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Introduction

In Nepal people ‘live with hazards, accepting them as part of life’. This has led to an often 
‘fatalistic view to nature’s vagaries’ although the Nepalese ‘have learned, to some extent, 
strategies to reduce their risk and to manage the impacts’ of small-scale and large disasters.1 
In the 2014 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Annual Report Helen Clarke 
stated that ‘by managing the risks and uncertainties which are always with us, people, com-
munities and institutions can become more resilient to shocks and better able to maintain 
the progress they have made’.2 Building resilience to external risk and hazard exposure sig-
nificantly contrasts with the securing (or protecting) of people and communities from risks 
and disasters. Resilience strategy brings in the issue of identifying the correlated or causal 
interrelationships between vulnerability, resilience and protection. This also means critically 
assessing the particular defining and designation of these terms from different political 
actors and constituents.3 In this respect the protection of the vulnerable (or of those at risk) 
from disaster does not necessarily explain why people are vulnerable, nor necessarily guar-
antee resilience. This is because resilience (or immunity) is often regarded as a result of a 
constant (yet managed) exposure to risks, rather than an avoidance of (or protection from) 
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risk. Through disaster risk policies governments provide designated (and scientifically jus-
tified) criteria of what counts as acceptable risk exposure and behaviour and the limits of 
central government responsibility. Resilience therefore allows agents to absorb shocks and 
to recover in the shortest possible time without relying on traditional government resources 
or interventions before or after disaster. Instead, governments are tapping into and ‘liberat-
ing’ individual and community autonomy in order for these agents to be (and be held to be) 
responsible for building (and owning) their resilient capabilities. as a result, governments 
are also supplying ‘early-warning’ systems and other technical knowledge resources (desig-
nated as traditional and modern) to communities that enable individuals to identify oppor-
tunities through which to unlock and evolve present and future ‘immunity’ to risk.

This means a state-led identification of individuals and groups designated as possessing 
resources and behaviours for being (and becoming) resilient. often this is framed in terms 
of encouraging openness, inclusivity and diversity. This can further initiate policies aimed 
at identifying, categorising and constructing the most resilient and effective ‘type’ of indi-
vidual or community. Yet establishing (or constructing) ‘ideal’ type individuals and commu-
nities mat also engender practices of institutional and territorial boundary-making. This can 
potentially result in various types of exclusion, marginalisation and government 
intervention.

This paper considers these issues in the context of the earthquake which struck Nepal in 
april 2015. It suggests that the Nepal case, potentially, has further implications regarding 
debates over the sustainability of low-middle-income development states and democracy 
in the ‘post-2015’ development era. Nepal is an important case for disaster resilience as it is 
classed as a unique state with immense ethnic and religious diversity, and as one of the 
world’s most disaster-prone countries which has experienced several natural catastrophes 
causing high economic and human losses.4 It is also noted that the debates on the new 
Constitution began in 2007–08 and Nepal’s final draft Disaster Risk Management strategy 
was published in 2008. The paper is based on primary documentary evidence from the Nepali 
government’s strategy on disaster risk reduction (DRR) and disaster risk management (DRM), 
and from the 2015 Federal Constitution.

Following the april 2015 earthquake many Nepali politicians recognised that a lack of 
Constitution resolution was undermining political legitimacy.5 Constitutional log-jams and 
political inertia were blamed for delayed rescue efforts. However, the sudden prioritising of 
‘urgency’ raised suspicions of an attempt to lock out further consultation.6 For many actors 
the earthquake disaster is an opportunity for Nepal to ‘bounce forward’ and redefine itself 
as a post-Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) disaster resilient and genuinely democrat-
ically multi-ethnic nation. This ‘reset’ narrative correlates with identifications made by the 
critical literature on resilience with regard to emerging nationalist-orientated shifts from 
resilience as bounce back (or build back better) to the ability to bounce forward and move 
on, albeit through social engineering.7 The government was responding to domestic and 
international criticism of its response to the earthquake with regard to delays in providing 
aid to specific communities and of accountability issues in humanitarian aid financing. similar 
issues were raised in post-disaster sri Lanka following the tsunami in 2004, in Italy and in 
Haiti. In Haiti the 2010 earthquake was seen as an opportunity to ‘build back better’.8 In Nepal 
the 2015 narratives have been about ‘new starts’ and qualitative transformation for ‘bouncing 
forward’. Yet the ‘time to move on’ approach can also be seen as a way for certain constituents 
to avoid responsibility or culpability for the specific inequalities that have led to particular 
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community vulnerabilities. In Italy the 2009 earthquake that affected the town of L’aquila 
opened-up further issues of disaster prediction responsibility by scientists, relief effort 
accountability and transparency, and building codes.9 The Nepal government’s post-disaster 
narratives have been an opportunity to redefine ‘genuine’ territorial and institutional 
multi-diversity.

The paper’s thesis is that the Nepali government’s disaster resilience strategies, as docu-
mented in the 2008 National strategy for Disaster Risk Management (NsDRM), could be 
demonstrating a set of interventionist policies for the wider management of ethnic groups, 
community territories and therefore the reinvention of diversity in Nepal in the post-conflict 
era. DRM and DRR are not just strategies and technical responses to disasters and risk but 
also potentially part of a long-term relationship between ethnic autonomy and centralised 
assimilation in Nepal. as I will show, there are similar emphases and themes in DRM, DRR 
and the 2015 Constitution. These themes include the decentralisation of power, the demar-
cation of new federal and regional territories (and the geographical designations of moun-
tain, hilly and plain zones) and government relations with ethnic (and non-ethnic) minority 
groups. These themes are subsequently related to ongoing government responses to des-
ignating and managing integrated resilience practices through a variety of interventionist 
strategies in the local communities. This means that through these themes (and associated 
practices) the state is potentially reorganising and redistributing the political site and nature 
of ‘risk’ as a particular national identity and through the ‘neutral’ strategies of DRR and DRM. 
To make this connection, and to provide documentary evidence, the paper uses critical 
resilience literature to explain and to suggest reasons why these themes occur within both 
strands of government documents.10 The paper does not fully claim that there are intentional 
or direct causal relations between Nepal’s disaster resilience strategies and Constitutional 
policy. However, using the critical literature as an explanatory guide, it does identify emerging 
patterns of documented policy.

