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A B S T R A C T

Work in urban resilience planning recognizes the importance of knowledge diversity to understanding and acting
on climate change, but falls short in adequately situating itself within ongoing historical processes that shape
uneven urban playing fields in which planning happens. This paper uses insights from environmental feminist
and decolonial knowledge politics to challenge knowledge systems analysis to explicitly question and alter
structures of power in environmental knowledge making in North American cities. If knowledge systems analysis
can investigate and intervene in governance structures through which environmental decision- and policy-
making happen, this necessitates reflection on ontological, epistemological and ethical commitments (or
‘starting points’) as these carry material and discursive weight: they open up and foreclose ways in which re-
silience is practiced. Given increasing recognition that urban resilience needs to consider issues of justice and
equity, in this paper we take cues from feminist and decolonial scholarship that has centered these themes for
decades and which offer ‘starting points’ to rethink knowledge systems for resilience. Understanding urbani-
zation as key process in the expansion of relations fundamental to the production of anthropocentric climate
change, we argue that changing these relations is crucial if urban resilience planning is to contribute to alter-
native and socially just urban futures. Against tendencies of depoliticization that solutions-oriented work can
sometimes exhibit, feminist and decolonial perspectives locate knowledge-making practices squarely within
struggles for social justice in the city. We propose three strategies for those working on knowledge systems for
resilience to advance their practice: centering justice and transgression, reflexive research practice, and thinking
historically. Ultimately, this paper shows that taking seriously critical social sciences furthers fundamentally new
ideas for what transitions to urban resilience could mean.

1. Introduction

“[E]nvironmental problems are, first and foremost, political and,
therefore, about power. They have been caused through the exercise
of various forms of power and, if they are to be dealt with, it will
have to be through the exercise of other forms of power.” (Lipschutz,
2004:133).

“If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your time. But if
you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then
let us work together.” Lilla Watson

Resilience has become a key strategy guiding environmental policy
in cities facing increased frequency and severity of extreme weather
events. Within urban resilience planning, a focus on participation and

collaboration has sought to combine the knowledge that experts, state
officials, and community representatives bring to address complex is-
sues (Collier et al., 2016). These collaborations are deemed vital for
creating actionable outcomes (Frantzeskaki and Kabisch, 2016),
meaningful transformations across epistemic differences (Muñoz-
Erickson et al., 2017), and consensus on priorities and strategies for
adaptation (Anguelovski et al., 2016; Castan Broto et al., 2015).
Scholarship on knowledge systems invites the interrogation of these
processes and networks regarding the creation and use of knowledge,
with a focus on developing practical insights for improving how current
organizations make decisions to address the realities of climate change
(Miller et al., 2018). However, work under the knowledge systems
banner has yet to address deeper socio-political and socio-economic
arrangements, suggesting a tendency toward optimizing or improving
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dominant knowledge systems more so than making room for radically
different alternatives.
Against a backdrop of uneven urban development entrenched in

patriarchal, colonial, racial, and capitalist spatial arrangements, we
maintain that knowledge systems analysis needs to engage better with
critical social science theory to be able to contribute to just and equi-
table urban futures. Here, we discuss key aspects of feminist and de-
colonial theories on the production and workings of (environmental)
knowledge, arguing that they offer critical starting points for challen-
ging dominant knowledge systems that go hand-in-glove with the
production of anthropocentric climate change2 . As part of an inter-
sectional strategy for transformational change, these theories suggest a
need to engage with the politics and power relations of knowledge
systems beyond an agenda of diversity inclusion or better information
management. Instead, what is needed are fundamentally new modes of
knowledge production required for re-making cities, that directly
challenge patriarchal and colonial legacies constitutive of the space
within which urban resilience practitioners operate. By bringing “so-
lutions-oriented research” (Miller et al., 2014) into conversation with
critical approaches seeking “to transgress present conditions and re-
invent the world” (Grove, 2018:17-18; also see Leach et al., 2010; and
Scoones et al., 2015), we begin an exploration of what these new modes
could look like.
In the next section we briefly discuss literature on knowledge sys-

tems and urban resilience. Section 3 uses insights from influential lit-
erature on feminist and decolonial knowledge politics to address blind
spots in dominant knowledge systems for resilience. Section 4 proposes
elements of an intersectional strategy towards knowledge practices for
resilience that explicitly address issues of justice. We conclude with the
need for further self-education and politicization in situating urban
resilience within the knowledge politics of justice, liberation, and social
change.

