
S P E C I A L I S S U E A R T I C L E

Community resilience implications for institutional response
under uncertainty: Cases of the floods in Wayanad, India and
the earthquake in Port-au-Prince, Haiti

Mrudhula Koshy1 | David Smith2

1Department of Architecture and Planning,

Norwegian University of Science and

Technology (NTNU), Trondheim, Norway

2Centre d'étude en responsabilité sociale et

écocitoyenneté (C�ERS�E), Montréal, Canada

Correspondence

Mrudhula Koshy, Department of Architecture

and Planning, Norwegian University of Science

and Technology (NTNU), Trondheim, Norway.

Email: mrudhula.koshy@ntnu.no

Abstract

While trajectories of community resourcefulness, solidarity, and mutual trust during

and following environmental crises are abound in the literature, how these trajecto-

ries are taken into consideration and influences spatial planners, humanitarians and

decision makers working under uncertainty remains under documented. Our article

explores the concept of community resilience in action to illustrate where community

resilience in action is supported, hindered or ignored by the state and non-state orga-

nizations. Through an inductive epistemological approach, it draws examples from

the exploratory fieldwork of two case studies and interviews in settlements in devel-

opmental contexts where the inhabitants, built environments and livelihoods have

been severely affected following a hazardous event. Using observations and testimo-

nies from Wayanad, a hill district in India affected by heavy monsoon floods in 2018

and 2019, and from marketplaces in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, following the 2010 earth-

quake, the article discusses how understandings of community resilience in action in

post-disaster developmental contexts could contribute to enhancing institutional

responses under uncertainty.
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1 | INTRODUCTION: COMMUNITY
RESILIENCE UNDER UNCERTAINTY IN
DEVELOPMENTAL CONTEXTS

On August 9, 2018, Wayanad, a hill district in Kerala, a coastal state

on the south-west of India, witnessed monsoon flash floods of colos-

sal proportions. Considered the worst flood in Kerala in almost a hun-

dred years, the intense rainfall affected 12 of Kerala's 14 districts due

to the excessive inflow into a majority of the state's dams in the first

48 h (Indian Institute of Architects Calicut Centre [IIA], & District

Town and Country Planning Office [CTP], Wayanad, 2018). In

Wayanad, the opening of the dam floodgates released excess water,

triggering landslides, landslips and land subsidence. This affected

several thousand acres of land, collapsed several hundreds of homes,

caused enormous damage to property, infrastructure, and services,

and resulted in the loss of 115 lives (ibid.). In August 2019, a similar

intensity of cloud bursts and heavy monsoon floods turned Wayanad

into the worst-hit district due to massive landslides in the village of

Puthumala, mostly inhabited by laborers in tea estates.

On the 12th of January 2010, a 7.0-magnitude earthquake struck

Port-au-Prince, the capital of Haiti. The earthquake, combined with

the fragility of the metropolis's built environment, resulted in a disas-

ter that claimed more than 200,000 lives, displaced 1.8 million

Haitians, and destroyed more than 100,000 homes (Government of
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Haiti, 2010). Infrastructure and services were also severely affected:

the main seaport and airport, national and local government institu-

tions, half of the nation's schools and 30 hospitals were destroyed or

severely damaged (ibid).

The above events, although vastly different in scale and nature of

repercussions, both take place in contexts with ‘weak institutional

mechanisms, chronic vulnerabilities and scarce resources’ referred to

as developmental contexts (Koshy et al., 2022, p. 5) wherein unprece-

dented environmental crises are triggered by a combination of natural

hazards and human actions. These types of events amplify the chal-

lenges for spatial planners (Maynard et al., 2018; Zandvoort

et al., 2018), humanitarian actors (ALNAP, 2018; Campbell & Knox

Clarke, 2018) and decision makers (Gersonius et al., 2013; Kwakkel

et al., 2016) to embrace uncertainty while formulating long-term plan-

ning and disaster risk reduction measures. In recent planning litera-

ture, non-linear and dynamic approaches to deal with uncertainty are

espoused through incremental policy measures (Abbott, 2005), strate-

gic planning (Balducci et al., 2011) and adaptive planning

(Rauws, 2017). However, these approaches tend to foreground per-

spectives of spatial planners and decision makers. They place less

emphasis on the role, ownership, and solidarity among community

members in navigating uncertainty to enable better institutional

response (Moser & Satterthwaite, 2010). Uncertainty transpires there-

fore partly due to blindspots, conscious action as well as the difficulty

of, and lack of integrating existing and novel actions of community

resilience into long-term development perspectives (Adger, 2003).

The calls to harness the capacities of communities under situa-

tions of uncertainty are also echoed in global policy. For example, the

Sendai Framework (UNDRR, 2015) emphasizes community-based

disaster risk reduction approaches and outlines action-oriented

principles for strengthening resilience through people-centered and

gender-sensitive approaches. However, recent decision-making and

emergency management literature acknowledges the difficulties of

implementing these in practice due to a multitude of existing, newly

generated, and compounded uncertainties (Campbell & Knox

Clarke, 2018; Crisp et al., 2012; Imperiale & Vanclay, 2016).

In contrast with narratives that perceive affected communities as

helpless and incapable of self-organization during crises, recent litera-

ture has provided evidence that even the most vulnerable communities

can be resilient in times of crises and disasters (Carabine &

Wilkinson, 2016; Imperiale & Vanclay, 2016) giving rise to long-term,

contextualized planning and humanitarian approaches that favor put-

ting communities and civil society at the center of decision-making pro-

cesses towards recovery and transformational development

(Imperiale & Vanclay, 2020; Koshy et al., 2022). Twigg and Mosel

(2017) for example present how communities in post-disaster contexts

in Nepal, Turkey, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and Thailand became proactive

first responders through spontaneous and ad hoc initiatives. This

included emergency rescue operations, transportation of relief supplies,

burying the victims, and distributing food, water, and clothing supplies

to affected communities. Solnit's (2010) seminal work discusses simi-

larly how in the aftermath of hurricane Katrina in New Orleans in the

United States, the altruistic ability of the affected communities and

their solidarity in times of crises enabled them to emerge from the cri-

ses and “to move on”.1 Mutual aid, self-organization, solidarity, empa-

thy, care, social responsibility, and social learning are therefore

recognized as important positive cognitive and interactional dimensions

within all these perspectives, and are emphasized as contributing to

equitable and just responses to crises and long-term recovery and

development (Berkes & Ross, 2013; Imperiale & Vanclay, 2016, 2021).