First, the paper will outline the official versions and meanings of DRR, DRM and disaster 
resilience. Next, it will locate the key themes of the disaster resilience debates identified and 
outlined by the critical literature. Third, it outlines Nepal’s Constitutional debates and DRR 
policies before then considering the shared themes within the documents and explaining 
these through the disaster resilience literature. These themes impact (and are impacted 
upon by) contestations over the site and nature of diversity in Nepal. These typically include 
political decentralisation, territorial re-demarcations, disaster risk geography, and accessing 
community disaster resilience knowledge. The following sections will consider each of the 
themes and outline the explanations provided by the literature for the significance given to 
them within the documents. My tentative conclusion will be that, as a result, there is an 
emerging correlation between disaster resilience and Constitutional themes which poten-
tially indicates ways in which interventionist disaster resilience strategies are now affecting 
the broader direction of development and democracy in Nepal.

Disaster risk reduction, disaster risk management and disaster resilience

Disaster risks are often classified in terms of their magnitude, probability and frequency. 
Manyena has noted that work on disasters has increasingly focused on the capacity of 
affected communities to recover with little or no external assistance and that resilience has 
been generally defined in two broad ways: as a desired outcome(s) or as a process leading 
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to a desired outcome(s).11 Terms often used include cope, adjust, resist, moderate, ‘bounce 
back’, ‘withstand’ or ‘absorb negative impacts’ to ‘return to normal’. These words tend to 
emphasise a reactive stance to disasters. Disasters may make vulnerable systems suffer pos-
itive and negative transformations and perturbations. In this respect disasters may make 
societies ‘move on’ and ‘bounce forward’. These can occur as high-magnitude disasters (as 
‘one-off’ but increasing in regularity) as well as through a culmination of heterogeneous and 
small-scale disasters over time.12 Impacts research emphasises the physical characteristics 
of vulnerability. Hazards research accounts for human responses to risk, and sustainable or 
human development research focuses on the societal characteristics or lack of capabilities 
that make people vulnerable. For Manyena, ‘Disaster management interventions have a 
propensity to follow a paternalistic mode that can lead to the skewing of activities towards 
supply rather than demand’ given that resilience is also ‘a strategy to mitigate future disas-
ters’.13 For Manyena there is also the danger of ‘circular reasoning’ in assuming that ‘a system 
is vulnerable’ because ‘it is not resilient’ and that ‘it is not resilient’ because ‘it is vulnerable’.14 
Moreover, the terms ‘resilience’ and ‘vulnerability’ are often a-historically seen as ‘opposite 
sides of the same coin’. The UN’s 2005 Hyogo Declaration (which Nepal signed up to) defined 
resilience as:

The capacity of a system, community or society potentially exposed to hazards to adapt, by 
resisting or changing in order to reach and maintain an acceptable level of functioning and 
structure This is determined by the degree to which the social system is capable of organising 
itself to increase this capacity for learning from past disasters for better future protection and 
to improve risk reduction measures.15

DRR is the practice of reducing disaster risks through systematic efforts to analyse and man-
age the causal factors of disasters and risks. These attempts include reducing exposure, 
lessening the vulnerability of people and property, and, improving preparedness.16 Resilience 
implies a managed impact reduction (but not avoidance or the elimination of risks). This is 
because emphasis is placed on the gaining of immunity. Gaining immunity is a constant 
process of building resilience capabilities (and capacities ‘to be’ resilient). Disaster risk adap-
tation is the process of societal adjustment that enables the recognition and exploitation of 
incremental opportunities to build resilience from managed exposure to known risks and 
pre-emption of unknown risks.17 For Manyena, ‘the separation of people from “structures”’ 
that is assumed in these strategic approaches is ‘rather simplistic’.18 This is because, while 
human beings ‘should be at the centre of any resilience programme’, they do not ‘live in a 
vacuum’ and are ‘part of systems that impact on losses and the locality’s ability to deal with 
them’. The Hyogo Framework was endorsed by member states of the UN in 2005 and placed 
resilience in a ‘zero-sum’ relationship with vulnerability, stating:

increasing vulnerabilities related to changing demographic, technological and socio-economic 
conditions, unplanned urbanization, development within high-risk zones, under-development, 
environmental degradation, climate variability, climate change, geological hazards, competition 
for scarce resources, and the impact of epidemics such as HIV/aIDs, points to a future where 
disasters could increasingly threaten the world’s economy, and its population and the sustainable 
development of developing countries.19

The five Hyogo priorities have been to:

(1)  Build institutional capacity and ensure that disaster risk reduction is a national and 
local priority with a strong institutional basis for implementation.

(2)  Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks through early-warning.
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(3)  Build understanding and awareness through knowledge, innovation and education 
so as to build a culture of safety and resilience at all levels.

(4)  Reduce risk and reduce the underlying risk factors through land-use planning, envi-
ronmental, social and economic measures.

(5)  act through strengthening disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels.

Critical assessments of state-led resilience

This section provides an initial template for critically assessing resilience issues to allow for 
the connecting of themes in the government documents. Critical assessments of state-led 
resilience are diverse but tend to revolve around the politics of state intervention, identifying 
the ‘real’ causes of vulnerability and risk, and regarding the content and nature of identity 
and agency. First, there is the so-called ‘post-liberal’ debate. This is typically an ‘anglo-saxon’ 
debate on determining to what extent the liberal states’ domestic social protection contract 
(and liberal internationalist trade-offs between intervention and sovereignty) are superseded 
by policies instead aimed at providing personal and community ‘autonomy’ and responsi-
bility rather than reliance. on the other hand, there is the view that the ‘supply-side’ agendas 
of resilience (opportunity and self-reliant capabilities) represent the reinforcing of the neo-
liberal austerity state,20 as ‘mean, lean and fit’ for responding to known (and known/unknown) 
risks.21 Yet, for Brassett and Vaughan-Williams, technical homogeneity disaster resilience 
strategies should not be regarded as reducible to a singular logic nor to a quasi-monolithic 
neoliberal governmental structure.22 otherwise, they argue, critical approaches to neoliberal 
practices will paradoxically reinforce the neoliberal meta-narrative.

secondly, government-centred DRR literature often depicts disaster ‘as an ever-present 
hazard, a permanent state of uncertainty that is an inherent part of social life’ so that ‘the 
only thing left to do is nurture cultural awareness of this condition of risk exposure among 
the population’ so that ‘people will be prepared to respond’.23 Therefore the state is both 
able to designate who ‘the people’ are through boundary demarcations and identity narra-
tives, as well as determining the threshold of what counts as acceptable risk exposure for 
minimal resilience. This means that state securitisation practices can also be used to suspend 
‘normal service’ (rights and elections) in order to defend ‘normal service’ as a constant process 
of learning and generating immunity from designated present known and future unknown 
risks.

