aspects, the 

focus is on systems and structures. The UK Cabinet then 

highlights the relationship between “communities and 

individuals” and emergency services as:

[c]ommunities and individuals harnessing local 

resources and expertise to help themselves in 

an emergency, in a way that complements the 

response of the emergency services.

This definition falls short: it begins to look at community 

expertise and its relationship to state agencies, but not at 

a more complex understanding of local culture. It is this 

more multi-dimensional understanding of resilience that 

I turn to next. This section relies on a recent collaboration 

where we found that there remained a general lack of 

understanding of and research on resilience from a 

socio-cultural perspective. In this approach to “cultures 

of resilience,” the focus is on everyday interactions and 

lived experiences.13 It is context-specific.

Today, the concept of resilience is often referred to in 

terms of responding to the environmental challenges  

listed above. In the “cultures of resilience” project, 

we first set out to understand historical context. That 

is, historically, resilience is presented and generally 

understood as a set of behaviours that sit with the 

individual.14 This approach, which Wilson argues is 

relevant within the broad discipline of psychology, lacks 

the socio-cultural dimensions required for the wider 

pursuit of identifying and understanding community 

resilience. As Lahire has pointed out, individual resilience 

fails to account for “the acquisition of knowledge” that 

connects the individual to the broader social world—or 

at least the person’s social context.15 
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While we draw this distinction, it is also important to 

resist a simple binary: “individual vs. social.”16 This 

is because resilience flows between an individual and 

the social body, or communities.17 Resilience may be 

collected and built, conserved and dispersed, weaving 

the fabric of social capital.18 

Consequently, resilience is not considered here to be 

“innate,” but as something that is learnt, developed, 

shared and understood—within a specific context.19 

Resilience must be understood, as Luthar et al. argue, 

as “a dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation 

within the context of significant adversity.”20 

Drawing this together, we can understand “resilience” as 

not only dynamic but also as something that builds up 

cumulatively, through various kinds of knowledge and 

experiences, skills and capabilities, and positive effects 

such as hope. In contrast to Luthar et al.’s findings on 

individual children—of a “positive adaptation” in relation 

to a significant adversity—what I want to consider here 

are the ongoing and daily challenges confronted by 

communities and the way that these assist in the possible 

“formation” of resilience.21   

It is important to avoid simple linear and causal 

links between risk, crisis and a response that leads to 

and promotes resilience. Linear approaches fail to 

understand more diverse and context-specific challenges 

and responses. A more refined frame is offered by 

Bottrell, who argues that “cultural practices, social 

processes, social change and the nature of individual-

social relations are all significant aspects of the context 

for analysing resilience.”22 Resilience can be obtained 

by “engagement in processes.”23 This indicates a kind of 

agency of citizenship, although it does not have to be in 

formal civic processes.24 

To reiterate: resilience is more than an ability to simply 

survive. We must understand resilience as being 

“accumulated” and as an “accumulating set of resources” 

that allows individuals and communities to make sense 

of the world around them, and to adopt, to adapt and 

even thrive.25 In this way, resilience fits with Aldrich’s 

use of “social capital,” it is immersed in the practices and 

capacities of the “everyday” and expanded by the complex 

social networks that we build and with which we engage. 

Resilience must also be linked to varied dimensions of 

citizenship. In a major work sponsored by Oxfam, Duncan 

Green argues that effective social relationships need a 

combination of active citizens and effective states.26 

Action to “change the world” and confront challenges, 

including disaster, hinges on the agency at the core of 

citizenship. 

Related to this agency is the ability to envisage the future 

that citizens desire: what Ghassan Hage calls the “capacity 

for hope.”27 Hope is a vision for a better world, in whatever 

way the community defines this.28 Hage’s is an active and 

productive hope—achieved through actions—expanding 

on his earlier work exploring the links between societal 

and personal hope. The hope that drives resilience, then, 

moves beyond the individual into a societal sphere.  

This is something Bauman also emphasises: “the pursuit 

of happiness is a collective affair.”29  

The final point to highlight here is that resilience is not 

fixed or irreversible. Resilience, like the social capital 

that feeds it, is an ongoing project. It requires continuous 

efforts, negotiations and re-negotiations.

