
CITIES IN THE LESS DEVELOPED WORLD
 

'Chicago' fa district in Abidjan, Ivory Coast} is a 
slum in the bush: a checkerwork of corrugated zinc 
roofsand walls made ofcardboard and black 
plastic wrap. It is located in a gully teeming with 
coconut palms and oil palms, and is ravaged by 
flooding. Few residents have easy access to 
electricity, a sewage system, or a clean water 
supply. The crumbly red laterite earth crawls with 
foot-long lizards both inside and outside the shacks. 

In 1850, the average urban dweller was likely to be a 
factory worker in one of the new industrial cities in 
Great Britain, New England, or the Rum Valley. In a 
world that was still overwhelmingly rural, he or she 
would have recently come from the countryside, 
where opportunities had withered, to live and work 
in one of the great steam-powered mills. By 1960 
urban life was more commonplace, and the average 
urban dweller would likely be an office worker in any 
number of large or medium-sized cities spread 
throughout North America and Europe. Several ur
ban dwellers would have come from the country and 
some may have immigrated from abroad, but many 
others would have been born and raised in the city. 

Today, in contrast, the average urban dweller is 
likely to live in a third world city, one whose popula
tion is 10 times greater than it was in 1960. In this 
volume, the terms third world, less-developed 
world, and developing countries are used inter
changeably. They all refer to the same type of na
tional economy: one that has yet to fully industrialize 
and where a large portion of the population continues 
to live in poverty. Inhabitants are likely to be very 
poor, perhaps living in a jerry-rigged shanty town-

Children defecate in a stream filled with garbage 
and pigs, droning with malarial mosquitoes. In this 
stream women do the washing. Young unemployed 
men spend their time drinking beer, palm wine and 
gin while gambling on pinball games constructed 
out of rotting wood and rusty nails. These are the 
same youths who rob houses in more prosperous 
lvorian neighborhoods at night. 

-ROBERT KAPLAN, 1994. PP. 48-49 

without benefit of water, sewers, or electricity-or 
maybe in slightly better, but still impoverished, ac
commodations. Like the average urban dweller of 
150 years ago, the urbanite of today is probably also 
a migrant from the countryside, fleeing a rural exis
tence that holds no more promise. Like the urban 
dweller of 1850, today's urbanite is entering into a 
city where conditions may be charitably described as 
unhygienic, uncomfortable, and possibly dangerous. 
In fact, in many respects, the situation today in many 
third world cities is worse. But for those who decide 
to migrate, this city-squalid as it may seem to our 
eyes-offers hope and the possibility of a better life. 
So people keep coming. 

THE NEW URBAN MAJORITY 

The majority of the world's current urban dwellers 
live in third world cities. Cities in less developed 
countries have mushroomed while cities in the devel
oped world have remained largely stable, at least in 
terms of population if not in consumption of land. 
Looking back at Table 1.4, you can see that third 
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A map of world urban percentages shows that de
veloped countries, as a whole, have a far greater per
centage of their population living in cities than do less 
developed countries (Figure 15.1). In the more devel
oped countries of Europe, North America, Japan, and 
Australia, about 72 percent of the population resides 
in urban places; in the less developed countries that 
number is only about 35 percent. Several factors, 
however, complicate this picture. 

In terms of urbanization, the differences among 
less developed countries exceed differences among 
developed countries. Less developed countries dis
playa tremendous range in the percentage of urban 
residents. One reason for these differences is income. 
Figure 15.2 illustrates a strong positive relationship 
between gross domestic product (GOP) per capita 
and urban percentages. This is not surprising when 
you consider that wealthier countries usually possess 
a more dynamic economy and are more likely to un
dergo structural transformations that spur rural-to
urban migration. There are several exceptions to this 
trend, however. 

Latin American countries, for example, are 
highly urbanized. As a whole, about three-quarters 
of the population in Central and South America live 
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Figure 15.1 Global urbanization. Great variations exist among the more urbanized countries in the developed 
world and the less urbanized countries in the developingworld. The darker the shade, the higher the percentage 
of the population living in urban areas. 

---------------, 

How the Cities Have Grown 
As we have discussed in previous chapters, Europe 
and North America were the first regions to urbanize, 
primarily as a result of a shift from an agrarian to an 
industrial economy. Throughout the world, urbaniza
tion percentages roughly followed rates of economic 
development. Thus, cities in the less developed world 
(as defined by their economic development) remained 
overwhelmingly rural well into the 20th century. 

world cities now constitute 21 of the world's 26 
largest cities. Yet, you may be unfamiliar with many 
of them. They do not often make the news, unless 
they are afflicted by some vast human or natural dis
aster. They are rarely tourist destinations in their own 
right, although some are staging points en route to 
tropical resorts. They are not yet pivotal in the global 
economy, lacking stock markets, corporate head
quarters, and major banks. In fact, most third world 
cities are made up primarily of very poor people. 
Nevertheless, these cities will loom larger and larger 
as the century progresses. They will increasingly en
ter into our consciousness, both because of the many 
problems they face and also because of the promise 
they hold for humanity. 
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incities, a proportion similar to that of North Amer
ica. Uruguay and Argentina-in South America's 
more prosperous "southern cone"-have reached 
urban proportions of 90 percent. Another region 
that is more highly urbanized is North Africa and 
the Middle East; for example, Libya is about 85 
percent urban. In these areas the urban percentage 
exceeds what would be expected given income lev
els. Some analysts refer to this phenomenon as 
overurbanization-a level of urbanization exceed
ingapparent economic development. In contrast, in 
China and India a relatively small percentage of 
theirpopulation lives in cities. These countries have 
levels of urbanization that are smaller than what 
would be expected, a phenomenon known as under

. urbanization. However, with national populations 
of a billion each, both China and India have more 
people living in cities than anywhere else. At 
the other extreme from South America and the Mid
dle East are the countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
with urban proportions of only between 15 and 

.45percent, with the exception of South Africa. 