Third, DRR is founded on the notion of active agency and citizenship. This is shown by 
the strategic importance granted by the state to ‘civil society’ and ‘capacity building’. Yet the 
active citizen as a resilient subject can be seen as a result of state-led biopolitical interven-
tions and practices of governance and control in identity constructions.24 In this respect 
resilient subjects consciously and unconsciously paradoxically replicate state power through 
their agency. Well-intentioned NGos often provide constant reminders to communities of 
the need to pre-empt risks through daily drills, education and curriculum changes. These 
normalisation practices can create a particular form of dependency of and on the state as a 
culture of resilience encompasses and controls other aspects of political life.

Fourth, DRR, DRM and disaster resilience distinguish between scientific modern knowl-
edge and traditional knowledge (or inter-generational and community-based ‘disaster-mem-
ory’). The UN’s current concern is that traditional ‘disaster risk’ knowledge is being lost in 
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middle income countries as a result of development and urbanisation. The current UN 
emphasis on urgency and agency has had to distinguish ‘legitimate’ market-based agency 
development from unplanned or non-market based development that is said to add to 
excess vulnerabilities (and therefore reduce resilience). The goal is to make ‘communities 
aware of the risks and hazards they may encounter’ so that they may ‘protect themselves’.25 
The assumption is that data themselves now provide a particular logic; that ‘the solution’ 
exists as long as it is possible to ‘mine data’.26 as a result of designating ‘traditional knowledge’ 
and/or ‘resilient’ knowledge, the state is able to tap into relevant knowledge which is, in 
effect, ‘privatised’.

Fifth, state-led resilience strategy designates and disaggregates communities on the basis 
of their vulnerabilities, thus producing selected criteria of what counts as diversity. Yet diver-
sity can also be a manifestation of (or a result of ) hierarchical and structural inequalities. 
Diversity is often seen by the state as a key to effective resilience strategy. This is because 
homogenisation of norms and values ‘can lead to a situation where the network members 
all think in the same way and may believe they are doing well while they are actually heading 
towards unsustainable pathways’.27 It was stated at sendai 2015 that:

Disaster risk reduction requires an all-of-society engagement and partnership. It also requires 
empowerment and inclusive, accessible and non discriminatory participation, paying special 
attention to people disproportionately affected by disasters, especially the poorest. a gender, 
age, disability and cultural perspective should be integrated in all policies and practices, and 
women and youth leadership should be promoted. In this context, special attention should be 
paid to the improvement of organized voluntary work of citizens.28

sixth, as Benadusi notes, government attention often ‘focuses on how to incorporate these 
knowledge packets into DRR’ in order to grant more respect to ‘cultural differences’ within 
the population and specific target groups.29 In so doing, ‘not only are deterministic aspects 
of cultures emphasized, but there is also a risk that intra- and transcultural power disparities 
will be overlooked and thus implicitly reproduced’. as Benadusi also points out, ‘policy fails 
to take into account the process of continuous knowledge updating made possible by social 
media and new generation technologies in even the most disadvantaged settings; or the 
strategic (and sometimes transformative) way that vulnerable groups come to use technical 
language and expertise as a result of their exposure to aid regimes’. Thus:

Community participation in planning, the determined use of local and community knowledge 
and capacities, and the decentralization of decision-making, supported by and in synergy with 
national and international policies and actions, are critical for disaster risk reduction (high con-
fidence). The use of local level risk and context analysis methodologies, inspired by disaster risk 
management and now strongly accepted by many civil society and government agencies in 
work on adaptation at the local levels, would foster greater integration between, and greater 
effectiveness of, both adaptation to climate change and disaster risk management.30

Finally, differences identified within and between communities are narrated as ‘objective’ 
and as ‘scientific’ dis-aggregations. The state-led narrative of difference also focuses on iden-
tifying the different ‘impacts’ on (and of ) communities. These technical differences are based 
on officially selected criteria such as income, gender, age, race, ethnicity, migratory status, 
disability and geographic location.31 This approach can mean that historically specific (and 
concrete) economic, social and political inequalities are obscured through a state-led defi-
nition of concrete data.32Therefore, a myriad of state and non-state narratives of the abstract 
and the concrete, and as to what diversity actually means and consists of, begin to emerge. 
While the sendai 2015 report stated the need to ‘take urgent steps to improve the quality, 
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coverage and availability of disaggregated data’,33 Benadusi has noted that actors can also 
strategically:

choose their individual and collective strategies by selecting – from a broad semantic field – 
the shades of meaning best suited to the social positionings available in the post-catastrophe 
political arena. In making these choices, they draw from the definitions close to the technical 
language of the aid workers as well as from the local semantic heritage, which also helps shape 
their scenario of agency.34

one example of this form of critical agency and reflection (rather than the top-down and 
officially defined agency) regards the issue of generating water resilience.35 This issue has 
been identified by the UN as primary for the sustainable Development Goals (sDGs).36 Water 
also has implications within the climate change context, with emphasis on local and com-
munity management and diversity.37 Benadusi also argues that state-led resilience strategy 
can also legitimate existing forms of political and economic exploitation because such pro-
cesses can be designated as producing resilience.38 as further noted, terms and practices 
understood as resilience and vulnerability have often been placed together in a zero-sum 
and a-historical interrelationship.39 This means that state-led designations can construct 
resilient people as possessing ‘hidden abilities, competences and capacities’. Yet individuals 
and communities can also use (and resist) state-led designations of resilience and associated 
identities.40 Data-driven technical approaches to resilience can also obscure historically spe-
cific inequalities and power dynamics justified through elite-led nationalist narratives of ‘our 
resilient people’.