The above trajectories of community resourcefulness, solidarity, and

mutual trust illustrate contextual understandings of ‘community resilience

in action’ defined by Imperiale and Vanclay (2016) “as a complex of social

processes that allow local communities to self-organize and enact positive

collective action for community survival and wellbeing” (p. 207). We con-

cur the need for a better understanding of intentional and spontaneous

behavior of affected communities (Imperiale & Vanclay, 2021; Maynard

et al., 2018; Twigg & Mosel, 2017), the extent of social capital that is

mobilized (Adger, 2003; Morrison et al., 2017), and the relationship of

communities with existing governance during unprecedented events in

post-disaster contexts (Carabine & Wilkinson, 2016; Fan, 2015;

Imperiale & Vanclay, 2020). In particular, despite valuable insights on the

above aspects through cases in high-income contexts such as Italy ana-

lyzed by Imperiale and Vanclay (2016, 2020, 2021), the literature is still

scarce on the reciprocal influence of community resilience in action to

institutional responses in developmental contexts.

In response, the article addresses the following research question:

How can understandings of community resilience in action in

post-disaster developmental contexts contribute to enhancing institu-

tional response under uncertainty?

Firstly, the article combines insights on community resilience and

social capital in post-disaster contexts.2 Secondly, we describe the

two developmental contexts of Wayanad and Port-au-Prince through

everyday practices and actions of the communities during and after

the floods and earthquakes respectively. We contrast the two con-

texts, and highlight some taken and missed opportunities that commu-

nities, civil society actors, and decision makers built on through

spontaneous and ad hoc initiatives to deal with uncertainty due to the

unprecedented events. We use these observations to better under-

stand the potentials and limitations of community resilience in action

in post-disaster contexts and conclude with perspectives that could

enhance understandings of institutional response under uncertainty

for spatial planners, humanitarians and decision makers.

2 | UNPACKING COMMUNITY RESILIENCE
IN ACTION

Community resilience refers to “the ability of community members to

take meaningful, deliberate, collective action” (Pfefferbaum et al., 2007,

1However, it is to be noted that communities and community members in New Orleans

continued and continue to struggle after the event, pointing to some of the structural

injustices and lack of responsiveness in the US system in terms of crisis response and

recovery.
2Hilhorst (2018) and Roepstroff (2020) have previously highlighted combined insights on

community resilience and social capital in post-disaster contexts.
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p. 349) through “networked adaptive capacities” towards “a positive

trajectory of functioning and adaptation in constituent populations

after a disturbance” (Norris et al., 2008, p. 131). In this article, we con-

sider “community” as people bound together by common origins,

values or interests, sharing a dedicated space or forming a network, and

at the same time are heterogeneous with their own power structures

that determine inclusions and exclusions. A community in a semi-rural

agricultural-based context such as Wayanad therefore could encom-

pass different aspects when compared to that of a dense urban

market-based context such as Haiti. Community resilience is also

described as “a subfield of social resilience” (Matarrita-Cascante

et al., 2017) and perceived as an enabler of social change (Cote &

Nightingale, 2012).

The associated features of social capital such as trust and obliga-

tion as “the primary base for community response” in post-disaster

contexts (Twigg & Mosel, 2017, p. 449) have prompted renewed focus

on “resilience at the communal level” (Aldrich & Meyer, 2015, p. 263).

Social capital, encapsulating the “features of social life” such as “net-
works, norms and trust” (Putnam, 1995, p. 664) is perceived in terms of

bonding, bridging (Putnam, 2000) and linking (Woolcock, 2001) wherein

community relationships within, between and among various levels are

characterized respectively (Claridge, 2018). This article delimits the

explanatory scope of social capital to the lived experience of coping

with risk and its capacity to facilitate resilience (Adger, 2003) and

acknowledges that it is ‘a ‘necessary but not sufficient’ component of a

community's resilience’ (Norris et al., 2008 in Skerratt, 2013).

The influence of community resilience and “the social and cultural

dimensions of vulnerability and sustainability” (Fan, 2015, p. 24) were

often not incorporated in technical disaster recovery initiatives.

Recent humanitarian literature has emphasized that the functional

aspects of resilience will likely be limited if it is restricted to a top-

down endeavor (Sanderson & Sharma, 2016). “Resilience humanitari-

anism” insists that resilience should instead attempt to manifest as a

bottom-up, non-state process taking into account the self-

organization capacities of the communities (Hilhorst, 2018; Ilcan &

Rygiel, 2015). This has raised parallel discussions about the propensity

to achieve resilience without external support or aid, and the

dilemmas of operationalizing resilience under an apolitical response to

disasters that is mandated by the humanitarian praxis (ibid.). Evidence

from several post-disaster contexts illustrate how responses to disas-

ters are rarely apolitical (Bankoff & Hilhorst, 2009; Imperiale &

Vanclay, 2021; Tierney, 2012), and emphasize how an integrated

response to disasters should take into account existing political

dimensions and capacities. Resilience processes should ideally include

maintaining or rapidly returning to previous activities (coping, surviv-

ing), adapting to post-disaster changes, and transforming the status

quo that likely led to the occurrence of the disaster in the first place

(Meerow et al., 2016).

Critiques on the concept of resilience as a social construction

abound. Academics have criticized the concept for its lack of clarity,

the difficulty of its implementation and the manipulation of resilience-

driven programs by political and economic elites (Chmutina et al.,

2016; Manyena, 2006). Others have also argued that the “techno-

academic” resilience narrative can be different from “vernacular” nar-
ratives, such as those around survival and attitude in the face of chal-

lenges, and that they can obscure in the process, issues of politics and

responsibility (Lizarralde et al., 2020). A relevant one for this article is

also that the concept does not always echo in local discourses and

practices (Béné et al., 2012).