Figure 15.2 The percentage urban is 
loosely related to the GDP per capita, a 
measure of relative prosperity. (Source: 
Porter, Sheppard, 1998.) 

These different rates of urbanization notwith
standing, the less developed world is catching up 
quite rapidly to the developed world in terms of ur
banization. In 1950, fewer than one in six people in 
the third world lived in urban areas; now more than 
one in three do. And, although the population of de
veloping countries is increasing at a rapid rate, the 
population of some urban areas is increasing even 
more rapidly-at a rate approaching 5 percent a year. 
This rate far exceeds the urban growth rates in devel
oped countries, which are all under I percent (Figure 
15.3). This fast increase has led to a situation where 
today just under 50 percent of the world's population 
can be said to be urban. By 2030 the urban propor
tion will be closer to 60 percent. This change is due 
entirely to urbanization in the third world and not in 
the first world. 

It is important to distinguish between urbaniza
tion and urban growth. Urbanization refers to the 
percentage of people who live in cities and gener
ally results from a shift in population from country
side to the city. Urban growth simply refers to the 
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Figure 15.3 Urbanization rates by region. North America, 
Japan, and Europe are at the saturation stage of urbaniza
tion and so are not urbanizing much more. Other Asian 
regions and Africa, on the other hand, experienced tremen
dous urbanization during the last three decades of the 20th 
century. 

overall growth in the population that -lives in cities. 
If the national population is increasing overall, 
cities grow even without any population shift. Ur
banization on top of population growth is common 
and leads to urban populations that double every 10 
years or so. 

At the same time, the rates of urban growth are 
declining in most developed countries, partly as a 
result of overall decreases in fertility rates and partly 
because more of these societies have completed the 
urbanization process and so already contain a large 
proportion of the population in cities. From a rate of 
approximately 5.2 percent in the 1950s, urban 
growth today has declined to less than 3.4 percent. 
Although this shows a reduction in relative growth, 
it is important to keep in mind that this growth is 
taking place within a much larger urban base. In the 
1950s, most third world cities were small-all had 
fewer than 5 million residents, and all but 20 or so 
(most of them in China) had fewer than 1 million. 

Today, a smaller relative growth on top of much 
larger urban populations results in many new resi
dents every year. 

The explosion in the urban population has cre
ated a whole new set of megacities, which we de
fined in Chapter 1 as cities with metropolitan popu
lations of more than 8 million. As discussed in that 
same chapter, in the past most of these megacities 
were located in the more developed countries. To
day, they are predominantly found within the less 
developed world. In fact, some geographers have es
timated that Mexico City'S population will exceed 
35 million in 20 or so years. The fact that most of the 
world's most populous cities are located in less 
developed countries does not mean that cities in 
Europe, Japan, and North America are shrinking. In 
fact, they are not. However, they are not growing as 
rapidly as cities in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. 
At the same time, it is important to note that cities 
like New York, Tokyo, and London grew rapidly 
during earlier historical periods. There is no reason 
to think that growth rates in the new megacities will 
not likewise slow down; in fact, there is some indi
cation that this is happening now. 

Demographic Factors Involved in 
Urban Growth 
In considering why third world cities have grown so 
large in such a short period of time, we first consider 
the main demographic factors that lead directly to ur
ban population growth. In the next section, we then 
discuss the underlying reasons that cause some of 
these demographic factors, particularly migration. 
Demographic factors are tied directly to city growth 
and express this growth as a function of overall pop
ulation increase and population redistribution. Three 
demographic processes contribute to urban growth in 
less developed countries: natural increase, rural-to
urban migration, and the primate city phenomenon. 

Natural Increase Nearly all less developed 
countries are in the midst of a population explosion. 
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Overall, national populations are growing at an an
nual rate of between 1 and 4 percent. Although im
migration and emigration can affect population 
growth, they are not nearly as important a factor as 
natural increase-the gap between the number of 
births and the number of deaths. Less developed 
countriesare in the midst of a demographic transition 
dating to the latter part of the 20th century during 
which their death rates have declined rapidly while 
their birth rates have remained high. Under these 
circumstances their populations will continue to 
increase until their birth rates come down. Some 
countries,notably China, but also many of the newly 
industrialized countries of East and Southeast Asia, 
have essentially closed the gap between birth and 
death rates, whereas in countries in Africa and the 
Middle East, the gap remains enormous. High rates 
of natural increase mean that third world cities are 
growing independent of migration. 

Urbanization Curve Most third world cities are 
now at the acceleration phase of the urbanization 
curve. The urbanization curve represents an "S" 
shape moving from a rural society, where less than 
20 percent of the population lives in cities, to an ur
ban society, where more than 75 percent lives in 
cities, a phase known as urban saturation. The 
acceleration phase links these two phases and repre
sents a period of tremendous rural-to-urban migra
tion, also known as urban in-migration (not to be 
confused with international immigration). Once a so
ciety reaches urban saturation, increases in city size 
are often more a function of urban-to-urban migra
tion, in which people move from one city to another 
in search of better opportunities or amenities, than of 
rural-to-urban migration. 