The new 2015 constitution in Nepal

as recently noted:
In post-conflict Nepal, one anchor for mobilization has been the demand for identity-based fed-
eralism – in other words, explicit territorial recognition of ethnic difference at the constitutional 
level. another has been the demand for affirmative action – a set of policies to address socio-eco-
nomic inequality through what has often been called ‘special rights’. These two demands are 
often conflated within political discourse, with arguments for affirmative action embedded in 
those for identity-based federalism, as if special rights are inherently linked to territorial recog-
nition through the model of self-determination.41

according to the government, the new Constitution has reportedly reduced historical exclu-
sions and various types of marginalisation in Nepal by breaking up ethnically defined terri-
tories and creating an official diversity to achieve ‘genuine’ national unity and equal 
(non-ethnic) resource distribution access. The new Constitution purportedly allows for a 
greater representation of empowered marginalised groups in government institutions. a 
key issue currently in Nepal is with determining how far the state should recognise different 
cultural and ethnic groups and how this recognition is to be managed by the federal gov-
ernment territorially and institutionally.42 This is, in effect, the balancing of providing ‘too 
much territorial autonomy’ (secession potential) or too little (radicalising secession 
demands).43 There are also the contests between government and anti-government groups 
over determining the definition of autonomy and self-determination. For the government 
this is the balancing of multi-ethnic and group rights with secular democracy and individual 
citizenship.44 These issues affect and are affected by wider questions of natural resource 
access.45 Figure 1 shows the new federal regions of Nepal following the 2015 Constitution.
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Figure 1. New federal districts of the 2015 constitution. Source: Himalayan Times, august 9, 2015. http://
thehimalayantimes.com/kathmandu/parties-agree-on-six-pradesh-model-with-boundaries/.

Figure 2. Model showing location scenario of pre-2015 ethnic groups in designated geographical areas.

Figure 3. Model showing location scenario of ethnic groups following the 2015 boundary changes and 
designated geographical areas.
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During the authoritarian Panchiyat (1962–90) period, the ethnic question had been seen 
as being politically subversive of the regime.46 The regime had argued that Nepal’s unique 
multi-ethnicity had always been the founding essence of the state. Therefore contestation 
of the regime from ethnic groups was seen as ‘artificial’ and divisive of national unity and 
national security. The authoritarian government placed economic and political inequalities 
into identity-driven narratives of diversity and national unity, and mobilised marginalised 
Janajatis and dalits to challenge high caste Parbatiya.47 Leftists (and Buddhists) argued for 
a national language as a form of resistance to both high caste Hindus and the nationalism 
of the authoritarian state. The post-cold war new constitution in November 1990 emphasised 
the marginalised groups (rather than ethnic groups) and the focus was more on issues of 
the governing balance of institutional powers within the state apparatus. In 1990 there was 
also a description of the country as multi-ethnic but central government funding was not 
provided to the ethnic communities and the country was still defined as a Hindu Kingdom. 
From 1993 to 2003 (the decade of the UN awareness of indigenous people) ethnic groups 
mobilised, as more openness was experienced, to discuss ethnic issues. However, during 
the civil war period (1996–06) Maoists used ethnicity to mobilise ethnic groups to assist in 
pushing through their demands for autonomous cells and sub-regional self-determination. 
The ethnic issue emerged in the post-conflict era as a result of both disillusionment with 
the political process and greater mobilisation awareness of such issues globally.

often ethnic groups from specific territorial and geographical sites are placed under the 
rubric of collective heterogeneity ‘separate’ from the assimilated (and homogeneous) Nepal 
Kingdom Hindu state. This has led to various demands for ‘Indigenous nationality’ (janajati). 
Yet further questions raised have concerned whether ‘indigenous nationality’ should be seen 
as a ‘sum of the multi-ethnic parts’ or as a form of alternative/grassroots and democratic 
‘indigenous’ national identity separate from specific ethnic communities. Many ethnic com-
munities (and community elites) have replicated the hierarchical traits of the Hindu caste 
system to maintain leverage in their communities. There is recognition that inter-community 
equality bestowed by the state may enable intra-community inequality. In this respect com-
munity leaders may potentially lose leverage in a re-demarcating of regional boundaries, 
which would also provide greater direct access to central government for marginalised 
groups in the communities. The government had stated in 2007 that:

only when the diversity of the country is properly reflected in the state structure and people 
are able to live with equality and dignity can it be said that the dividends of state restructuring 
have reached their primary beneficiaries. one of the major weaknesses of the centralised and 
unitary structure is its exclusionary character. In Nepal’s centralised state, the state structure was 
monopolised by elites from only a few groups. accordingly, one of the major components of 
state restructuring is social inclusion. social inclusion can bring the benefits of state restructuring 
deep down to the grassroots level. (article 138 [1], Interim Constitution 2007)

In 2008 the Constituent assembly (Ca) formed a 43-member thematic ‘Committee for state 
Restructuring and the Distribution of state Power’ (CsRDsP). The CsRDsP’s mandate was to 
submit a proposal on a federal structure, including principles for determining federal units, 
their inter-relationships, and mechanisms to settle any dispute that might arise. In January 
2010 the CsRDsP proposed 14 (rather than six) provinces, and suggested that autonomous 
regions, special zones and protected areas should be established to promote and protect 
ethnic minorities. The CsRDsP adopted ethnic identity as primary factor for constituting 
territorial federal units. Large ethnic groups stated that political power in a genuine 
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democracy would be best served through an ethnic identity-based ‘majoritarianism’ within 
new territorial federal spaces. The CsRDsP proposed the setting up of geographically auton-
omous regions for the smaller ethnic minorities. other advocates of identity-based federalism 
argued that there should also be prime rights accorded to indigenous and local peoples 
over natural resources, ie jal (water access), jamin (land) and jungle (forest). This geographical 
approach to autonomy clearly has DRR and disaster resilience implications. The 2015 
Constitution states that:

all citizens shall be entitled for the equal protection of the laws. In the application of general 
laws there shall be no discrimination against any citizen on grounds of religion, sex, race, caste 
or tribe. In respect of appointments to the government services there shall be no discrimina-
tion against any citizen on grounds only of religion, race, caste or tribe, and there shall be no 
discrimination also on the grounds of sex in respect of appointments to the government service 
that are open to both male and female. No person shall disseminate hatred, contempt or create 
enmity between people belonging to different areas, or between different classes of people, 
castes and tribes of the Kingdom of Nepal.48