Recent literature has attributed the extent of community resil-

ience to various factors. From an institutional perspective, these

include the political will from various levels of government institutions

(Ali & Jones, 2013), iterative social learning and “cross-scale institu-

tional linkages” (Choudhury et al., 2019, p. 1761; Imperiale &

Vanclay, 2021), and decision-making that is decentralized and flexible

(Carabine & Wilkinson, 2016; Koshy, 2022). From a community per-

spective, how communities interact with each other, what kind of

meaning they afford to their places of living, how they manage their

resources, and what kind of social relationships they foster are consid-

ered immensely important to enable resilience (Skerratt, 2013). In

addition, the presence of social entrepreneurs and the resulting boost

in social capital (Morrison et al., 2017) as well as a focus on commu-

nity engagement and participation (Carabine & Wilkinson, 2016) are

emphasized. To understand these critical issues contextually and

translate resilience into social terms, it is necessary to shift the episte-

mological approach from a deductive to an inductive approach.

Thus, rather than only conceptualizing resilience in conventional

ways such as by an extended literature review, it is imperative to rec-

ognize, observe and describe how resilience plays out in action in the

real world, often as a spontaneous strategy by local communities in

order to cope with, adapt to, shape change, and act under uncertainty

(Olsson et al., 2004; Skerratt, 2013; Smit & Wandel, 2006). Building

on these insights, we describe our specific inductive epistemological

approach in the methods section below. The empirical findings in this

article sheds further light on how the combined presence or lack

thereof of some of the above-mentioned aspects influenced commu-

nity resilience in action under uncertainty and how this played out dif-

ferently in the two contexts depending on the interactional aspects of

the two communities.

3 | METHODS

This article emerged as a shared enquiry from our respective research

projects in Wayanad and Port-au-Prince, which explored facets of

community resilience in post-disaster contexts through an exploratory

qualitative methodology with case study research as the dominant

research design (Yin, 1994). The two contexts are vastly different in

scale wherein the crises occurred at different periods, generating dis-

parate repercussions with varying responses from the affected com-

munities. However, similarities exist in terms of weak institutional

mechanisms, scarce resources and chronic vulnerabilities and chal-

lenges in fostering long-term transformation following the severe

unprecedented events. This initial premise formed the basis for an

analysis to potentially explicate wider lessons for similar developmen-

tal contexts by contrasting the two cases.

KOSHY and SMITH 3
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Fieldwork for the Wayanad context was undertaken in December

2018 and was later extended from October to December 2019.

It consisted of semi-structured, open, in-depth interviews and group

discussions comprising 58 stakeholders, and focused on understand-

ing the nature and scope of the personal capacity and collective col-

laborations between state and non-state actors during the floods.

Thirty of the interviewees were government officials at the four levels

of governance namely, state, district, tehsil and village levels. These

include the Kerala State Disaster Management Authority (KSDMA),

the District Administration (DA), the District Emergency Operations

Centre (DEOC), the District Planning Committee (DPC), the Depart-

ment of Town and Country Planning (CTP) in addition to line

departments concerned with the conservation of the environment

and soil, empowerment of women, geology, housing, poverty eradica-

tion and watershed management. The remaining 28 interviewees

were project coordinators from international organizations such as

UNDP and UNICEF, national disaster relief NGOs, elected representa-

tives from local self-government institutions (LSGIs) called “village
panchayats”; coordinators from local and national non-governmental

organizations (NGOs) engaged in diverse initiatives including develop-

ment work, disaster relief and sustainable tourism, representatives

from local research organizations; and community volunteers. The pri-

mary data collection was based on recollection and recounting of

decisions and actions undertaken before, during and after by the

interviewees. The answers were written down, transcribed, coded,

and analyzed using a qualitative content analysis software (NVivo).

The two 8-week fieldworks in Port-au-Prince took place in spring

2016 and in summer 2017. It consisted mainly of 55 semi-structured

interviews with traders, market managers, local academics, and

governmental and non-governmental stakeholders as well as

240 structured interviews with traders and customers in four mar-

ketplaces of the metropolitan region. The marketplaces host

traders of basic daily commodities (e.g., food and charcoal), and

present different infrastructure conditions (e.g., covered and

open-air). One marketplace was managed by a company, two were

governed by municipal representatives, and one was informally

governed. They were also unequally affected by the 2010 earth-

quake; two of them collapsed and were rebuilt while the two

others experienced minor damage. Interviews focused on the

marketplaces' physical and social attributes, and the perceived

needs, the undertaken actions, and the faced challenges of traders

and their customers to recover, maintain and improve trade follow-

ing the 2010 earthquake.

Quotes from the interviewees are used in this article as a narra-

tive device to explore the interface between the potentials and limita-

tions of community resilience, aspects of community resilience as

perceived by the interviewees, and how it plays out in action. We

seek inspiration from recent development and humanitarian studies

literature that have used forms of storytelling to highlight interview

data as story extracts that best exemplify the concept in question and

also indicative of a general response from most people (Imperiale &

Vanclay, 2016). In the sections below, we draw on everyday practices

of communities from Wayanad and Port-au-Prince through a

storytelling approach in the aftermath of the earthquake and the

floods respectively.

4 | COMMUNITY RESILIENCE IN ACTION
AFTER THE FLOODS IN WAYANAD, INDIA

The state of Kerala is a coastal province on the south-west of

India and was formed in 1956 in post-independent India. It has a poly-

centric model of urbanization with highly dense urban cores in the

midlands flanked by mountains and natural reserves, and backwaters

and coastal areas on either side. The participatory model of gover-

nance in Kerala is widely touted as an example of translation of politi-

cal rights to social rights supported by its high literacy levels, high

development indicators3 and gender balance (Heller, 1996;

Heller, 2001; Isaac & Heller, 2003). Democratic decentralization was

experimentally carried out in the states of Kerala, Karnataka and West

Bengal as per the 74th constitutional amendment in 1992 which

required all the states in India to have a three-tier level governance.

Following this, the Communist Party of India (Marxist) launched a

People's Planning Campaign in 1996 on a local and national level.