The degree to which in-migration accounts for ur
ban growth must be considered alongside the overall 
rate of urban growth. Both measures vary among 
countries (Table 15.1). In Tanzania, for example, in
migrants accounted for about 85 percent of urban 
growth between 1975 and 1990, and the urban popu
lation increased nearly six-fold. In this case, both the 
degree of in-migration and the overall urbanization 
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Table 15.1	 Estimates of Net Migration's Share 
of Urban Growth, 1975-1990 

Migration 
Country Growth Rate % Share % 

Cuba 1.7 90 
Tanzania 7.0 85 
Bangladesh 5.6 78 
Tunisia 3.4 77 
Senegal 3.7 75 
South Korea 4.2 73 
Thailand 4.8 69 
Kenya 8.4 64 
Peru 3.5 62 
Indonesia 4.7 62 
Brazil 3.7 59 
Costa Rica 4.5 53 
Honduras 5.6 51 
Ecuador 4.9 50 
Philippines 3.8 50 
Iran 4.9 48 
Iraq 5.0 39 
Guatemala 3.7 34 
Panama 2.9 31 
Uruguay 0.9 23 
Colombia 4.3 21 
Sri Lanka 1.4 -7 

Source: Findley, S. 1993. "The 'Third World City," in J. Kasarda 
and A. Parnell, Eds., Third World Cities: Problems, Policies, and 
Prospects. Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications. 

rate are high. The movement of population from the 
countryside to urban areas was responsible for the 
fantastic increase in the size of Tanzania's cities. In 
contrast, neighboring Kenya's cities grew even more 
rapidly within the same time period, but the contri
bution of migration was a smaller 64 percent. Natural 
increase also played a big role in the increase in 
Kenya's cities during that time. A highly urbanized 
country like Uruguay exhibits both small contribu
tions of in-migration toward urban growth and low 
rates of urban growth in general, indicating low ur
banization increases and low natural increases. Brazil 
lies somewhere in the middle; its urban population 
doubled between 1975 and 1990. However, because 
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it has such a large population to begin with, this 
transformation helped to feed already enormous 
megacities. Sao Paulo, for example, is adding 
400,000 people a year due to natural increase and is 
also experiencing an in-migration rate of some 
600,000 people a year. These figures demonstrate 
that urban growth in the third world is affected by 
both urbanization and natural increase, but that the 
contribution of each component varies. 

One additional point to consider is the extent to 
which urban migration to cities is temporary. In 
many countries, people (often working-age men) 
move to the city to find jobs but continue to support 
a family in the village. They never expect to reside 
permanently in the city and so are termed 
circulators or temporary migrants. Circulators can 

be substantial in number, reaching 70 percent of the 
total urban population in China, Indonesia, and the 
Philippines, and they are a significant presence in 
nearly all third world cities. As a group, circulators 
are often not counted in the census, so the actual size 
of many cities is underestimated (Box 15.1). 

Primacy Living in a third world city today has 
come to mean living in a very large city of more 
than 1 million inhabitants; more than one-third of 
urban dwellers now live in such cities. (This, how
ever, is still lower than the situation in the United 
States, where about one-half of the population lives 
in metropolitan areas of more than 1 million.) Much 
of the growth of large cities or megacities relates to 
the rank-size relationship of cities, discussed in 
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Chapter 4. Intense urbanization focused on a single 
primate city provides the fuel that enables that city 
to grow into a megacity. Many third world countries 
contain a single primate city that is disproportion
ately large. A simple rule of thumb is that this city 
is significantly greater than twice the size of the 
next largest city. An example of a primate city is 
Lagos, Nigeria, which contains about 12 million 
people, 10 times more than the second largest city 
of Thadan. Similarly, Mexico City contains close to 
19 million people; Guadalajara, the next largest 
city, contains only 2.5 million. In Latin America 
overall, between 25 and 50 percent of the popula
tion of each country resides in the primate city (Box 
15.2). In the extreme case of Ecuador, half the pop
ulation resides in Quito. 

Not all third world countries, however, are built 
around primate cities. For example, both China and 
India contain several large cities but do not have a 
single primate city. Brazil contains two primate 
cities, Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. Sao Paulo is 
more populous than Rio, but both cities are much 
larger than any other Brazilian cities. In India, the 
four largest cities are primate within their respective 
macroregional spheres. 

There is more to primate cities than their popu
lation size. Primacy also indicates a disproportion
ate share of economic activity, cultural dominance, 
and political control. Primate cities tend to over
whelm their countries, becoming the only destina
tion of choice for ambitious people and acting as 
the primary fulcrum of growth and development. 
Primate cities also contain the major cultural activ
ities, from movies to publishing houses to the pre
mier universities. Moreover, many primate cities 
operate as the country's capital, with the mayor of 
the primate city being a major political force in his 
or her own right. 

Recently, countries have attempted to balance the 
growth of their primate cities with that of other cities, 
a process termed decentralization to smaller urban 
areas. One comparatively straightforward strategy is 
to move the country's capital to another city or to 
create a new city altogether. In the 1960s, for exam

ple, Brazil's capital was moved from Rio de Janeiro 
to Brasilia. Brasilia was intended as a showcase for 
Brazil's aspirations, and it was meant to siphon off 
population from the overcrowded coast to the 
sparsely populated interior. It has now become a ma
jor city in its own right, with close to 2 million peo
ple. Moreover, it has affected the relative population 
of Brazil's two main cities, as Rio has fallen further 
and further behind Sao Paulo. More recently, the 
capital of Nigeria was moved from Lagos to Abuja, 
and Pakistan's capital was moved from Karachi to 
Islamabad. Suggestions have even been made that 
Argentina's capital will be moved from Buenos Aires 
to a small city in the Patagonia region. 