The 2015 Constitution also states that ‘every citizen, having regard to the current traditions, 
may practice and profess his own religion as handed down from the ancient times provided 
that no person shall be entitled to change of his religion’.49 Under the new Constitution, 
Nepal is officially defined as a ‘single, indivisible nation’ but the Constitution acknowledges 
that the Nepalese people have what it terms multi-ethnic, multilingual, multi-religious and 
multicultural characteristics. This is the emergence of an underlying and qualitatively new 
Nepali subject/citizen transitioning from conflict and ethnic contests to represent a form of 
national identity.

Critical assessments of the constitution

First, the re-demarcating or gerrymandering of federal boundaries is interpreted as a delib-
erate division (divide and rule) of politicised ethnic nationalism and homogeneity, and there-
fore of genuine Nepali multi-ethnicity. However, one prevailing view is that it would still be 
practically impossible to set up territorial homelands with ethnic homogeneity ‘inside’. one 
response to this issue has been to begin to reduce the size of the regions to make these 
multi-spaces more ethnically homogeneous. However, this would potentially still leave many 
communities separated from their ethnic group and located outside the smaller territorial 
homeland. This might further create the conditions for potential conflict with regard to the 
claiming back (or expanding boundaries) of ethnically defined territory (Figure 2). This could 
potentially fuel greater chances of civil unrest and the need for central state intervention. 
This has implications for generating vulnerabilities and for DRM. second, the federal equality 
bestowed to each of the six new federal regions does not necessarily resolve majority–minor-
ity relationships (often understood as superior–inferior) within the federal regions. Thus, one 
view is that the Constitution merely ensures the dominance of the traditional political elites 
or the upper caste people of the hills and consequently dilutes the principles of affirmative 
action and reservation.50 Yet the government claims that the new Constitution allows for 
more technical control over effective development-driven natural resource access, such as 
the sharing of hydroelectric power projects and energy-grid distribution. For the government 
these projects both reduce vulnerabilities and help connect and integrate energy access 
and aid irrigation issues for upstream and downstream designated communities.51 Third, an 
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emphasis on non-ethnically defined minorities and categorising those differences which do 
not conform to the prioritising of ethnic identity (which now becomes one form of identity 
among many others) is a strategy that depoliticises ethnicity as a mobilising political form 
and, in effect, ‘dilutes’ the leverage of political mobilisation around the concept of 
ethnicity.

Disaster resilience in Nepal

The National DRM strategy states:
safeguarding lives, livelihoods and assets of communities by promoting disaster-resilience; 
developing appropriate institutional, policy and legislative mechanisms for holistic disaster risk 
management at all levels, with involvement of all-stakeholder approach is essential for achieving 
the national goal of sustainable development and poverty reduction…being accountable to the 
communities at risk and communities impacted by disaster, and being sensitive to such values as 
social equity, justice and inclusion, gender- and ethnicity-equality, and putting especial efforts 
in case of marginalized communities, dalits, deprived and physically handicapped.52

Following the april 2015 earthquake in Nepal, Western media focused on the resilient ‘Gurkha 
spirit’ through a variety of neo-colonial narratives.53 at the same time others have seen the 
post-earthquake period as an opportunity for wider political change and resilience to bounce 
forward,54 given that Nepal had near-completed many of its MDG targets.55 However, disaster 
risk management has often been historically separated from development issues. as else-
where, there were allegations that certain ethnic groups were not receiving adequate 
post-crisis humanitarian assistance.56 according to amnesty International there were ‘reports 
of discrimination in the distribution of relief, including on the basis of caste and gender, as 
well as political favouritism and patronage without regard to actual need’.57 The 2009 doc-
ument stated:

there is a need for a qualitative change in the national structure for disaster risk management that 
could proactively enhance the DRR capabilities of the country and prepare for effective response. 
The national institutional mechanism need[s] to be able to trigger and support the process of 
DRR, decentralize the responsibility, involve and engage all stakeholders and coordinate the 
actions nationally at all levels – from the community to the level of the national government. at 
the same time, the new structure should have the authority as well as the capacity to integrate 
DRR into the national governance and development efforts and force/facilitate program-level 
synergy and coordination.58

The emphasis here is on accessing and constructing an emerging qualitative ‘newness’. a 
large proportion of disasters in Nepal are small‐scale disasters, and yet can also be extensive 
disasters as identified by the United Nations office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNIsDR, sic) 
and the Global assessment Report on DRR.59 This report has been published every two years, 
beginning in 2009. In low- and middle-income countries, accumulated losses from small-
scale, frequent and localised disaster events can often approach the magnitude of one-off 
major disasters. such losses include declines in social welfare, economic growth and eco-
systems. However, a strategy to make local losses and vulnerabilities more visible to attract 
DRR interest may also discourage investment for development. GaR 2009 provided evidence 
that disaster risk is disproportionately concentrated in those lower-income countries with 
weak governance. GaR 2011 analysed the political and economic imperatives (and con-
straints) for increased public investment in DRR. GaR 2013 also explored the nexus between 
private investment and disaster risk. GaR 2015 was launched in March 2015 and focused on 
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how to make development more sustainable by integrating DRR and DRM.60 according to 
the 2013–15 self‐assessment submitted by the Nepali government to the UNIsDR, local 
authorities are to allocate 5% of all local budgets for DRR related activities. It was stated that:

The National strategy for Disaster Risk Management is a commitment of the Government of 
Nepal to reflect the paradigm shift towards Protection as part of the fulfillment of the basic 
right of the people. It also expresses the desire of the people and government of Nepal to 
reduce disaster risks to an acceptable level for safeguarding their lives, properties, development 
investments, cultural heritage as well as to mitigate the adverse impact to the environment from 
natural hazards thereby contributing to the aspirations of alleviating poverty and improving 
the quality of life of all Nepalese.61