In Kerala, the developments in participatory governance are aided

partly by its political history which had witnessed a leftist movement

following its formulation, and later a push for grassroots activism and

empowerment through social movements inspired by Marxist think-

ing. This is perceived to have paved the way for empowering local

self-governing institutions (LSGIs) called “village panchayats” and

municipalities through fiscal decentralization and revenue-sharing

schemes along with responsibility for physical development plans

(Isaac & Heller, 2003). The state has witnessed intense political con-

flict in the ensuing decades between the two main political alliances,

the United Democratic Front (UDF) and the Left Democratic Front

(LDF) (Kjosavik & Shanmugaratnam, 2021). In spite of the political

oscillations during the state and local elections every four years, the

thrust provided by the initial social movements has continued to

mobilize the working-class sections of the society including informal

sector workers and agricultural workers (Bardhan, 2002; Kurup, 1988)

(See for example, Figures 1 and 2). Social capital within the broad con-

text of Kerala has therefore been characterized by Heller (1996) as a

combination of “class mobilization and state intervention” (p. 1055).
Unlike other more economically developed districts in Kerala,

Wayanad is sparsely populated (383 inhabitants per sq.km, (IIA &

CTP, 2018)) and spatially dispersed, with few infrastructural and ser-

vice facilities and low-rise mixed-use urban forms (See for example,

Figures 3 and 4). Almost 90% of the land is reserved for forests, plan-

tations, and agriculture (ibid.) as seen in Figures 5 and 6. The primary

livelihood is agriculture. However, the shift to commercially viable

crops such as bananas, tea and coffee, unsustainable building con-

struction and deforestation has reduced the fertility of the soil, the

capacity for water retention and destabilized hilly areas. The

3Development indicators as characterized by the World Bank (World Bank, n.d.) are related

to life expectancy, levels of education, years of schooling, per capita and household incomes,

and poverty levels.

4 KOSHY and SMITH

 10991719, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/sd.2678 by N

tnu N
orw

egian U
niversity O

f Science &
 T

echnology, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [11/08/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



proliferation of the hospitality industry, and a conversion of paddy

fields and flood plains into areas for real estate have seen an outgrowth

of urban development with scant regard for the capacity of the land.

This has resulted in fragile urban spaces which are ill-equipped to deal

with unprecedented events like the heavy monsoon floods. Eighteen

percent of Wayanad's population constitute marginalized tribal commu-

nities such as Kurichiyas and Kurumas (landholding) and Paniyas, Adiyas

and Kattunayakans (non-land holding). In recent years, several tribal

community members work as daily wage laborers in plantations owned

by settlers from other districts and states.

When the floods first struck in Kerala in August 2018, interna-

tional and national news reports and social media were replete with

detailed accounts of solidarity among the communities during the res-

cue efforts. In the immediate aftermath of the 2018 floods, The New

York Times details how “when the floods hit, the fishermen

responded…Setting off in battered, brightly painted boats powered by

little outboard motors, the fishermen puttered up and down the

state's submerged streets, rescuing thousands”. Pointing to how some

of the fishermen seemed to display extreme acts of solidarity, the

news report further details how one of them “got down on his hands

F IGURE 1 Politics manifests as a part
of everyday life in Wayanad: the flags of
the incumbent ruling party. Source:
Authors.

F IGURE 2 Politics manifests as a part
of everyday life in Wayanad: sit-in
protests for access to land by

marginalized tribal communities. Source:
Authors.

KOSHY and SMITH 5
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and knees in the filthy floodwaters and insisted that people use his

back as a step into an awaiting rescue boat” (Gettleman, 2018).

Similar observations were also highlighted by reports compiled

within Kerala regarding “the cultural resilience of Keralites”
(Thummarukudy & Peter, 2019, p. 69) at the time of the floods.

The report details how “even in the relief camps, people in their

own ways attempted to celebrate Onam”, a yearly harvest festival

celebrated by all people in Kerala irrespective of their socioeco-

nomic strata or religious preferences. “Floral decorations were

made in front of several camps. Competitions and sadya (feasts)

were also organized in many places”. These spontaneous efforts of

community gatherings were considered to have “helped alleviate

the grief and distress of those who were affected by the disas-

ters” (ibid.).
The above sociocultural insights at the state level exemplify

how (perceptions of ) community resilience in action appeared to

manifest in the short-term in various ways during and after the

Kerala floods. While empirical findings from Wayanad illustrate

similar instances of solidarity and cooperation in the emergency

response and handling of floods, aspects of community resilience

F IGURE 3 Low-rise mixed-use urban
forms in Wayanad. Source: Authors.

F IGURE 4 Low-rise mixed-use urban
forms in Wayanad. Source: Authors.

6 KOSHY and SMITH
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in action appeared to have limited influence in its present expression

on long-term sustainable transformation (Koshy, 2022). The empirical

findings below illustrate varying degrees of community resilience in

action depending on the scale and nature of the challenges that were

dealt with and the perceived duration and urgency of the challenge.

During and after the floods, the roles played by the communities

as first responders for emergency rescue and relief appeared to com-

plement the state and local government responses during the floods.

Commenting on the spontaneous and organic handling of the floods

in 2018, a state government official emphasized that “it was not a

coordinated response, it was a set of responses” that was not per se

“coordinated by the government. In 2018, the response was spontaneous

and was led by communities and then volunteers and local bodies and

local groups. They also helped the government machinery” (KI 51, male,

50s). Another state government official agreed with these statements

and acknowledged that “the community resilience, how they came back

and helped each other, unity in the community and how vigilant they

are” (KI 16, female, 60s) was a much-needed support to the state, dis-

trict and local governments which were caught off-guard by the unex-

pected floods.

F IGURE 5 Tea plantations and paddy
fields in Wayanad. Source: Authors.

F IGURE 6 Tea plantations and paddy
fields in Wayanad. Source: Authors.