The latest data indicate that for, whatever reason, 
the growth of primate cities has slowed, at least in 
comparison with smaller cities. The World Bank 
(2000) reports that in the world as a whole small 
cities (those with populations of less than 500,000) 
grew more than 4 percent each year between 1985 
and 1990. In contrast, megacities grew just over 2 
percent in that same period. As an example from an 
advanced developing country like South Korea-a 
country that is on the cusp of entering the ranks of 
the industrialized, wealthy countries-Seoul contin
ues to be a primate city with one-third of South 
Korea's urbanites and one-quarter of the total popu
lation. But Seoul's growth, which was 5 percent 
between 1970 and 1975, had dropped to less than 2 
percent between 1990 and 1995. 

Primate cities are not found only in the less devel
oped world-Vienna, London, and Paris are exam
ples of first world primate cities that once ruled large 
empires-but they are more common in the third 
world. Perhaps because third world countries have 
such high poverty rates, primate cities have come to 
be viewed in a mainly negative light. In national 
economies in which scarcity is the rule, large urban 
centers absorb a highly disproportionate share of 
limited resources. Most investment funds continue to 
be focused around the primate city. Several case 
studies demonstrate that more than half of all manu
facturing growth and foreign investment are concen
trated in and around the primate city. Moreover, 
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branch headquarters of multinational corporations and institutional support, primate cities often provide 
tend to locate there. This is not necessarily a nega the necessary agglomeration economies that concen
tive development, however. In poor countries with trate capital and highly skilled labor in one place. 
limited amounts of investment capital, skilled labor, They are often the locus of tremendous innovation, 
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and they may help propel the entire national 
economy. 

At the same time, however, massive population 
growth has created serious problems for primate 
cities. Land costs tend to be high, making it espe
cially difficult for the poor to Jjnd decent housing. 
Pollution and congestion run rampant, and crime is 
often a severe problem. 

Third world cities are growing as a result of a com
bination of natural increase, in-migration, and pri
macy. However, there is a wide range of experiences 
among these cities. For example, most African cities 
southof the Sahara are growing due to massive rural
to-urban migration. The emancipation of South 
Africa is the latest reflection of this trend as Africans 
who were once prohibited from living in cities are 
nowfree to move to those areas with the greatest em
ployment opportunities. In many Asian countries, ur
ban growth is more a function of natural increase 
than of migration. In most Latin American countries, 
bycontrast, urbanization rates are already quite high, 
and many countries have reached the phase of urban 
saturation. In Latin America, therefore, the growth of 
particular cities is more a function of urban-to-urban 
migration, with the increasing size of select cities 
largely due to urban primacy. 

ORIGINS OF TmRD WORLD URBANIZATION 

Demographic factors do not address the deeper rea
sons behind the massive urbanization that is causing 
citiesin the third world to swell. Certainly, one could 
arguethat it is now the tum for less developed coun
tries to urbanize, and as such they are merely follow
ing the path set down by Britain more than 150 years 
ago. However, British urbanization took place over a 
much longer period of time. Indeed it could be said 
that the speed of urbanization among less developed 
countries is unprecedented, and that the sizes their 
cities are now reaching exceed anything the world 
hasyet seen, particularly in light of that fact that they 
often lack the necessary jobs, shelter, and infrastruc
ture to accommodate existing residents, not to men
tionnew arrivals. 
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Theories abound concerning the causes of third 
world urbanization. These theories view the causes 
and prospects for third world urbanization ,\uite 

differently, and they have real relevance for how 
basic policies related to urbanization, including in
vestment, housingprovision, and debtrelief, are for
mulated. Although there are many specific theories, 
they can be distilled into two overarching perspec
tives: modernization and the international political 
economy. 

Modernization Perspective 
The modernization perspective derives from neoclas
sical economics, and it dominated the way we 
viewed third world cities for many decades following 
World War II. Essentially, the modernization per
spective argues that the less developed countries are, 
in fact, "developing"; that is, they are in a process of 
transition from preindustrial to industrial society. 
This transition influences all aspects of society. Pop
ulation growth can be attributed to a demographic 
transition from high rates to low rates of mortality 
and fertility. Developing societies are also in the 
midst of a capitalist transformation in which produc
tion and markets, including many labor markets, are 
opening up. This in sharp contrast to the more re
strictive labor conditions that marked many colonial 
societies. The modernization perspective also as
sumes that cultural changes might replace indige
nous values with "Western" values, including ratio
nalism, science, and a strong work ethic. Enfolded 
within this set of transitions is an economic shift 
from an agrarian economy, based on subsistence and 
primary sector activities, to an industrial economy 
based on manufacturing. 