The Nepal Risk Reduction Consortium (NRRC) brings together humanitarian and develop-
ment partners with financial institutions and the government. The National strategy for 
Disaster Risk Management in Nepal (NsDRMN) aims to mainstream DRR into the poverty 
alleviation agenda. specific geographical vulnerabilities that are now all located in the three 
designated zones within the new Constitutional federal boundaries mean that:

seismic zoning map of Nepal, which depicts the primary [shaking hazard], divides the country 
into three zones elongated in northwest–southeast direction; the middle part of the country 
is slightly higher than the northern and the southern parts. The flat plains of Tarai in the south 
of the country show the highest level of susceptibility to liquefaction. The middle hills and the 
higher mountains are highly susceptible to landslides including earthquake-induced ones. The 
middle hills and the high mountains are typically also susceptible to the phenomena of debris 
flow, including those due to landslide damming, cloudbursts and the resulting debris slides 
and flows, excessive erosion on the hill slopes, and rock falls. The flat plains of the Tarai face 
sheet flood, and the problem is exacerbated by huge deposition of debris in the riverbed and 
by construction of embankments across the river flows, especially just across the international 
border with India.62

as mentioned in the introduction, there are themes that can be located in DRR strategy and 
the new Constitution.

Decentralisation and DRM

The government notes that:
emphasis has been placed increasingly on community based approaches to the construction of 
resilience (which can enhance community coping strategies, build on existing local knowledge, 
and enable communities to make appropriate choices within the context of their environments) 
and pre-emptive approaches that focus on the root causes of vulnerability rather than on iso-
lated disaster events.63

The national government is the ultimate agency responsible for implementing the strategy; 
‘the latter envisages decentralization of authority as well as responsibilities’. Village 
Development Committee (VDC) institutional frameworks are seen as ‘the frontline institution’ 
to manage disaster risks. elected representatives from village and ward levels form these 
bodies. The DRM Mission uses the terms ‘Centralized Policy, decentralized implementation’.64 
However, meeting DRR targets through decentralisation can increase burdens on local com-
munities with limited resources, as well as disaggregate (or dissolve) responsibility from the 
national government under the rubric of democratic accountability. such concerns are now 
increasingly a part of a wider critical assessment of global institutions,65 as self-defined 
technical targets and parameters become ‘silo-ed’.66 The Nepali government has stated that 
‘governance at the central level’ was ‘undoubtedly weakened’ by ‘political conflict’ but ‘a 
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strong commitment to a decentralisation agenda has been maintained’.67 In Nepal local DRR 
capacity building has now reached over 635 VDCs and municipalities. National and district 
level land-use mappings have also been completed by the government. The government 
has established a National emergency operation Centre (NeoC) in Kathmandu and 
emergency operation Centres (eoC) in all new six federal regions as of august 2015 (Figures 
1 and 2). Five eoCs in municipalities have been created. a resilient communication system 
has been developed through the eoCs, and standard operation Procedures (soP) for 
National and district eoCs have been finalised, with simulation exercises conducted in 16 
districts to test the soP and coordination mechanisms. The proposed institutional structure 
also seeks to introduce a qualitative change in the national structure that is capable of pro-
actively enhancing DRR capabilities and preparedness for effective response. This is a wider 
UN mission.68 There are efforts to decentralise through:

open avenues for the involvement and engagement of all stakeholders and coordinat[ion of ] 
DRM actions nationally at all levels – from the community level to that of the district and central 
governments. The new structure is expected to enhance the authority of the nodal agency and, 
at the same time, ensure its capacity to integrate DRR into the national governance and develop-
ment programmes to force/facilitate programme level coordination and synergy development. 
The regional realities and the need to establish regional/sub-regional cooperation and coordi-
nation have also been considered while formulating the proposed institutional mechanism.69

DRR is following the new Constitution arrangement with a focus on decentralisation that is 
being promoted as effective in establishing disaster resilience. However, decentralisation 
also has implications for issues of responsibility.

Politicising vulnerability, diversity and identity

DRR and DRM allow the government to categorise groups in terms of their disaster risk 
vulnerability. It also means the placing of particular forms of identity into state-led desig-
nations based on territorial location and designated risky behaviours.70 The disaggregating 
of individuals and communities into a technical plurality of different contents, types and 
forms of identity can be seen as a depoliticising strategy. For instance, emphasis on non-eth-
nic boundaries may potentially make ethnicity a specific form of identity but now one among 
many others. In this respect contestations might further occur as to (and over) the form and 
content of identity itself. Individuals are not only vulnerable to risks but are also state-des-
ignated and defined as vulnerable. In this respect vulnerability itself becomes designated as 
a result of obstacles which can be overcome by state intervention capacities, such as market 
bottlenecks, lack of agency or ‘political will’, or having proper ‘early-warning’ knowledge and 
information. For instance, the government has argued that the community choice to develop 
settlements and public services in designated hazardous areas clearly results in vulnerabil-
ities. Yet these vulnerabilities are seen to be the result of ‘bad choices’ or the lack of ‘proper’ 
land-use assessment rather than on issues of land privatisation or other inequalities. The 
government presents a particular narrative of responsibility, impact and intervention on the 
causes of vulnerability:

The escalation of the political conflict and the resulting internal displacement of population 
over the last decade have increased vulnerability and risk due to issues of security, population 
migration/displacement with deterioration of livelihood opportunities, restricted access and 
poor information flow. Though traditional modes of response may have been relevant in urban 
areas, the conflict has greatly inhibited capacities in search and rescue and relief works in the 
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rural hinterlands. It has also been observed that a discernible proportion of internal displacement 
occurred due to the dual exposure and risk of living in fragile areas prone to natural disasters 
and the conflict though with varying levels of impact. This intersection of natural hazards and 
human-made vulnerability gave rise to the potential threat of a humanitarian crisis.71

a distinction is made between ‘human made vulnerability’ and ‘natural hazards’. This is put 
forward by the government as being a key factor behind current vulnerabilities, so that the 
issue of the ‘roots’ or causes of vulnerabilities is being carefully calibrated. as the critical 
literature on resilience notes above, this is potentially a further way for the state-led man-
aging of territory and defining diversity in specific and yet wide-enough categories to allow 
for a redesigning, depoliticising and disaggregating of ‘the social’ through technical narra-
tives. Thus:

Nepal is undergoing a rapid process of unprecedented political and social transformation. In 
this process, new value systems are being committed in all walks of national life. Principles such 
as protection of human rights, social inclusion, equality of all Nepalese irrespective of caste, 
creed, ethnicity, gender, decentralization of governance and devolution of authority, special 
consideration and provision of opportunities to the marginalized and handicapped segment 
of the societies such as dalits, active discouragement of ‘elite capture’ etc are being accepted 
as action agenda.72

The issue of transformation and of ‘new value systems’ indicates a government emphasis on 
both reinventing the nation beyond ethnic community politics and on the reducing of the 
significance of pre-Constitutional diversity narratives. The government also claims that this 
is engendering a new national identity. However, an alternative view would be that the 
government is in effect marginalising the ongoing politicised issues of contested identity 
politics. That is, the government recognises the need for a narrative on ‘diversity’ and inclu-
sivity but not a form of diversity that can engender challenges to the Constitution. In line 
with Benadusi’s point, cultural roles and gender roles are often placed as stereotypes in DRR 
and DRM. It is often assumed that minority groups are victims and ‘passive’ and yet, as a 
result of this, the most likely to be resilient. DRR and DRM merely fix these stereotypes. In 
this respect a focus on tapping into and a strengthening of resilience (even a learning or 
taking of resilience knowledge from these groups) occurs, rather than making a challenge 
to such stereotyping or underlying inequalities. The 2009 National strategy notes that ‘girls/
women of all sections of the community, and other minority groups, dalits etc must be able 
to know what to do, when to do and how to do depending on the kind of disaster’ and that 
there must be ‘clarity and confidence in them to exercise required knowledge and power’. 
Moreover it states that ‘Women of various categories – young, single, married, widow, dif-
ferent ethnic groups, handicapped, sick etc must be identified and programs are, therefore, 
targeted accordingly’. Focusing on minorities (not ethnically defined) and the ‘most margin-
alised’ also enables what, as mentioned earlier, Manyena terms a state-led ‘paternal’ or 
Foucauldian ‘take care of the self’ state-led resilience strategy. For instance, the government 
states that ‘often marginalized groups of community as well as girls and women are the most 
vulnerable groups when a disaster takes place. The weak bargaining power at home and 
community reflects in their decision making to manage disasters. The reproduction functions 
of the female gender and the social divisions of power result in widening gaps within gender/
groups’.
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DRR and territory

The new Constitutional federal regions officially include three designated types of ‘official’ 
geographies and morphologies (mountain, hilly and plain). as a result, the new territorial 
regions have broken up the previous ethnically defined boundaries and links between geog-
raphy, particular disaster risks and associated cultures with regard to coping with disaster 
risks. Having the three designated types of geographies within each of the new federal 
regions now means each of the regions is technically ‘equal’ in encountering specific disasters 
and risks (Figures 1 and 3).73 significantly, this also means that certain ethnic constituents 
will now be legally, politically and spatially grouped together but with some groups not 
having the previous experience or disaster knowledge of particular geographical risks. For 
the government such a distributing of risk and resources is a shift to genuine national unity. 
However, this also might be seen to be creating a particular form of dependence on state-led 
external resources (such as resilience knowledge) within the legally defined territorial bound-
aries. There have been responses so, for instance, the Tarai-based groups now want to keep 
stretches of the plains ‘as theirs’ and some Janajati groups want to keep their areas intact 
and separate from the plains- and hill-based communities and the associated cultures. such 
groups are now in legally defined territories which are now subject to government resources 
and interventions of which such groups have not previously had experience because they 
originally came from geographical areas without previous exposure to particular disaster 
types, forms and responses.

These practices are potentially allowing for greater surveillance and micro-management 
as a form of intervention by the government through the collecting of data and information 
in the local communities. These include data on building quality, health and safety, education 
and evacuation procedures. Re-designating regional territories opens the way for further 
intervention and new data collections on the initial assessing of who are both ‘vulnerable’ 
and ‘at risk or risky’ citizens. This is related to location, beliefs or behaviour. In this respect 
DRR also becomes a panacea to explain previous policy failures or gaps. Re-demarcating 
territorial zones is also a potential way to justify specific and relatively cost-effective DRR 
financing and a reallocation of funds, rather than to push through (and finance) broader 
economic reforms. Thus, with an emphasis on protecting ‘life’, the state can claim ownership 
and protection of human rights is being achieved through preparation for disaster risk 
through resilience and state sanctioned ‘states of exception’. The national plan emphasises 
intervention and sub-regional and territorial monitoring by recognising:

existing lacunae such as the lack of institutional capacities at various levels, and emphasizes the 
need for systematic hazard/vulnerability mapping, enhancing public awareness and capacities 
for disaster risk assessment and building code implementation, and the need to establish proper 
institutional mechanism at the highest level for establishing a comprehensive DRM system.74

Moreover, as each geographical form such as mountain, hill or plain clearly has its own 
disaster threat and risk–resilience threshold, this allows the government to be able to main-
tain monitoring and technical management over areas of similar geographical vulnerabilities 
now spread nationally and across different federal regions. The government has secured 
what it terms 83 safe ‘open’ spaces for future emergency response for communities in 
Kathmandu Valley. These subnational territorial spaces, the government states, will in future 
act as a set of spatial hubs for future response efforts in a large‐scale emergency situation. 
The Prime Minister has been proposed to head the NCDRM as Chair, while the opposition 
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Leader in the Parliament is being proposed as the Deputy Chair. The NCDRM will allocate 
resources, and instruct the National authority for Disaster Risk Management (NaDRM) on 
the planning and implementation of DRM plans and programmes in a coherent, organised 
and coordinated manner. The NaDRM will report to NCDRM and will implement DRM plans 
and programmes at the national level. It will also coordinate district and local level DRM and 
emergency response activities and provide guidance and oversight. The NaDRM is to be the 
operational arm of the NCDRM and will act as the executive agency for the implementation 
of the NsDRMN at the national level. as also noted by the 2014 UNDP Report on Nepal, 
disaster safe territorial sites can create a web of spatial corridors that cross-cut the 
Constitutional spatial demarcations. The designated ‘safe’ zones also provide an internation-
ally sanctioned opportunity of (and for) delineating a set of ‘disaster reduction’ corridors that 
are being segregated from the ‘normalised’ territorial integrity of Nepal that is ‘outside’ the 
site of exception. Creating exclusionary zones ‘for the vulnerable’ is also the remit of the 
Nepal Red Cross society, with communities used as disaster risk ‘laboratories’.