KOSHY and SMITH 7
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Several interviewees acknowledged the willingness of local

communities, NGOs and faith-based organizations to help without

expecting benefits in return. A municipal official highlighted how “Lots of

people who came to help us were also from the locality. They were daily

wage labourers, and they helped us without expecting any benefit” (KI 36,

male, 40s). This included volunteering for rescue operations, transporting

and distributing emergency supplies, logistics in relief camps, and post-

disaster relief efforts such as cleaning houses, schools and contaminated

wells. They further added that “there were many people in the camps with

a service mentality, this was a big relief for us. In most villages, this was the

case”. They also emphasized that if the local government officials are not

familiar with the flood-prone and flood-affected areas, building and sus-

taining connections “with the people in the area who have a service men-

tality” was immensely useful concurring with findings from disaster risk

reduction and emergency management literature emphasizing the need

for more decentralized, community empowerment systems for recovery,

relief and development efforts (Berkes & Ross, 2013; Imperiale &

Vanclay, 2021). A municipal official from another village in Wayanad also

shared similar views on building connections with locals. They mentioned

that they “store details of individuals who might be interested” (KI 46, 40s,

male) acknowledging that “locals play a big part since the department has

a limit. Once the camp is finished, the people's houses will be unclean. For

example, there might even be snakes. For cleaning, NGOs, religious organiza-

tions, and volunteers did this as a free service including wells”. In addition to

volunteers from within the district of Wayanad, they mentioned that vol-

unteers had also arrived “from other districts, they came with all the mate-

rials to clean”.

Spontaneous collaborations therefore appeared to manifest

between decision makers, local community volunteers, and NGOs

alluding to positive notions of linking social capital (Woolcock, 2001).

In addition, decentralized governance structures continue to shape

the perception of the communities towards governance and their

increased accessibility to the local self-government institutions

through the elected representatives at different levels of governance.

In Wayanad, the presence of LSGIs has blurred the lines between

communities and decision makers with informal ties, personal connec-

tions and networks forged through sustained reciprocal interactions

and trust (Adger, 2003). Several decision makers also remarked on

how they volunteered for flood relief activities along with community

volunteers even though their job profiles entailed other duties. A state

government official commented how in spite of a lack of a coordi-

nated process, “local community actions, DA, paramilitary, they all func-

tioned, there were a lot of intersections, but we can't say this happened

according to a coordinated process” (KI 51, 50s, male, state govern-

ment official). They were optimistic about how these ad hoc efforts

point to ways of galvanizing existing resources and capacities, “in ret-

rospect, the positive thing is that people responded, people responded on

humanitarian grounds, so we can create systems that can help us

manage”.

Various social media networks were also utilized for public out-

reach by the District Administration (DA) regarding emergency

requirements. For example, “We for Wayanad” is a Facebook page

jointly administered by the DA and local NGOs that came into

existence after the floods occurred in 2018. Their initiative ‘Donate a

cow’ mitigated the loss of livelihoods of dairy farmers. They also

launched online campaigns to collect school kits, books and bags for

children. In parallel, community radio stations did live sets to cull the

spread of fake news and to assure affected communities. A local com-

munity actor recounted how they “sent out sound bites of 30 s, etc. as

public service advertisements. We also did live sets for telling people not

to be scared, so the Collector came for 2 h, then the Sub collector came,

the tahsildar came, to assure people” (KI 18, male, 40s).

Existing civil society organizations and community-based initia-

tives also played a supportive role during the floods. For example,

“Kudumbashree”, roughly translated as “Prosperity of the family” is
a poverty eradication and community network for women initiated

by the government of Kerala in 1998 (Williams et al., 2011) for

women entrepreneurs from low-income communities wherein for-

mal and informal networks at the neighborhood level are activated

for various microfinance initiatives. Following the floods, these

women were trained to survey and record post-disaster damage on

an app.

On a long-term perspective, a sustainable tourism initiative by

a local NGO aimed for reviving traditional agricultural practices

and finding ways to harvest climate resilient seeds. By bringing

farmers, consumers, travelers and tribal communities together, it

aimed to diversify the experience of the traveler while empower-

ing local communities. Since many farmers suffered losses during

the floods in 2018, this initiative was considered timely in 2019. A

local NGO representative opined on the high levels of “community

adaptability” (KI 38, male, 30s, local NGO representative). They

further shed light on how the communities “started farming after

the flood. So they didn't suffer a loss” in 2019. This interviewee

complemented the local farmers' high “entrepreneurial spirit. Some

people, of course, might not be able to understand this if they are

conventional”.

The spontaneous volunteering was not spatially bound but also

included expat communities. In all the districts in Kerala including

Wayanad, expat volunteers contributed to rescue and relief efforts

through social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and

WhatsApp. This included raising relief and recovery funds and essen-

tial commodities by mobilizing personal networks, and posting emer-

gency contact numbers of psycho-social support, health care and

rescue services. The crowdsourced information was also considered

useful for rescuing people stranded in their houses or on their roof-

tops. This was covered by news reports (Elsa, 2018) and also attrib-

uted by interviewees to existing social capital in Kerala. A local

representative of a national NGO opined that “In Kerala, we have cop-

ing capacity because of social capital, because of 60–70 years of educa-

tion and health sector investment increases coping capacity. For

whatever happens, it is because of the social capacity” (KI 14,

male, 30s).

As shown through the empirical findings, decision makers at multi-

ple governance levels, community actors and NGO representatives

used terms such as social capital, social capacity, (cultural) resilience, com-

munity adaptability, entrepreneurial, service mentality, and spontaneity to

8 KOSHY and SMITH
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highlight how everyday practices of solidarity, mutual trust, coopera-

tion, and forms of collective responsibility contributed to enhancing

community resilience in action during the floods (concurring with

Imperiale & Vanclay, 2016, 2021). Community resilience in action in the

short-term in Wayanad appears to be influenced by the historical and

traditional political, ethnic, communal, and familial bonds that makes for

a high degree of social cohesion. While most interviewees indicated a

cooperative and unified response, several interviewees also shed light

on the challenges of dealing with the consequences of the heavy floods

in the long-term. An NGO representative called the response a “knee-jerk

reaction” (KI 1, male, 40s) that might not be able to anticipate long-term

uncertainties and long-term consequences of the floods. Recent aca-

demic literature on the Kerala floods echoes similar perspectives

highlighting the “spontaneous humanitarian intervention” (Raman, 2020,

p. 325), synergies between the state and the communities, and “organic
resilience” (ibid, p. 321) during rescue and relief efforts, but points to the

lack of integrated and cross-sectoral spatial and water management

strategies which is likely to inhibit sustainable recovery in the long-term.

We elaborate on these limitations in the discussion section.