2. Knowledge systems for urban resilience

The organization of knowledge is a crucial site where ideas about,
and relations sustaining, social order and the environment are formed
and reproduced. Describing how knowledge both shapes and is shaped
by social processes, Jasanoff (2004: 2) argues that “the ways in which
we know and represent the world […] are inseparable from the ways in
which we choose to live in it.” Since the production, validation, cir-
culation, and consumption of knowledge is fundamentally tied to power
relations, knowledge is never neutral (Foucault, 1980). A critical stance
is thus essential to assess whether chosen concepts, knowledge making
practices, and ways of analyzing help us understand the world or simply
reinforce established orders that serve particular interests (Jasanoff,
2004; Tschakert, 2012; Tuana, 2013)3 . In the analysis of the creation
and use of knowledge about environmental change, Hulme (2010) for
example laments a lack of geographical sensibility in dominant un-
derstandings of climate change, arguing that “dominant centers of
global knowledge production [pay] little attention to the multiple ways
of knowing environments, living in places and of imagining the future,”

propagating a distorted view of climate change as a homogenous pro-
cess, blind to localized understandings of the actual variability and
urgency of the problem (Hulme, 2010: 560). For example, global sea
level rise will not affect locales equally as seas are rising more rapidly in
some places than others, making a global average a problematic base-
line in planning. In this regard, the US east coast has been called a
flooding hotspot, compared to places like San Francisco where the in-
crease of sea level rise will likely stay below the mean (Hu and Bates,
2018). But equally important is that a change in water level will not be
valued and experienced as a problem in the same way across and within
locales: for poorer communities sea level rise may be an existential
problem and one of displacement, whereas richer communities can
more easily reestablish themselves elsewhere or invest in costly tech-
nologies (e.g. seawalls) facilitating (temporarily) alleviation of their
problem.
Knowledge systems analysis for urban resilience aims to do better in

at least three ways. First, as a tool for applied inquiry it urges an un-
derstanding of resilience within a localized and spatially specific
system. For example, existing work on knowledge systems for resilience
focuses on land use change and green areas in San Juan (Muñoz-
Erickson, 2014), or ecosystem services in Berlin and Rotterdam
(Frantzeskaki and Kabisch, 2016), situating knowledge about resilience
in specific contexts rather than as a global abstraction4 . Such an ap-
proach is thought to facilitate concrete action in the form of new policy-
making. Second, through notions of co-production, knowledge democ-
racy, and inclusiveness (e.g. Frantzeskaki and Kabisch, 2016; Cornell
et al., 2013; Muñoz-Erickson et al., 2017), work on knowledge systems
for resilience recognizes that different actors know different things and
that expert-driven information management is not sufficient in discus-
sions on urban resilience. Instead, knowledge systems should embrace
values such as a plurality of perspectives, collective problem framing,
and societal agenda setting (Cornell et al., 2013). Third, knowledge
systems analysis recognizes the need to pay analytical attention to those
practices that “keep certain patterns of thinking in place” (Muñoz-
Erickson et al., 2017:1):

While urban governance scholars recognize the importance of
multiple knowledges or expertise in researching and developing
strategies toward the sustainable city, they may lack a critical ana-
lysis of the politics and power dynamics surrounding expertise, of
the institutional practices that shape what knowledge is produced
and how cities are envisioned, and whether capacities are present to
rethink and reconfigure the linkages between knowledge and action
(ibid: 6).