With this background outlined, I now turn to discuss a 

selection of the sites of resilience. The sites of resilience 

are the focus of the two projects reported here.

siTes of resilience
As mentioned, this article reports on findings from 

two broad research projects.30 The first project is 

"Promoting Young People’s Citizenship in a Complex 

World," based at the University of Western Sydney. 

The focus is very much on how contemporary political 

processes and many civic education programmes act to 

disengage and disempower young people. This occurs as 

everyday politics and the formal political sphere become 

increasingly disconnected.31

The second project, "Waterways," ranges across locations 

as diverse as Botany Bay in Australia, Songkhla Lake 

in southern Thailand, rural Bangladesh, the Ganges 

in India and Chesapeake Bay in the United States.32 

The commonality of these communities is that they are 

living and relying on waterways where fresh water and 

the ocean meet, and have been identified as being on the 

front line of climate change. 

The sites host communities that displayed both resilience 

and collapse. In Songkhla Lake, Southern Thailand, there is 

a cross-section of communities rich with stories of resilience 

and hope: the rice farmers who reinstated ceremonies to 

celebrate successful harvests and share indigenous rice 

seeds resistant to changing climatic patterns; the small-

scale savings club that donated a percentage of income to 

Songkhla Lake regeneration and conservation.33

These communities are dealing with and resolving 

resource conflict at the most grassroots levels, with 

different types of exchange. While financial transactions 

occur that link even the smallest of communities to 

the global economy, there is also exchange of cultural 

practices. Here it is possible to find evidence of the 

exchange of what I have described elsewhere as “the 

cultural commons”: visions of hope, trust, shared intellect 

and a sense of safety.34 

This is not to romanticise these communities. Travelling 

around the lake, there are also communities engulfed in 

despair. Some are overwhelmed with the challenges, and 

lack the cultural and social capital to respond. Having 

moved from abundance to scarcity, the future looks bleak.

In contrasting the communities that have shown resilience 

and those that have been overwhelmed, there is no single 

magic ingredient. Rather, what exists are constituted 

factors, from community agency and citizenship, to 

government involvement, lines of accountability and 

social capital. A positive combination of such elements 

potentially builds cultures of resilience. 

As this research continues, our understandings and 

insights will solidify. The sharing of this knowledge will 

be an invaluable element in confronting the changing 

"... resilience is more Than an abiliTy To simply
survive. we musT undersTand resilience as 
being ‘accumulaTed’ and as an ‘accumulaTing 
seT of resources’ ThaT allows individuals and 
communiTies To make sense of The world around 
Them, and To adopT, To adapT and even Thrive."

A rice field in Songkhla, Southern Thailand.
Source: James Arvanitakis.
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climate, which these communities are experiencing first 

hand. By building an international network to share 

knowledge that assists people in building resilience, this 

research has an important purpose. 

beyond sysTems To culTures of resilience
Before presenting the findings of this research in 

more detail, I want to recap that there is no single secret 

ingredient to identifying or building the dimensions of 

cultures of resilience; and that the research confirms 

that any discussion about resilience must be context- 

specific. This does not mean that it is not possible to 

learn from other jurisdictions or experiences, but rather 

that research relating to resilience must be alive to the 

specific circumstances faced. 

Some of the challenges that are common to the 

Waterways communities are depicted in Figure 1. While 

most of these are self-explanatory, it is worth noting a 

number of specifics that add levels of complexity to the 

possible responses. There is a need for more nuanced 

understandings of the responses to the challenges 

confronted.

With respect to characteristics, there are large  popula-

tions spread across broad geographic areas at these 

research sites. Some regions have high population density 

while others are sparse. Consequently, there are highly 

variable land uses that make some populations more 

vulnerable than others. This is one reason why local and 

national authorities should not take a one-size-fits-all 

approach to problem-solving. Similarly, the populations 

are not, and should not be seen as, homogenous. 

Some citizens are highly active and engaged, others 

are disenfranchised, displaced and disempowered. In 

addition there exist internally vulnerable groups such as 

the aged and those who are difficult to reach in remote 

areas.