5 | COMMUNITY RESILIENCE IN ACTION
IN THE MARKETPLACES AFTER THE
EARTHQUAKE OF PORT-AU-PRINCE, HAITI

Port-au-Prince developed along the numerous geopolitical disruptions

the country has faced since being the first slavery-based colony to

free itself from domination in a revolution that ended in 1804. Since

the American occupation (1915–1934), and through the Duvalier dic-

tatorships (1957–1986), power holders centralized the country's polit-

ical, social, economic, and cultural assets in Port-au-Prince (Goulet

et al., 2018). The post-Duvalier urbanization has therefore mainly

occurred in and around Port-au-Prince without dedicated planning,

mostly by rural and low-income households seeking better opportuni-

ties (idem).

Like in other welfare spheres, the State of Haiti is only minimally

involved in planning and infrastructure provision (Goulet et al., 2018).

Urban regulations and plans, when existing, remain unenforced and

unimplemented by authorities, and unfollowed by residents

(Thérasmé, 2011). Despite the numerous and the magnitude of the

needs to reduce urban poverty and precariousness in the city, the rare

State interventions are usually “inefficient, insignificant, and inappro-

priate” (Holly 1999 in Thérasmé, 2011, p.16). The metropolitan area

of Port-au-Prince, which reached 2.6 million inhabitants in 2016, has

therefore developed both pre and post-earth quake intrinsically,

mostly for and by the residents themselves. They arranged, agreed,

built, argued and networked in order to provide homes and services

for themselves, without the support and despite the troubles caused

within and by the authorities (Goulet, 2006).

Marketplaces make no exception. In the municipality of Port-au-

Prince, only a dozen official markets exist (see, for instance, Figures 7

and 8) and are administered by managers politically appointed by

mayors. However, more than a hundred public spaces act as perma-

nent de facto markets (Neiburg et al., 2012; see, for example, Figures 9

and 10) and more than 90% of the sidewalks downtown are occupied

by trade and craft activities (Malebranche, 2000). In these market-

places, services are organized into complex socioeconomic networks.

At the end, markets form a rich interdependent web that provides

livelihoods as well as services of proximity for the low-income urban

population. It is, however, important to mention that traders regularly

deal with a variety of challenges and risks, including currency devalua-

tion, insalubrity, police harassment, gang violence, and extortions

(Thérasmé, 2011; Neiburg et al., 2012).

Overall, the literature on the post-disaster planning and recon-

struction following the 2010 earthquake focuses on the international

community's response. Expert reports were generally critical towards

the general approach adopted towards urban recovery, such as the

transitional shelter approach (Sanderson et al., 2014) and the non-

involvement of government authorities in decision-making. Many of

them highlighted the need for humanitarian agencies to rethink their

F IGURE 7 Canapé-Vert market in
Port-au-Prince (outside). Source: Authors.
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F IGURE 8 Canapé-Vert market in
Port-au-Prince (inside). Source: Authors.

F IGURE 9 Lalue market in Port-
au-Prince (outside). Source: Authors.

F IGURE 10 Lalue market in Port-
au-Prince (inside). Source: Authors.

10 KOSHY and SMITH

 10991719, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/sd.2678 by N

tnu N
orw

egian U
niversity O

f Science &
 T

echnology, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [11/08/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



approach in urban areas, such as better build on the existing ways the

urban population access resources and livelihoods (Clermont

et al., 2011; Kyazze et al., 2020). Research showed, for instance, how

digital and non-digital emergent groups contributed to disaster assis-

tance, how networked social capital has influenced access to con-

struction resources, and how their positive aspects should be better

integrated in post-disaster programs and planning in Haiti (Rahill

et al., 2014; Starbird & Palen, 2011; Twigg & Mosel, 2017). The few

exemplary cases of community or area-based planning where neighbor-

hood citizens were actively involved are perhaps the urban projects that

had the greatest positive impact because they build governance at local

levels (Engle, 2016; Gill et al., 2020).

However, markets, as places where one can access basic com-

modities like food and other services, as well as the workplaces of

many Haitians women and men, were generally outside the scope

of humanitarian and planning interventions. Narratives on Haitian

marketplaces following the 2010 earthquake generally focused on the

positive coverage of reconstruction of the Iron Market (e.g., Forbes,

2011), later nuanced with further research (Smith, 2011, 2020) and on

the apparent resilience of Haitian markets (Clermont et al., 2011). As

an example, the following impression was reported by journalist Jona-

than Katz a few hours after the earthquake as an example of the

tenacity of local communities who try to build their lives following a

disaster: “On the way to the embassy, under a working light beside a

standing building, a woman was selling cooked food. The portly

matron, still finding plenty to laugh about on that catastrophic night,

was offering rice, plantains, and fried pork that she had cooked up

that morning. People with pocket change were lining up to have

some… mere hours after the disaster, …as with cigarette man in Pétion-

ville, commerce continued to function in spots. In the midst of near-

total disaster, people were trying to go on” (Katz, 2013, p. 29–30).
Still, reports indicate that livelihoods and food access have

severely been impeded by the disaster (IRC, 2010). Market traders

also regularly deal with a variety of challenges and risks, including cur-

rency devaluation, insalubrity, police harassment, gang violence, and

extortions (Neiburg et al., 2012). The following representation, drawn

six and seven years after the quake, suggest alternative narratives to

an apparent community resilience in action with regard to markets

and their traders.

Firstly, many traders expressed their difficulties in recovering vital

income-generating activities. Many traders are heads of households,

and the money generated in the markets directly impacts their capac-

ity to fulfill domestic needs. For a professor at a university in Port-

au-Prince (KI5), “The market is a survival strategy…we can find a lot of

people who do not have the choice to become traders”. A trader (T79,

female) explained: “If I lose clients, I lose my business. I can eat thanks to

them”. Traders relied on their own productive capacities, on financial

support from their immediate and extended family, friends, and on

suspending household expenses such as school attendance

(Smith, 2020). For instance, a trader (T120, female) illustrated the

impact on her children: “I lost a lot of my products at the market. It put

me in a difficult situation. I could not pay the tuition of my children”.

Actions by many interviewed traders related to survival and financial

sacrifices to come back to trade activities as soon as possible to

restore vital income-generating activities.

Marketplaces are more than economic spaces. Solidarity among

traders is generally stronger than competition. For instance, a trader

(T14, female) explained how they often help each other in maintaining

stalls open despite absences due to business or family duties: “We get

on well, and we will sell for one trader in her replacement. We trust each

other. We watch the merchandise of others.” (also see Smith, 2019).