By mapping existing institutional conditions, policy arrangements,
and social practices, knowledge systems analysis can illuminate po-
tential frictions and alignments in the making of resilience, and thus
(potentially) contribute to greater capacity for decision-making that is
informed by these system dynamics.
Nevertheless, critical interrogations of resilience planning en-

courage reflection on the limitations of knowledge systems analysis for
urban resilience. Scholars continue to raise concerns about who benefits
or is burdened by resilience interventions (Meerow and Newell, 2016).
Some argue that resilience planning aligns with development interests,
exacerbating historic land-use and development injustices (Anguelovski
et al., 2014; Sovacool et al., 2015) accompanying the neoliberal turn
(Burke and Heynen, 2014; Newell, 2015). Failure to adequately pay

2 Anti-racist and anti-capitalist work is equally important in questions of the
good life and the role of the state, capital, and community in shaping its forms,
but discussed in detail by others. Environmental justice activists and scholars
for example call attention to the unequal distribution of environmental harms
and pollutants among the city residents, with people of color and poor people
carrying the brunt of the burden (e.g. Bullard, 1994) and have pointed out that
initiatives for greening the city can lead to displacement (Harvey, 2009; Foster,
2006).
3 In this regard, the concept of resilience has been closely examined for its
limitations and allowances for thought and action by many scholars. We do not
have space to elaborate in detail, but see for example Brand and Jax (2007);
Chandler (2014); Evans and Reid (2014); Grove (2018); Walker and Cooper
(2011)

4 This does not preclude human actors in the knowledge system from using
such global abstractions themselves, for example in assuming that the concept
of resilience (whether referring to ecological, social, engineering or other de-
finitions) applies equally in all geographical locations, or in assuming that the
rate at which ecosystems and their components produce certain ecosystem
services in one place, can then be applied as a proxy in other contexts, re-
gardless of changes in geography
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attention to historical and structural contexts makes even participatory
and inclusive planning initiatives capable of exacerbating unequal
outcomes and socio-spatial inequalities (Anguelovski et al., 2016; Shi
et al., 2016), as asymmetric power dynamics and conflicts over re-
sources get deemphasized for the sake of collaboration, while trade-offs
that impact the distribution of benefits and burdens can be hidden
through a focus on win-win solutions (Pelling et al., 2015). In this re-
gard, resilience scholarship is sometimes said to preserve the political
economic status quo, through a lack of analytical attention to structural
causes of socio-economic inequality and normalizing vulnerability
(Cannon and Mueller-Mahn 2010; Pelling 2010; MacKinnon and De-
rickson 2012). Historical and social contexts are not problems that can
simply be overcome by getting a seat at the table–a table that is warped,
uneven, and set to play into established systemic biases–but are con-
stitutive of vulnerabilities and capacities that shape how one operates
in the world. For some communities in New York City for example,
resilience planning is not principally about flood protection, but about
housing affordability and amenity access in neighborhoods where
communities have had to mobilize against development and gentrifi-
cation for decades; and participation in planning processes therefore is
not a means to an end (a method to plan for resilience), but an outcome
itself (the constitution of a public that can address common things)
(Collier et al., 2016). That is, in resilience planning participation is not
a short-term engagement to solve a preconceived problem, but a long-
term assembly of constituents that demand input in decision making
through a notion of procedural justice.
High stakes in the organization of socio-spatial relations then re-

quires a perspective on knowledge formation and use that emphasizes
power relations and the longue durée in which they form and get ex-
pressed spatially. If resilience “demands transformations in ways of
thinking” (Muñoz-Erickson et al., 2017: 2), it is not only of concern how
cities think (that is, the processes that knowledge systems analysis aims
to uncover), but how we as analysts think about knowledge in cities
(that is, the ontological and epistemological positions we start from in
analyzing knowledge as a social process). What we know and how we
know are closely related. As Haraway (2016) has argued, it matters who
we think with; in the remainder of this paper we think with critical
scholars of environmental knowledge from feminist and decolonial
perspectives. We aim to open a conversation about how feminist and
decolonial perspectives can locate new starting points for knowledge
systems for urban resilience, creating a wider range of possibilities for
understanding–and intervening in–urban social-spatial relations.