According to the modernization perspective, such 
interlocking transitions spur the growth of cities in a 
manner that resembles earlier urban growth in 
Europe and North America. As the economy becomes 
more industrialized-as the economic emphasis 
shifts from the primary to the secondary sector
jobs and investment are increasingly located in urban 
areas. Cities, and the primate city in particular, serve 
as catalysts for further development by concentrating 
capital, infrastructure, and highly skilled labor in a 

jackiekruse
Highlight

jackiekruse
Highlight



• • 

408 CHAPTER 15 CITIES IN THE LESS DEVELOPED WORLD 

central place. It naturally follows that for a period of 
time, wide discrepancies will exist between a more 
modem, developed, westernized sector on the one 
hand and a traditional, underdeveloped sector on the 
other hand. These sectors correspond geographically 
at first with the modem sector characterizing the re
gion surrounding the primate city and the traditional 
sector characterizing much of the rest of the country. 
According to the modernization perspective, this 
dualistic structure is also transitional. In time, sec
ondary and then tertiary cities become targeted for 
investment in a kind of "trickle-down" effect. This 
process might also be described as hierarchical dif
fusion (Figure 15.4). Over time, modernization will 
diffuse to the entire country, at which point the coun
try will be developed. 

The economic disparities between rural and urban 
regions within a country are often quite marked. 
Figure 15.5 demonstrates the level of poverty in the 
1990s between rural and urban regions in selected 
countries. What is notable is that rural poverty ex
ceeds urban poverty in every single case. In countries 
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like Rwanda, Bolivia, Peru, and Papua New Guineau, 
rural poverty is more than three times greater than 
poverty in the cities. These disparities clearly moti
vate rural-to-urban migration. 

The modernization perspective further proposes' 
that initial disparities in development within a coun
try result in mass internal migration from poorer to 
wealthier regions, sparks a great deal of movement to 
a single city, and thus promotes urban primacy. As 
modernization diffuses, however, the concentration 
in one main center deflects to several other urban 
centers. In the optimistic assessment of this perspec
tive, greater wealth allows cities to catch up with the 
demands for jobs, housing, and services. 

Support for the modernization perspective comes 
primarily from the experiences of the developed 
world. However, the indications are certainly strong 
that a number of less developed countries have un
dergone the same series of transitions, at least as 
far as more objective information is concerned. For 
example, Figure 15.2 demonstrates the close associ
ation between urbanization and economic growth. 

\ 

Figure 15.4 Map of the modernization sur
face in Tanzania. This map was developed 
by geographer Peter Gould in the 1960s. He 
saw the distribution of development 
"islands" linked by transportation lines 
through underdeveloped countryside.

300Km 
I (Source: From Potter, 1990) 
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Figure 15.5 Urban and rural poverty 
for selected developing countries during 

Countries that show progress in terms of their aver
age income also are more likely to increase the pro
portion of their population that lives in cities. Like
wise, a sectoral shift can be noted as the primary 
sector share of the economy diminishes and the sec
ondary sector share increases. Other data also point 
to shifts in demographic trends; for example, average 
fertility in many countries has declined and popula
tion growth, although still apparent, has eased. 

Not all less developed countries, however, appear 
to have followed a Western model of modemization. 
For example, several countries have continued to ur
banize in the absence of any economic growth. For 
instance, the average urban population of countries in 
Africa increased by 4.7 percent annually between 
1970 and 1995, although per capita GDP decreased 
by 0.7 percent during that same period. Other, more 
subjectiveattributes may be harder to discern, includ
ing shifts in cultural, economic, and political values. 

International Political 
Economy Perspective 
The international political economy perspective 
proposes several theories to explain third world 
urbanization. The primary element these theories 

the 1990s. (Source: Potter, 1999.) 

have in common is a consensus concerning the in
adequacies of the modernization perspective. The 
main critique is that the modernization perspective 
tends to view economic development and urbaniza
tion as isolated with a particular country. It does not 
consider the links between the economic develop
ment of one country or region and the economic de
velopment of other countries. Just as the economic 
system operates as an integrated global unit-and 
has done so for more than a century-so explana
tions of urbanization need to take into account the 
interdependence of regions. In addition, the histori
cal conditions of countries vary tremendously. 
Countries have developed during different eco
nomic eras and it is impossible to equate industrial
ization and urbanization in the late 20th century 
with processes that occurred during the mid-19th 
century. 

Moreover, the internal structures of countries vary 
a great deal as well. Given the history of colonialism 
and continued neocolonialism, the failure of modern
ization theorists to take this into account constitutes 
an enormous oversight. Even among developing 
countries, there are wide variations in whether they 
were colonized, for what purpose they were colo
nized, and when they achieved independence. For 

jackiekruse
Highlight



410 CHAPTER 15 CITIES IN THE LESS DEVELOPED WORLD 

example, most American countries declared inde
pendence well before interior Sub-Saharan Africa 
was ever colonized and even before the British gov
ernment formally took over the administration of In
dia from the trading companies. 

Colonialism One theme of the international po
litical economy perspective specifically examines 
the conditions of colonization, which shaped the 
economies, the roles, and the distribution of cities. 
Most of the largest third world cities began as colo
nial capitals, including Calcutta, Bombay, Singa
pore, Lagos, Nairobi, and just about every city in 
the Americas. Some areas, chiefly in the Middle 
East, had a strong legacy of precolonial cities. In 
these areas, the colonial powers tended to occupy 
the existing cities and tum them into centers of im
perial control. In most other areas, the colonial 
powers built the bulk of the cities themselves, in a 
manner that best suited their economic and political 
needs. Likewise, the urban system was developed in 
order to serve colonial demands. This is obviously 
true in those areas where cities either did not exist 
prior to colonization or were wiped out by the colo
nizers, as occurred in Latin America. However, it 
also applies to those places, such as India, that 
enjoyed a rich urban tradition. 