DRR and knowledge for resilience

UNIsDR has recently focused on what it calls ‘knowledge for life’ to complement scientific 
knowledge in DRR and DRM. In this respect ‘being indigenous’ is assumed to mean having 
access to ‘natural signals and warnings’. Through DRM the notion of ‘being indigenous’ 
becomes a segregated cultural site that the state (with international support) aims to ‘pre-
serve and use’.75 For instance, the 2015 sendai Framework aimed to ensure what it regarded 
as the use of traditional, indigenous and local knowledge and practices. These could be used 
to complement scientific knowledge in disaster risk assessment. Indigenous peoples are 
said ‘to provide an important contribution to the development and implementation of plans 
and mechanisms, including for early warning’.76 This requires a particular way of ensuring 
knowledge effectiveness through national and international ‘log-booking’ of traditional 
preventive remedies and practices. UNesCo’s Local and Indigenous Knowledge systems 
Programme also works to reinforce transmission of indigenous and local knowledge at the 
local, national and global levels.77 These communities have generated a vast body of indig-
enous knowledge on disaster prevention and mitigation. For instance:

Knowing the colour of clouds that may carry hailstones enables people to run for cover while an 
awareness that prolonged drought is followed by storm, thunder and lightning during the first 
few rains enables people to prepare for a disaster. a change in birds’ cries or the onset of their 
mating period indicates a change of season. Floods can be predicted from the height of birds’ 
nests near rivers while moth numbers can predict drought. The position of the sun and the cry 
of a specific bird on trees near rivers may predict the onset of the rainy season for farming. The 
presence of certain plant species indicates a low water table.78

There is a significant use here of the term ‘wisdom’ (rather than knowledge). The UN view is 
that a ‘Cross-fertilization and blending of this indigenous knowledge with modern scientific 
knowledge would strengthen the communities’ capacity in disaster mitigation and prepar-
edness’. Detailed, systematic and intensive studies on indigenous knowledge would also, 
the UN stated, help contribute to a more comprehensive understanding and appreciation 
of ‘their’ overall contribution to better and safer living conditions for ‘the people’. such direc-
tives might be seen as reinstating the liberal colonial narratives of the ‘local-guide’. The UN 
goes on to state that: ‘This is the potential wealth of knowledge available to the world from 
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its indigenous peoples which is why this international day is a fitting tribute to those who 
can bequeath us with the wisdom and experience of the ancestors as a guide for the future. 
such knowledge for assessing risk is fundamental to saving tens of thousands of lives and 
building resilience in communities’.79 The UNIsDR has also developed a 10-point checklist.80 
Thus ‘Indigenous knowledge includes an understanding of society–nature relationships that 
have been tested by time and proven to be sustainable and successful in limiting the effects 
of hazards’.81 Further, ‘as indigenous knowledge comes from an intimate relation with the 
natural environment, communities have learned to read the signs in the sea, the rain, the 
wind, clouds, vegetation and wildlife to predict hazards.82 In its 2009 National Disaster Risk 
National strategy the Nepali government emphasised that:

Neglect of traditional wisdom and practices in construction or in the use of natural resources 
and unfamiliarity with the modern system of construction make the Nepalese very vulnerable. 
similarly, rapid losses of the social cohesion system, for example the Guthi system, make us less 
resilient to the events of natural hazards…Insufficient disaster awareness among the develop-
ment players and the communities fail to appreciate the strong correlation between hazards 
and vulnerabilities (existing and accumulating) and their interplay converting even a minor 
hazard-event into recurring disasters, which erode the hard-earned development gains and 
undermine the economic viability of communities and the affected regions.83

The 2008 Disaster Risk National strategy of Nepal noted that the ‘responsibility for DRM, in 
reality, does not lie in one institution alone, but is shared by various institutions, requiring 
support from each and every institution as well as individual citizens of the country’.84 The 
strategy foresees significant responsibilities from all stakeholders such as central and local 
government agencies and institutions, civil society (including NGos, volunteer groups and 
the CBos) as well as academia and private sector and other external development partners.85 
The Red Cross/Crescent states:

at the core are those people that are already acting consistently to make themselves and those 
around them safer and more resilient. But this core (especially enthusiastic staff and volunteers) 
can always benefit from expanding itself. Immediately outside that core are people who are 
receptive, and are thinking about acting, but need supportive information and more confidence 
in order to act. Next are those people who have heard about your efforts, and are beginning 
to think and talk about the issues. Then comes a larger group that seems resistant to acting, or 
that lacks wherewithal.86

In this respect a particular form of diversity is constructed as individuals and communities 
having ‘different’ levels of information, different access or opportunities and different aware-
ness of, as the Red Cross put it, ‘wherewithal’.

Conclusion

This paper has considered DRR, DRM and disaster resilience in Nepal. It has has been placed 
within (and has used) the expectations and explanations of the critical literature on resilience. 
This has been used to explain and identify government objectives and approaches to DRR 
in the context of the 2015 Constitution. similar themes located within DRM and DRR docu-
ments are also located within the new Constitution. These themes include political decen-
tralisation processes, territorial demarcations and disaster risk geography, community 
diversity and disaster resilience knowledge. Using the critical resilience literature the paper 
has argued that there is a tentative correlation between disaster resilience strategy and 
Constitutional themes. These themes may have further implications for assessing and 
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responding to the politicising of the site and nature of resilience in the wider context of 
low-income country development and democratisation.
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