3. Feminist and decolonial approaches to environmental
knowledge politics

Feminist and decolonial analysis of knowledge practices offer cri-
tical insights to address inequalities built into dominant knowledge
systems, enabling an examination of urban resilience’s workings from a
perspective of justice. We present three interrelated themes that to-
gether help bring alternative knowledge practices into focus: position-
ality, situatedness, and responsibility.

3.1. Positionality

Feminist and decolonial analyses acknowledge that the social po-
sition–or positionality–of a knower matters for what and how she
knows, and that furthermore, the position of socially marginalized
groups offers critical vantage points for naming and challenging
structurally dominant knowledge practices, blind by design to their
own ignorance. Revealing the masculinization of environmentalism and
subsequent undervaluing of environmental justice concerns due to the
exclusion of women’s voices in climate politics, MacGregor (2010) for
instance shows how issues campaigned by women, such as industrial
pollution, pesticide use, seed-saving, and nuclear radiation, get little
attention by climate change policy-makers. In some cases these issues

are even posed as solutions to climate change issues without ac-
knowledging these concerns, for example by posing nuclear energy or
GMOs as strategies to limit or live with climate change. Similarly,
strategies for lowering national carbon footprints including nuclear
energy, natural gas transitions, and wind power pose often ignored risks
to Indigenous peoples, including “the desecration of sacred sites, pol-
lution, violations of free, prior and informed consent, and increased
rates of sexual violence through sex trafficking at man camps set up to
house oil and gas industry workers” (Whyte, 2017: 3). The exclusion of
women and Indigenous people, as well as other socially marginalized
groups, from being recognized as legitimate knowers is problematic
because it limits the kinds of knowledge thought relevant, and risks
keeping the realities that only socially marginalized groups experience
hidden within the dominant social order.
The framing of the issue of climate change and resilience thus

matters for what knowledge is made visible and considered relevant.
But an epistemological solution of simply adding more diverse per-
spectives to a defined issue area alone is insufficient. This becomes clear
when we consider the case of vulnerability in climate adaptation.
Feminists have argued that implications of such vulnerability push
beyond gender-differentiated impacts of climate change, toward the
gendered division of labor and associated vulnerabilities, responsi-
bilities, and risks (MacGregor 2014; Tuana, 2013). Vulnerability is
produced through the projection of “women’s place” in a masculinist
world: it is not so much that women are simply inherently more vul-
nerable (Arora-Jonsson, 2011; Tschakert, 2012), but rather that patri-
archal systems perpetuate women’s roles as primary caregivers which,
combined with cultural constraints on their mobility and a lack of as-
sets, makes mostly women vulnerable when extreme weather events
occur. By questioning why and how women are made to take these roles
in the first place, feminist analysis casts doubt on the masculinist ver-
sion of vulnerability—a vulnerability that can never be meaningfully
addressed without replacing the dominant patriarchal order with an-
other, more just social organization. Similarly, decolonial perspectives
reframe Indigenous peoples’ vulnerability to climate change as the re-
sult of “intensified colonialism” (Whyte, 2017), built on institutionally
embedded Eurocentric worldviews (Grosfoguel, 2007; Quijano, 2007),
a genocidal assault on Indigenous existence (LaDuke, 2005; Smith,
2005), and the imposition of the capitalist fossil fuel economy (Whyte,
2019). To talk specifically about Indigenous vulnerability to climate
change without explicitly talking about the colonial and capitalist
forces creating the conditions of vulnerability, is problematic.
Positionality is thus a critical concept for contextualizing vulner-

ability historically and politically, as well as exposing and challenging
dominant social orders that produce this vulnerability. Both feminist
and decolonial epistemologies point to experiences of insecurity and
vulnerability that cannot be simply reduced to systemic vulnerability:
vulnerability is not a sign of a social system thrown off its equilibrium
that can be fixed by improving adaptability through governance reform
and participatory intervention (cf. Collier and Lackoff, 2014; Grove,
2018). Instead, vulnerability is a problem of wider structural conditions
that require different techniques of intervention. What this example
shows is that knowledge for urban resilience not only rests on episte-
mological considerations, but ontological ones that foreground certain
worldviews while obscuring others.