The demands of the colonial economy that 
drove the establishment of cities and determined 
the roles of colonial cities were quite clear: Cities 
were the specific conduits through which European 
powers extracted raw materials from the hinter
land. Most colonial cities were established as ports 
and were more closely tied to the specific European 
power, often termed the metropole, than to the 
colony's interior. Geographer James Vance (1970) 
has created a mercantilist model, which is illus
trated in Figure 15.6, that describes how coloniza
tion operated over time. The stages of this model 
are exploration, initial extraction on the coast it
self, and the establishment of a colonial port teth
ered to the mother country. From this port, further 
settlements serve to extend the colonizers' reach 
into the interior, often along major river routes, in 
the search of more resources. The initial port, 

en 

a"\~ 
search for\l.fI 

Atlantic OCean 

Figure 15.6 Mercantile model as developed by geogra
pher James Vance. Thesefour panels represent stages in 
thedevelopment of anurbanized region. Thefirst. theex
ploration stage, entails the hunt for information and 
knowledge. The second stage. settlement coincides with 
the creation of settlement pockets near the coast and 
along river routes. The third stage, expansion broadens 
the area of settlement. By stage 4, an urban network, 
complete with central places. has been developed. 
(Source: Vance, 1970.) 
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which continues to exercise an overwhelming pre
dominance, bridges the interior of the colony with 
the colonizing power. Over time, the interior of the 
colony may begin to develop internally as market 
centers and internal transportation links help to 
create a more balanced urban system. 

Vance's model of urban development illustrates 
much of the process whereby today's third world 
cities were established during the colonial period. 
Cities were established in order to funnel materials 
to the colonizers. For example, Robert Potter and 
Sally Lloyd-Evans (1998) demonstrate this process 
with regard to Barbados. By the 19th century, the 
main city of Bridgetown had developed primarily to 
transport sugar from the island's interior plantations 
to European kitchens. Control of the sugar crop was 
based outside the island, and the profits from the 
sugar trade flowed out as well. This economic sys
tem created a highly skewed urban pattern with most 
urban growth occurring along the western coast 
(Figure 15.7). Later, several of these coastal cities 
emerged as market centers in their own right, pri
marily for products manufactured in the metropole. 
Colonial cities were almost never centers of indus
trial production, a role that they had to develop after 
independence. 

Politically, colonial cities were established as ad
ministrative centers that represented imperial power 
on colonial soil. The nature of the colonial impress 
varied depending on whether the city was new or 
had existed prior to colonization. (We discuss this in 
further detail in Chapter 16.) In any event, large, im
pressive structures were built, including the main 
government offices, business headquarters, and per
haps the colonial governor's palace (Figure 15.8). 
Likewise, European-type neighborhoods were es
tablished that generally excluded the indigenous 
population. 

The general patterns of colonialism admitted 
wide variations in local development, which we will 
discuss later in this chapter when we focus more on 
urban development within different regions. The un
derlying economic principles, however, were re
markably similar throughout the colonial world, and 
they produced an urban system that was skewed 
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Figure 15.7 Barbados did not develop evenly, as this map 
indicates. From 1871 until 1946, clearly the higher levels 
of growth have occurred on the western side of the island, 
while the eastern side lost population. Since 1946, there 
has been some growth on the eastern side, but the western 
side ofthe island remains dominant. (Source: Potter, 1985.) 

toward the West. As Stella Lowder (1986) remarks, 
"Settlements were bases from which the extraction 
of minerals, cash crops, or the railroad conveying 
them, or the ports exporting them could be overseen; 
they were promoted strictly in relation to their func
tion in expediting production or in the administra
tion enhancing it" (p. 82). In addition to the main 
port city (often the administrative capital of the 
whole colony), secondary cities in the interior were 
built up where there was a concentration of re
sources, or at the ends of railroads, or at a strategic 
fork in the river. For example, the early city of San 
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economy on producing primary materials, termed a 
commodity export economy, also does very little 
for the satellite country's stability. Rather, the satel
lite becomes wholly dependent on outside demand 
for the main export commodity (over which it has no 
control), and it is forced to import most manufac
tured products (Figure 15.9). This continued rela
tionship between a third world that produces raw 
materials and an industrialized first world does noth
ing to foster economic development in poorer coun
tries. It is what Frank termed the "development of 
underdevelopment." 

Early dependency theories were later recast in 
terms of a world system composed of core, periphery, 
and semiperiphery regions. The core refers to those 
areas of the world that control the economic capital 
essential to economic development. Core countries 
are characterized by a concentration of economic 
power, a diversified economic base, relatively high 
incomes, and greater economic, social, and political 
stability. The periphery refers to areas that are eco
nomically dependent on the core. Peripheral coun
tries are characterized by a general lack of economic 
power, an economic base that produces just a few 
commodities (commodity export economies), in
comes that are very low and very unequally distrib
uted, and enormous price fluctuations. Small changes 
in the core can produce vast changes in the periphery. 
As a consequence, core countries experience only a 
tenuous social and political stability. 

The semiperiphery is an intermediate category 
that lends a bit more sophistication to later depend
ency theory. Not every country fits neatly into the 
categories of core or periphery. Many of the coun
tries we consider "developing," for example, Brazil, 
Mexico, and India, export primarily manufactured 
products. Other countries, such as the East Asian 
"tiger economies" of South Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, 
and Hong Kong, have achieved fairly high incomes. 
Thus, many countries lie somewhere between the 
core and the periphery. The semiperiphery countries 
are striving to get out of the dependency trap, and 
their economic profiles are far more oriented toward 
manufactured products. These countries have ac
crued some indigenous economic capital, although 

Figure 15.8 Many third world cities, like this photograph 
of Lagos shows, display the impress of colonialism. Older 
colonial buildings are found in the foreground here. 
(Source: Menreju.) 