Based on close spatial proximity, this solidarity is, however, limited to

everyday circumstances and to traders' financial and time capacities

and has proven tangential in influencing traders' capacity to restore

trade. A trader (T57, female) explained: “[The earthquake] has not

affected our relationships…but we were in a situation where none of us

could help each other, especially after the earthquake”.

Moreover, the approach of the State towards markets tends

towards a laissez-faire, even in covered municipal markets. There, the

roles of managers remain restricted to collecting fees—without

accountability measures—and to maintaining minimal waste collection,

security, and a certain social order. A government representative (KI2,

male) explains how markets are managed within short time frames: “I
don't think there is a plan for the development of the marketplaces. For

the market managers, it is only a presence, a strict minimum, to ensure

cleaning when it is dirty, to collect fees, and that's it…It is management, a

governance of the everyday”. A professor (KI5, male) also explains that

the main benefit for having representations in the marketplace for

municipalities is the capacity to understand and influence politics: “…
the importance does not come in terms of how to serve the population…it

is in terms of accessing a capacity to influence… [that is] how to be able,

from within, to act on certain things that do not have anything to do with

the market…especially in Port-au-Prince, they have to…come to an agree-

ment with the gangs”. From the point of view of traders, the State's

laissez-faire is quite frustrating. Many, as this clothing trader (T86,

male), denounces the inaction of the appointed managers: “There is a

director, but it is like he is not there”.

In the face of State inaction, some forms of organization appear

but organized market associations remain in dormancy because of the

State's lack of capacity or willingness to intervene. A food trader

(T5, female) explains, “There used to be a committee…Pèpè (second-hand

clothes), food items, and new clothes traders have a representative in the

committee. But the committee is in dormancy, as there is no State”.

The only studied marketplace not managed by a municipality or an

institution had a self-appointed committee. Mainly organize them-

selves as savings groups, and such groups have proven useful in gen-

erating small initiatives after the quake, such as repairing a wall and

organizing vigils. In the other markets, traders expressed they did not

want to be involved in the affairs of the State. Several traders men-

tioned that trader associations exist but were not active following the

earthquake. A professional working in a government institution

(K10, male) explains that organizations can be formed in events of fires

but not so much after the earthquake: “Only in the case of fires, there

can be a collective of traders to demand the State…financial compensa-

tion…When there are insecurity problems, there can be demonstrations

beseeching better security in the marketplace…[but] one does not ask for

KOSHY and SMITH 11
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fire services to assess fire risk in the marketplace”. He explains how this

limits community resilience in the country: “In Haiti, we are not in this

tradition of association to solve problems with the authorities. Some-

times, when writers come to Haiti, they say this is a country with high sol-

idarity, but this is a solidarity that is elementary, at the family level,

individually with their own resources. It makes me laugh when one talks

about a resilient Haiti. If there is no proper organized public, collective,

how can it be?”
As demonstrated, the visible return of traders in the market-

places of Port-au-Prince can conceal significant struggles and sac-

rifices made in the domestic sphere. Trade-offs were generally

household-based and limited to sustaining short-term needs and

restoring livelihoods. In the aftermath of the earthquake, the com-

munity aspects of the so-called resilience in action were in fact

restricted by institutional laissez-faire and low financial capacity.

6 | UNDERSTANDING COMMUNITY
RESILIENCE IN ACTION FOR ENHANCING
INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSE UNDER
UNCERTAINTY

The above observations and insights from the exploratory field-

work in Wayanad and Port-au-Prince discuss community resilience

in action in distinct ways depending on the social, political, cul-

tural, and economic intricacies of the contexts. We further draw

on these observations to exemplify how various initiatives have

been supported, hindered, or ignored in post-disaster institutional

recovery planning and how an understanding of community resil-

ience in action could enhance institutional response under

uncertainty.

6.1 | The extent of embedded community
resilience

The empirical findings from Wayanad illustrate that community resil-

ience in action did not manifest just when the floods happened.

As echoed in recent literature on dealing with uncertainty

(Sword-Daniels et al., 2018), embedded social, political, and cultural

identities, and belief systems that have influenced past shared expe-

riences and social cohesion of the communities enabled community

resilience. A combination of these contextual factors appears to

have enabled a capacity to self-organize, adapt and improvise

(Imperiale & Vanclay, 2016), be spontaneous and act proactively

(Twigg & Mosel, 2017), and bypass bureaucracy under uncertainty in

the short-term following the floods. The spontaneous actions were

also complemented and aided by the presence of decentralized gov-

ernance and existing community initiatives. The findings from the

Wayanad context therefore seem to concur with recent literature

that places emphasis on a combination of proactive cross-sectoral,

decentralized, flexible, and multi-scalar governance mechanisms

along with entrepreneurial and engaged community members (Ali &

Jones, 2013; Carabine & Wilkinson, 2016; Choudhury et al., 2019;

Morrison et al., 2017). The findings also show how cognitive (empa-

thy, social responsibility, sense of place and sense of risk) and inter-

actional (mutual aid and social sustainability – i.e., equity,

participation, cohesion, etc.) dimensions that constitute the agency

of community resilience in action enabled dealing with uncertainty

due to the unexpected event (as illustrated by Imperiale &

Vanclay, 2016, 2021). The quotes from the interviewees suggest

awareness among decision makers from governance and planning

institutions of the potential of formalizing the capacity of commu-

nities to deal with uncertainty. Ongoing initiatives to build on

existing social capital include training local task forces for relief

and recovery efforts and providing training and workshops for

community-based disaster risk reduction. However long-term sys-

temic challenges persist because of the absence of integrated

water management and land use plans, a lack of precise weather

and terrain data, specialized training and competency of decision

makers regarding long-term planning, multiplicity of plans at vari-

ous levels and siloed ways of working among the various depart-

ments as acknowledged by interviewees in Wayanad and

concurred by later reports (Thummarukudy & Peter, 2019). There-

fore, in spite of several short-term benefits regarding relief and

recovery, community resilience in action appears to have limited

influence on long-term sustainable urban and governance trans-

formation due to systemic challenges. However, taking cues from

the community-based responses towards the floods which com-

plemented existing decentralized governance mechanisms, it is

beneficial to consider enhancing institutional responses towards

uncertainty in the long-term by building on existing community

capacities, strengthening community empowerment systems, and

fostering community resilience-building strategies.