3.2. Situatedness

Feminist and decolonial approaches show that knowledge never
exists outside of interest and politics: our (implicit) analytical devices
(how we know) and place within dominant social relations (who knows)
affects the production of knowledge (what we know). The point is not to
abandon the pursuit of better analysis because objectivity is compli-
cated, but rather to seek ongoing engagement with chosen concepts,
practices, and analytical frameworks, to reveal blind spots built into
dominant knowledge systems. For example, with respect to climate
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change adaptation, the hegemony of techno-scientific framings is pro-
blematic because value judgments about objectivity, detachment, con-
trol, efficiency, and abstraction determine representations of harm
(Israel and Sachs, 2013; Tuana, 2013). The precise 2 °Celsius threshold
to preventing dangerous anthropogenic interference in the climate
system obscures how many communities hit limits to adaptation well
before this supposed safe threshold (Seager, 2009). Powerful nations,
organizations, and corporations structure dominant knowledge systems
through practices of empire and colonization that go hand-in-hand with
environmental destruction (Harding, 2008) and “epistemicide” of non-
European ways of knowing (De Sousa Santos, 2008), leading to un-
differentiated framings that posit those in the global south as vulnerable
victims dependent on those in the north, who bring agency and scien-
tific/technological solutions (Tuana, 2013).
Offering alternatives to environmental science and policy beyond

mastery and control over nature (cf. Merchant, 1980; Plumwood,
1993), feminist and decolonial contributions include a wide range of
approaches that demand explicit engagement with the epistemological
and ontological foundations of dominant knowledge-making practices
in science, research, and everyday life. Situated knowledges (Haraway,
1988), with a focus on the everyday rather than the exceptional (Smith,
1987), and on bodies, households, and political and spatial commu-
nities rather than demographic or identity groups (e.g. Elmhirst, 2011;
Nightingale, 2011), offer ways to think about knowledge, power rela-
tions, and climate change simultaneously. Indigenous experiences re-
veal links between climate change, colonialism, and capitalism, which
are often ignored: “[there is a] disturbing omission regarding the
economy’s root source of wealth, which generates directly from the
exploitation of Indigenous homelands” (Allooloo, 2017). Decolonial
and feminist analyses reveal the masculinist and Eurocentric assump-
tions of academic knowledge-making practices (Smith, 1987, 1999;
Wilson, 2008), while also raising deeper ontological questions about
the presumed universal compatibility of analytical concepts (Hartsock,
2004; Wilson, 2008; Smith, 2016) across different ways of knowing
(Cajete, 2000; Ortiz, 1998). For example, it should not be assumed that
the socio-ecological relations of environmental stewardship within
certain Indigenous cosmologies correspond to western scientific notions
of utility and management of resources or responsible use and protec-
tion on the basis of a land ethic, when these may be fundamentally
different practices within ontologically distinct realities, rather than
different ways of knowing the same objective reality (Descola, 2013;
Viveiros de Castro, 1998). Indigenous people are among the fastest
growing groups in North American cities (US Census Bureau, 2012).
Meanwhile, urban resilience scholarship seems exclusively grounded in
the knowledge systems of western science, and knowledge systems
analysis appears focused on improving the state-apparatus’ ability to
make decisions in the face of climate change, without questioning the
epistemological or ontological compatibility of such decision-making
with the injustices of urban planning in the past (Hayden, 1995) or the
increasingly diverse urban populations of the future.