Within these environments, there are multiple govern-

ment agencies with complex governance systems. Some 

agencies are accessible by the affected populations; others 

are distant. Their capacity and willingness to respond varies 

widely. This results in duplication and competition in some 

cases, and gaps in service provision elsewhere. Complex 

power relationships emerge, relationships that must be 

negotiated by community members. (See Figure 1)

dimension 1: governance and Trust
As mentioned above, Green’s thesis on active citizenship 

and effective states35 demonstrates that resilient 

communities tend to have the ability to establish and 

take advantage of formal and informal governance 

structures. These range from government agencies and 

legal instruments to the less formal networks that are 

fundamental to building social capital and responding 

to crisis.36 These interactions are not forged suddenly 

during extraordinary events, but accumulate as part of 

everyday cultural practices. Further, Putnam’s analysis 

emphasises the establishment of trust between local 

community and government.37 When trust is built and 

maintained between different sections of community and 

the state, communities can both prepare for and respond 

to ongoing change and moments of crisis.

dimension 2: lines of responsibility
Related to the above points are clear “lines of responsibility.” 

That is, in cultures of resilience, there is a clear 

understanding of where responsibility lies in the response 

to change—be it gradual or at a crisis point. Crucially, the 

community does not wait for authorities to respond; but 

nor does authority recuse itself from responsibility. This is 

a negotiated process that can lead to what Wilson describes 

as accumulated resilience, fundamental to building of trust 

and social capital.38 If built on trust, the process harnesses 

the dynamic nature of resilience, as lines of responsibility 

can be renegotiated and communicated, with gaps identified 

and overlaps harmonised.

Clear lines of responsibility are supported by mechanisms 

that ensure the legal infrastructure promotes and 

enhances resilience.  Clear lines of accountability support 

high levels of trust and interaction.

dimension 3: expert and localised knowledge
A third dimension is what Alan Irwin has called “citizen 

science,”39 a combination of expert and local knowledge. 

A combination of knowledge allows expert systems to 

be both reflective and aptly applied to context-specific 

challenges, building a culture of resilience. Expert 

knowledge must respond to the local context, but not be 

uni-directional. The flow of knowledge goes both ways: 

expert knowledge learns from local experiences and vice 

versa.40 In our fieldwork, there were many circumstances 

when the knowledge sourced from the local community 

could feed into expert knowledge development. Once 

again, mutual trust is fundamental for this to occur.

dimension 4: communication process and Technologies
The final dimension is the role of communication 

channels and access to working technologies. Governance 

structures, flow of information across knowledge systems 

and community members, and relevant information and 

preparation depend on information and communication 

technology suitable to the terrain, economy, and other 

conditions. This means knowing and up-skilling use 

of available technologies: from social media to radios, 

newspapers and television. 

These four dimensions are essential to the accumulation 

and maintenance of cultures of resilience. They are lessons 

that can cross contexts. They are inherently necessary 

within communities; yet rely on the ongoing building of 

trust between communities and different expert systems. 

Instead of a secret ingredient, there are well-defined 

dimensions.

large populations

complex demands
of consultation

complex power
relations

large, complex systems
(social/ ecological)

issues of citizen: 
not just one type

climate change
cross jurisdisction
and gaps in these

challenges of
integration

multiple sources  
of pollution multiple land uses

Figure 1: Context-specific challenges

The author with young members from a community 
 in Bangladesh. Source: James Arvanitakis.
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Bangladesh and arsenic: a case study
I would like to present a case study which highlights 

several features of resilience in arsenic-affected 

communities in Bangladesh. The history of arsenic in 

Bangladesh has been well documented. It has created 

one of the biggest mass poisonings in history, with 

an estimated 77 million people in Bangladesh now 

suffering from arsenic poisoning.41

While Bangladesh has confronted many natural 

disasters including the 2007 tsunami, the arsenic 

poisoning is specifically associated with the fact that 

much of its water is unfit for consumption. This is 

because significant portions of the surface water are 

heavily polluted by agricultural, domestic and industrial 

sources and a large proportion of the accessible ground 

water is arsenic-affected. Nevertheless, much of the 

population has been reliant on, and consumed arsenic-

affected groundwater over the last 40 years.42

The poisoning came about through human folly, with 

a geological twist. The freshwater from the Bengal 

delta where Bangladesh is now situated is mainly filled 

by flows from the Himalayas. Through rain, melting 

ice caps and erosion, the water that flowed down the 

mountains collected many different types of sediment, 

and one of these sediments contained arsenic. As water 

and sediments flowed down the major river systems and 

tributaries, arsenic eventually got deposited in the delta.