Luis Potosi in Bolivia was built next to a silver mine, 
and it reached its apex around 1600. The Indian city 
of Delhi was enhanced by its position along the 
Ganges River. In Africa, interior cities like Nairobi, 
Lusaka, and Elizabethville represented imperial 
forays into the interior. 

Economic Disparity Following national inde
pendence, colonialism was replaced by a relationship 
termed neocolonialism, in which the ex-colonial 
economy continued to provide raw materials to the 
former metropole. This relationship indicated a 
continued dependency on the former colonial power. 
According to some scholars, most notably Andre 
Gunder Frank (1969), the terms of trade between 
satellite and metropole were such that the satellite 
country continued to focus on primary products for 
export. In return they might import manufactured 
products. 

This system worked to the disadvantage of the 
satellite because manufactured products are far more 
valuable than primary products in that manufacturing 
helps to create a dynamic, balanced economy that 
generates a tremendous amount of profit. In contrast, 
the production or extraction of primary materials 
might enrich the few families who own the land or 
the mine, but it leaves most of the population in 
abject poverty. The continued concentration of an 
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• Manufacturing Exporters 

*: Big-Five Economies of the South 

III Primary Sector Commodity Exporters 

Figure 15.9 Some countries in the developing world have industrialized and export manufactured goods. 
Among these countries are Mexico, Brazil, India, and China. Other countries continue to export primary sector 
products-agricultural items, forestry goods, and minerals. 

many have accumulated deep external debts in their 
desire to develop. Compared to peripheral countries, 
they are characterized more by medium incomes, 
and they have a more developed middle class. Some, 
but not all semiperipheral countries have employed 
measures, such as steep import taxes and onerous 
quotas, to protect their native industries. In contrast, 
core countries are too powerful and peripheral coun
tries too dependent to resort to these measures, at 
least not to the same degree, although protectionist 
impulses are found everywhere. 

The processes of colonialism and dependency that 
we have just discussed clearly have had an impact on 
the development of cities. In a country with a purely 
peripheral economy based on the export of raw ma
terials, cities develop unevenly. Beginning with the 
main port city, the urban system operates as a series 
of conduits through which to funnel goods from the 
interior to the world market. Within the primate city 

live the country's elite, or national bourgeoisie. Un
der the constraints of a global economic system, na
tional elites (always a minuscule proportion of the 
population) control the national economy and focus 
it around their own interests. Over time, secondary 
cities emerge with their own "regional" bourgeoisie 
who exercise considerable regional influence. In this 
situation, formerly colonial cities continue their role 
as economic links between the former colony and 
the former colonizer, and they function in much the 
same way as they did prior to independence. In the 
early stages of independence, Europeans continue to 
live within their restricted settlements and to manage 
many aspects of the neocolonial economy. Later, na
tive elites are able to gain control over a larger share 
of the nation's resources. The socioeconomic dispar
ities do not alter that much, however, because a tiny 
group of wealthy elite holds economic sway over an 
impoverished majority. 
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With time, political pressure and the desire for 
greater economic autonomy alter many of the starker 
neocolonial arrangements. Although several less de
veloped countries continue to be disproportionately 
involved in primary products and although the urban 
structure reflects this, what really drives urban growth 
is the uneven development that persists within the 
countries themselves. 

Urban Bias Urbanization is a consequence of 
economic development. In the absence of industrial
ization, there is no motivation for large-scale urban 
growth. An economy developed solely for the de
mands of extraction can accommodate only a tiny 
percentage of its population within cities, and it is 
for this reason that third world cities remained so 
small up until the 1960s. When the economies 
attempted to industrialize, then large-scale urban 
growth could begin. 

Many scholars, however, claim that urban growth 
tends to reinforce existing divisions within a country. 
They argue that the global relations that typify 
colonies and later independent but economically de
pendent nations divide a country into (1) an export
oriented region that, although still poor by the 
standards of the developed world, is wealthy relative 
to the rest of the country; and (2) a traditional, sub
sistence-oriented region that does not participate in 
economic growth. Most urban development, popula
tion growth, and capital investment are concentrated 
within the first region. 

The urban bias goes beyond this, however, as 
explained by Josef Gugler (1996). The decision
making elite within third world countries live in the 
main cities. The urban bias argument suggests that 
they are far more concerned with the well-being of 
urbanites and of the cities they inhabit than they are 
with rural areas. As a consequence, the overwhelm
ing majority of capital investment, public spending, 
and high-quality labor is found within the cities: 

Agricultural production and rural manufacture 
are foregone in favor of urban production be
cause of urban bias in investment; in favor of 
urban unemployment and underemployment be

cause urban earnings are high relative to rural; 
and in favor of services provided to satisfy every 
whim of an urban-based minority that indulges 
in the conspicuous consumption of services. 
(Gugler, 1993, p. 24) 

Part of this focus on cities-above and beyond the 
economic incentives that cities generate on their 
own-may explain why third world cities tend to 
have healthier, better educated, and more prosperous 
populations than do rural areas. 

Armstrong and McGee (1985) applied the model 
of urban bias to Ecuador. For most of its history 
Ecuador was involved in the production of cocoa, 
coffee, and bananas. Consequently, the country had a 
classic export economy that focused around the main 
port city of Guayaquil. The commercial and financial 
elites of the country lived there, and the branch of
fices of foreign companies were located there. Since 
the 1970s, a great deal of oil has been extracted near 
the capital of Quito, which has begun to catch up to 
Guayaquil as a major economic and population cen
ter. Within this binary system-where the two 
largest cities overshadow the remainder of the urban 
structure-the focus of investment is clearly in Quito 
and Guayaquil. Modernization is focused around 
these two cities. They attract almost all of the capital 
investment, and the headquarters of national and for
eign banks and most new industrial production are 
located there. 