3.3. Responsibility

Feminist and decolonial scholars emphasize the importance of re-
flecting on knowledge practices through a lens of epistemic responsi-
bility (Tuana 2008; Code, 1991). What are the worlds brought into
focus and being through our concepts, practices, and frameworks?
Allooloo (2017) argues that dominant knowledge systems fail to ad-
dress structures that exacerbate the climate crisis, and that leadership
from within such systems tends to perpetuate the dominant worldview
as part of any proposed solution, obstructing structural change by im-
posing its knowledge base as inevitable, necessary or superior. To date,
engagement with Indigenous knowledge in environmental science and
policy has rarely explicitly challenged the ongoing colonial oppression
practiced through the nation-state in climate change issues such as pi-
peline expansion, deforestation, mining, industrial agriculture, and

displacement (Obermeister, 2017; Bowles and Veltmeyer, 2014; Jalbert
et al., 2017); yet, Indigenous ecological knowledge is more than valu-
able information: it is part of a strategy to resist climate change and
strengthen community (Whyte, 2017).
Responsibility then is about a reflection on what is at stake in

analyzing and creating knowledge systems. In the case of resilience, we
see a call to critically interrogate the demands made in the name of
resilience—to adapt in the face of adversity (which adversity?)—and
who is asked to live up to these demands, as overcoming adversity re-
quires physical and emotional work. It is imperative to ask what certain
conceptualizations of resilience produce and what they foreclose, as
positing the problem of resilience in particular ways leads to specific
resiliency solutions. Emphasizing the ability to withstand extreme
weather events without casualties or direct injuries, does little to ad-
dress the spikes in domestic and sexual violence women face in situa-
tions of environmental distress (Seager, 2012), or to propose alter-
natives to the fossil fuel economy that puts certain groups structurally
in harm’s way. If we seek to make the material and social conditions of
our lives more just and equal, we cannot have resilience mean to re-
inforce structures that devalue on the basis of social difference, or that
adaptation takes place only in the context of the status quo rather than
in the dream of transformation. Put differently, feminist and decolonial
approaches warn us not to separate resilience from the question of
social transformation; if such separation does occur we must resist re-
silience (as does Tracie Washington of the Louisiana Justice Institute on
her poster in New Orleans, saying “Stop calling me resilient. Because
every time you say ‘oh, they’re resilient’ that means you can do some-
thing else to me. I am not resilient”). For knowledge systems this means
rethinking the starting point of inquiry and cultivating skills of ima-
gining fundamentally different futures.

3.4. Some implications for knowledge systems for urban resilience

Cities and urban form are not neutral spaces; they are part of the
reproduction of a form of social organization built on, and perpetu-
ating, patriarchal and colonial spatial relations (Simpson, 2011; Pojani
et al., 2018; Hayden, 1995)–yet they are also sites of resistance and re-
imagination; where traditional gender relations are destabilized and the
normalization of colonial relations challenged through acts of re-
surgence. Introducing knowledge co-production processes for urban
resilience without addressing the ongoing historical inequalities of the
urban context hold little promise for just futures (Webb et al., 2018);
even less so when the numbers of participants and meetings are used as
the primary indicator of participation (Meerow et al., 2019). Similarly,
analyzing knowledge systems with a focus on only dominant social
actors and worldviews is problematic, since it will tend to silence and
erase alterity. When framed from the perspective of those most mar-
ginalized, the future of urban resilience only holds promise to the extent
that it entails changes in power relations, including those of knowledge
practices.
Table 1 summarizes the different starting points and goals of

knowledge systems, feminist, and decolonial perspectives, in relation to
urban resilience. Whereas knowledge systems analysis takes a snapshot
of the official channels and actors therein, in an attempt to support their
ability to diagnose certain blind spots or other problems that may be
apparent after mapping the whole set of information points and flows,
feminist and decolonial perspectives start from the inherited inequities
and power relations upon which such knowledge systems rest, to sup-
port momentum for imagining and working toward radically different
futures. The different approaches tend to push in different directions,
with the former committed to improving the status quo, while the latter
aiming to challenge and replace the status quo with a more equitable
and just social order. Rather than collaboration at all cost, conflicts,
contradictions, and friction are the critical points for transformative
interventions. These points call upon those who can feel and see ten-
sions to lead and/or support processes of change, and on those who
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might be less attuned to learn to take a step back and to listen more
closely.