There it stayed. For many years the population drew 

surface-level water in ways that avoided the arsenic that 

had been deposited at the base of the delta.

This all changed in the 1960s. There were two reasons 

why. The first was that the "green revolution" saw the 

farming community encouraged by the World Bank 

and United Nations to enter the global economy and 

start commercial-level agriculture. The commercial 

demand for water led farmers in these areas to start 

accessing the ground water that, unbeknownst to them, 

was arsenic-affected. Eventually this arsenic entered 

the food system. As a result of interventions by the 

World Bank and others, international agencies led by 

UNICEF in the 1970s started building 50-metre deep 

wells to give people access to what they thought would 

be safe drinking water. This resulted in the building of 

millions of shallow tube wells for drinking purposes. 

This process continued until the 1990s, causing a slow 

poisoning of much of the population.

The international agencies and their impacts then went 

from bad to worse. When it was eventually discovered 

that many of the tube wells were poisoning the 

population, the international agents started a testing 

process. They painted the tube wells that were found to 

be arsenic-affected, red. The wells that were given the 

all-clear were painted green. There were two significant 

problems with this non-local solution. The first was 

the local population had no cultural reference to these 

colours. Secondly, water moves. What may be a clean 

tube well today may not be so in a month or two. 

One organisation working with local communities 

to respond to this disaster is the Arsenic Mitigation 

and Research Foundation (AMRF).43 The AMRF seeks 

to bring together various elements that establish and 

build the cultures of resilience discussed above. It is 

based in Bangladesh while working with individuals 

and organisations from the Netherlands and Australia. 

By analysing the way that AMRF has worked with local 

communities to respond to the arsenic poisoning, we 

see how each of the four dimensions outlined above  

are manifested.

To begin with, the AMRF in association with the local 

community has established various health clinics to 

assist those who are showing signs of arsenic poisoning. 

Importantly, the agency simultaneously trains local 

community members to become paramedics, addressing 

other health issues including maternal health. Working 

in this way builds levels of trust while combining external 

and local knowledge (see Dimension 1). Furthermore, 

both the arsenic health and broader medical programmes 

combine localised and expert knowledge. By working 

with local community members and relying on their 

localised knowledge, the aim is not to simply import 

outside expertise but to train for the success of the health 

program (Dimension 3).

The AMRF also coordinates the building of 250-metre 

deep tube wells that draw water from far below the 

arsenic affected groundwater. While the AMRF runs 

an external organisation to build the wells, the local 

community identifies sites to ensure the wells are 

accessible to all. Part of this process includes establishing 

a management committee to administer the well. This 

creates the strong governance structures (Dimension 

1) and very clear lines of responsibility (Dimension 2), 

outlined as so crucial above. Together, the management 

committee members and health workers build channels 

for clear communication on the issue of arsenic and 

broader health issues (Dimension 4). According to the 

AMRF, these lines of communication and governance 

structures have spread across the community as other  

challenges arise.

Finally, it is noted that the wells are designed and built 

in such a way that the local community can maintain 

them. Rather than employing some kind of inappropriate 

technology that continually requires external expertise, the 

design of these site-specific deep-water wells means that 

they can be maintained locally. This reflects the element of 

utilising appropriate technology (Dimension 4).

While each of these dimensions exists individually, 

it is the way that they combine to create the sense of 

agency and social capital that are fundamental in thriving 

cultures of resilience.

Fisher folk in the arsenic-affected area. 
Source: James Arvanitakis.

A tube well in Bangladesh. 
Source: James Arvanitakis.
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