In Haiti, however, the uncertain conditions are structural, embed-

ded in governance of urban services and of the responses to crises.

This case supports other studies showing the limits of the application

of resilience to describe the response of communities to hazards and

structural vulnerabilities and uncertainties (Lizarralde et al., 2020).

Uncertainty was not only caused by the hazard per se but is rooted in

the context in which the hazard occurred.

The case of Haitian marketplaces is not per se a strong market

community-based response or of mutual aid. Market community ini-

tiatives were limited and restricted due to a lack of enabling support.

Besides being delayed and hindered by the slow recovery of certain

traders and the mobility of residents, socio-economic solidarity in the

markets has remained in the everyday, with nearby traders and with

regular clients. The sacrifices and the struggles at the domestic sphere

are likely what supported the recovery of the marketplace system in

Haiti—not the marketplace social capital. Traders used their resource-

fulness and compromised on household expenditure to buy more

stock to survive. This is considered to be different from the solidarity

exhibited by the domestic, residential, agricultural and workplace com-

munities that were more prevalent in Wayanad. This inherent contex-

tual factor may also have contributed to an increased sense of social

cohesion, resourcefulness, and political organization in Wayanad that

12 KOSHY and SMITH
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could have been a contributing factor for enhanced community

resilience.

6.2 | Building on networked communities

These interrelated perspectives also prompt questions on the most

appropriate scale for valorizing community resilience in action, and

the level of governance for which community resilience in action

would be most relevant. As echoed in literature (Aldrich &

Meyer, 2015) and shown through empirical data in Wayanad, commu-

nity resilience is perceived to be influenced by existing bonding, bridg-

ing and linking social capital which is a combination of social ties with

kith and kin, and joint formal and informal levels of engagement and

participation by the communities, state and non-state actors. This

included tapping into the existing social, faith-based, friend and neigh-

bor networks, and their capacity to spontaneously volunteer. We per-

ceive the levels of action as scalar and temporal wherein every

individual and collective effort contributes to relief and recovery in

some form or other in the short-term, but in some situations, contexts

and institutions seem more capable of recognizing and harnessing it

for the long-term than others. For example, in Wayanad, the people

residing in relief camps during the weeks of flooding were put in

charge of managing the food distribution by the local government

officials, so this brought about a sense of responsibility and solidarity

among the affected communities. We argue that normatively, the

existing potentials of community resilience in action could be tapped

into for the long-term transformation buoyed by the evidence of

social capital (Aldrich & Meyer, 2015) and the capacity of (local) gov-

ernment institutions to facilitate this through various means

(Adger, 2003; Carabine & Wilkinson, 2016).

Parallel to this, we argue that it is vital to acknowledge that con-

temporary demonstrations of community resilience in action are not

limited to spatially bound communities. In this article for example, the

visible “resilience” of marketplaces (one could see that markets were

recovering) overshadows “invisible” struggles and sacrifices of traders.

Market recovery is made by trade-offs in households located far away

from the market and not due to trader community resilience per se. We

can also consider aspects of digital organization as a form of community

resilience in action. In Kerala, the upsurge in digital volunteers and the

resources that they generated were appreciated and acknowledged by

the state administration which was often overwhelmed by the magni-

tude of the challenges. We and others acknowledge it might be difficult

to follow a community-based approach in contexts where the civil soci-

ety functions in complex networks (Rahill et al., 2014; Twigg &

Mosel, 2017). The examples above, however, point to the benefits in

complementing traditional neighborhood, residential and rural

approaches with workplace and digital networks.

Finally, while in Wayanad, community resilience in action was

supported by linkages between state and non-state actors, such

“bridging” capital did not appear as clearly in the cases of markets in

Haiti. The disconnection between the State and the Haitian society is

documented and makes no exception in the Haitian marketplaces. In

the absence of state support, narratives in this article suggest that

community resilience in action in markets appears limited to maintain-

ing critical functions in a chronic state of uncertainty.

7 | CONCLUSION

Wayanad and Port-au-Prince, although different in scale and nature

of repercussion, are both representative of developmental contexts

with weak institutional mechanisms, scarce resources, and chronic

vulnerabilities and prone to unprecedented environmental crises due

to a combination of natural hazards and human action. Our reflection

from contrasting sociocultural aspects, local governance and commu-

nity engagement of the two contexts shed light on how the social,

cultural, political, and occupational specificities of communities influ-

ence their possibilities for driving and engaging in ad hoc and sponta-

neous initiatives. We discussed the concept of community resilience

in action through an inductive epistemological approach by drawing

examples from the exploratory fieldwork and interviews to illustrate

where it is supported, hindered, or ignored. The empirical findings

helped to nuance the theorization of community resilience in action

with contextual accounts, insights from practice, and actions on the

ground. Through this, the article addresses some of the gaps in devel-

opment and humanitarian studies literature wherein there is a limited

focus on how community resilience plays out in action.

We acknowledge that problematizing community resilience in

action in this manner does not mean that the concept should be inter-

preted solely in monotheistic, positive ways. Contextual accounts

through the lens of community resilience in action could be useful for

understanding and influencing the levels of participation and engage-

ment by communities and decision makers at various governance levels,

and subsequently aid flexible and decentralized decision-making pro-

cesses (Carabine & Wilkinson, 2016; Cote & Nightingale, 2012;

Koshy, 2022) under uncertainty. We argue therefore that operationaliz-

ing community resilience in action could enable reflecting on the

resourcefulness of the communities for the long-term and incorporate

the value of spontaneous, adaptable, and entrepreneurial actions at

multiple governance levels. While self-organizing community capacities

could result in the abdication of government responsibility in develop-

mental contexts, the empirical findings in this article could serve as a

reminder of the benefits of drawing on existing community structures

and everyday practices of the communities to enhance governance

responses, and of the downsides of not doing so. We conclude there-

fore by arguing that valorizing the cognitive and interactional aspects

of community resilience in action could enhance institutional responses

under uncertainty in post-disaster developmental contexts.
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