4. Changing course: elements of an intersectional strategy for
urban resilience justice

Dominant knowledge systems tend to keep in place patterns tied to
the reproduction of the dominant social order which they serve—but as
the previous section suggested, feminist and decolonial approaches
point toward possibilities for interrupting this reproduction by offering
different starting points for moving projects like urban resilience onto
fundamentally different trajectories. We posit insights from feminist
and decolonial knowledge politics as necessary components within a
broader intersectional strategy for changing course, and propose three
elements of such a strategy: centering justice and transgression, re-
flexive research practice, and historical thinking. We argue that these
strategic elements challenge the status quo context for knowledge sys-
tems and urban resilience by acknowledging the ongoing social and
political struggles of urban sustainability governance.

4.1. Centering justice and supporting transgression

Efforts toward resilient urban futures should begin with connections
to existing struggles for social justice, acknowledging links between
environmental and social inequality, anthropocentric climate change,
and the socio-economic organization of society. Centering justice and
supporting transgression means that any transformation of knowledge
systems for urban resilience requires a view toward shifts in the orga-
nization of power in society. Since institutions are generally not very
good at transforming themselves–even with good intentions, current
leadership may not see how its own actions can deepen colonial and
patriarchal relations (Dhillon, 2017)–the praxis of various social and
environmental justice groups is crucial in achieving meaningful change.
This is not simply a matter of information exchange. As Walia argues:

Resilient movements and communities can rarely be sustained
simply based on shared analysis about the system’s flaws. The mo-
tivation for strong movements and communities is genuine, empa-
thetic, healthy, and loving social relations forged in the process of
struggle, as we overgrow the logic of the dominant system. (Walia,
2013: 266).

Collaboration for just resilience planning then is best captured in the
idea of supporting dissent and transgression. bell hooks demonstrates
the importance of transgression by recalling her experience moving
from a segregated school with black women teachers “committed to
nurturing intellect” to a racially integrated school where “[k]nowledge
was suddenly about information only […] no longer connected to an-
tiracist struggle” (hooks, 1994:2-3). Against the assumption that in-
tegrating black kids into white schools was unequivocally progress,
hooks shows that all-black schools could be a place where “[w]e
learned early that our devotion to learning […] was a counter-

hegemonic act, a fundamental way to resist every strategy of white
racist colonization” (1994: 2) (see also Simpson, 2014). It is a powerful
example of how changes for justice are about more than diverse spaces,
but about knowledge practices that need to address distributions of
power for meaningful transformation. Scholar-activist Alan Sears
(2014) argues that the future of movements for social and environ-
mental justice lies in building new infrastructures of dissent, as many of
the spaces that supported various organizing efforts in the past have
been lost to urban renewal and redevelopment projects. Contributing to
urban resilience justice then implies supporting activities that enable
transgressive knowledge production practices, which includes practices
of resource and power sharing towards meeting the needs of margin-
alized communities and laying the groundwork for radically new fu-
tures.

4.2. Reflexive research practice

Understanding knowledge production through the lenses of posi-
tionality, situatedness, and responsibility, tasks researchers not only to
recognize the knowledge of others in more complex ways, but also to
practice reflexivity with regards to their own knowledge making
practices. Reflexivity brings explicit attention to the role of the re-
searcher and how her personal knowledge (coming out of con-
textualized experience, education, etc.) and the knowledge of the col-
lectives in which she partakes (the rules of sense-making within specific
epistemic communities) shape the process and content of her research
practice (Yanow, 2009). A reflexive practice recognizes that an account
of reality does not simply record or mirror reality but brings specific
realities and meanings into focus through the selection and use of
certain concepts, theories, and procedures rather than others. Further-
more, an intersectional approach to reflexive practice helps develop
strategies that move beyond any one marginalized group’s experience
of oppression, toward a collective analysis of the systemic and struc-
tural realities that otherwise threaten to “keep the system in place for
all of us” (Smith, 2016: 69). This work entails learning across margin-
alized experiences and recognizing the intellectual contributions pro-
duced through social struggle, rather than assuming that researchers
are the ones primarily in charge of developing and wielding the con-
ceptual frameworks for emancipatory practices (Choudry, 2015). For
resilience researchers, reflection on not only the possibilities but the
limits of systems thinking is crucial, as it shapes how social change is
conceptualized (Cote and Nightingale, 2012) and thus what interven-
tions in the social order are proposed and how they may enable or
constrain just transformations. A reflexive attitude recognizes that as
researchers we are located within networks of power and participate in
the (re)configuration of power relations. Reflecting on what and howwe
know, and on the political presuppositions weaved through our re-
search, means acknowledging the implications of our work in enabling
or dismantling socio-economic and socio-political structures of in-
equality.

Table 1
The different starting points and goals of knowledge systems analysis and feminist and decolonial perspectives on knowledge production and urban resilience.

Starting points Goals for urban resilience

Knowledge systems analysis • Analyze the production, validation, circulation, and consumption
of knowledge within and across institutional and cultural contexts

Support for municipal actors to update, upgrade, or otherwise make
changes to the knowledge systems they manage to improve their
functionality; creating new network connections between resilience
actors in a largely unchallenged structural context.

Feminist and decolonial
perspectives

• Recognize how colonial and patriarchal power relations impose a
dominant social order that undervalues women and indigenous
people’s ways of knowing

• Name and challenge the core material and discursive practices that
stand as obstacles to reorganizing the social relations of knowledge
production, through the themes of positionality, situatedness, and
responsibility

Challenge the presumed objectivity and universality of knowledge
practices inherited through a predominantly white, male, European
perspective; support social struggle to replace patriarchal settler-
colonial realities, with new visions and networks for an alternative
social order and urban form that valorize women and Indigenous
people’s knowledge and leadership
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4.3. Thinking historically

The creation or redesign of knowledge systems to enhance urban
resilience is mostly framed as an issue of environmental futurity in the
wake of climate change: if we want to prevent apocalyptic future sce-
narios of storm surges, drought, flooding, and scarcity of food and fresh
water, we must map and change our systems now. Throughout this
paper we have suggested that knowledge about environmental and
climate change–but also about vulnerability, risk, nature, socio-ecolo-
gical relations etcetera–is in large part shaped through situated contexts
saturated with ongoing historical legacies of social exclusion.
Notwithstanding certain emancipatory victories of the past decades, we
have shown through the work of others that patriarchal and colonial
history hold bearing on the present in fundamental ways. If knowledge
systems for urban resilience are to contribute to just futures, under-
standing and addressing these ongoing legacies is critical. This means
that historical thinking and the use of historical research techniques
should be an important element to the practice of urban resilience
planning—as supported by a wealth of scholarship (see Peake et al.,
2018; Davis, 2006; Lefebvre, 1996; Malm, 2018; Hayden, 1995; Angus,
2016). Historical awareness–in which history is not seen as a closed off
past but as part of our contemporary socio-ecological fabric–is neces-
sary to understand why resilience might be embraced or resisted as a
strategy for shaping the urban space.

5. Conclusion

Given projections of urban growth into a future of increasingly ex-
treme weather events, it is not surprising that questions about urban
resilience are on the rise, yet it is important that efforts in the name of
urban resilience do not contribute to perpetuating dominant knowledge
systems and forms of urbanization that have brought us to the present
situation of anthropogenic climate change and social inequality. In this
paper, we have focused on a subset of questions arising in the emerging
field of knowledge systems and urban resilience planning. To date, the
problem of knowledge systems for urban resilience has been framed
largely as a combination of getting better data, including more diverse
perspectives, and improving institutional arrangements to increase the
functionality of current knowledge systems. However, questions remain
about how this framing is complicit with the perpetuation of dominant
knowledge systems leading up to the current climate crisis. Rather than
limiting solutions within those systems, we have explored possibilities
for fundamentally reframing urban resilience to support resilience work
organized with an explicit focus on justice, built on feminist and de-
colonial knowledge politics. Taking cues about the politics of knowl-
edge production from feminist and decolonial approaches, knowledge
systems for urban resilience can be re-envisioned within a framework
that puts forth new socially just possibilities for resilient futures,
grounded in an acknowledgement of, and reckoning with, historical
struggles that have led to the present crisis.
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