Regional centers in Ecuador, although smaller 
and less prosperous, are showing signs of progress. 
For instance, Cuenca in southern Ecuador is an old 
colonial city that has begun to acquire some trap
pings of modem production and has the industrial 
sectors, the newer suburbs, and the surrounding 
shanty towns to show for it. By contrast, the rural ar
eas, especially those that do not participate in the 
cash crop or petroleum extraction economy, are left 
far behind. The lack of investment in rural areas 
compared to urban areas can be seen in these statis
tics from 1974: Nearly 90 percent of housing in rural 
areas had no electricity or sewer service, whereas in 
urban areas the figure was closer to 16 percent 
(Armstrong & McGee, 1985). 
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The fact that new industrial activity is focused 
around cities is not by itself evidence of a true urban 
bias. Cities attract development for several sound 
economic reasons. There is a long legacy in places 
like Great Britain and Japan of urban areas being in 
the vanguard of national economic growth. Greater 
opportunities in urban areas are what enticed greater 
capital investment as well as more labor migration to 
the cities, hastening the process of urbanization. 
What makes less developed countries different are 
the political impacts of this urban bias, which may 
result in diverting public resources away from the 
countryside and into the cities. Certainly, less devel
oped countries display gaps in the health of urban 
and rural residents, with rural residents suffering 
higher infant mortality rates. 

Urban bias as such is hard to measure. Any possi
ble bias would be made up of myriad governmental 
decisions, and it is difficult to know whether budget 
allocations that seem to favor cities at the expense of 
rural areas represent impartial policy decisions or 
blatant favoritism. One index, which measures the 
imbalance in government allocations between the 
farming sector and manufacturing and commercial 
sectors, suggests that the poorest countries in the 
world tend to have the greatest disparities between 
these economic sectors. Again, intentionality cannot 
be measured here, and the emphasis on more ad
vanced economic activity could be viewed as a ra
tional attempt by poor nations to develop. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THIRD WORLD CITIES 

The previous sections have examined third world 
cities in light of their growth and their connection to 
larger currents of development. But what are the 
characteristics of the cities themselves? How simi
lar are they to cities in North America, Europe, and 
Japan? Is it possible to generalize about them, or 
must we consider each region independently? Of 
course, each city has developed under a unique set 
of circumstances, from its indigenous roots, to its 
colonial roles (if colonialism was present), to its 
20th-century development and position with the 
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modem state. Moreover, what we think of as "third 
world" or "less developed" cities encompass a 
range of wealth and per capita incomes from about 
$8,000 a year to less than 50 cents a day. Nonethe
less, some challenges are faced by all of these cities 
that help to set them apart and that create a unique 
urban character. 

Many of the challenges faced by third world cities 
revolve around the fact that they are unable to ac
commodate their massive growth. Third world cities 
suffer from their own popularity, and in this regard 
they bear some resemblance to the fast growing cities 
in the developed world. But richer cities usually have 
enough jobs-rapid population growth is usually 
spurred by a heightened demand for workers-and 
they have the wherewithal to build enough housing 
and to provide adequate services, leading to the ex
panses of newly constructed subdivisions seen in al
most every American boomtown. These options are 
not available in third world cities. Village dwellers 
migrate to the big cities in search of opportunity, but 
they encounter enormous difficulties in finding regu
lar, full-time, paid work. As we discuss later, they 
must resort to other approaches in order to eke out a 
living. Likewise, neither the commercial private sec
tor nor the already strapped public sector in such 
cities can possibly build enough housing for the new 
arrivals, especially because what we consider estab
lished housing is affordable for only a small fraction 
of the populace. Housing and jobs, therefore, are the 
chief challenges faced by third world cities, accom
panied in some cases by ethnic conflicts and govern
mental corruption. 

Effects of Growth 
In his introduction to In the Cities of the South, 
Jeremy Seabrook (1996) points to the paradox of the 
third world city. On the one hand, we look at such ur
ban explosions with horror. According to Seabrook, 
'''population' is a metaphor for uncontainability, the 
inadequacy of civil services, the breakdown of law 
and order". Cities are thus metaphorically linked 
to natural disasters. On the other hand, we can view 
these cities as places of renewal, "to applaud the 
courage and endurance of people in the slums, to 
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admire and wonder at their capacity for adapting, for 
building their own shelters, for creating a life for 
themselves, for finding a livelihood somewhere in 
the city economy". As was true of all cities through
out history, third world cities grow for a reason. 
People are seeking a better life. In the process, 
they swell the physical and civil infrastructure be
yond the breaking point. As a result, third world 
cities exhibit high levels of problems and patholo
gies, such as poverty, pollution, crime, and inade
quate housing. 

Consider the negative effects of rapid growth 
among some communities in the United States: over
crowded schools, pollution, traffic congestion, inade
quate fire protection, and perhaps high crime rates. 
Cities in the less developed world normally have to 
deal with far greater growth, with few of the assets 
available to richer cities. More people come in than 
scarce resources can accommodate, forcing the city 
to stretch far beyond its capacity. The density of such 
cities can be staggering. In Cairo, for example, pop
ulation densities approach 300,000 people per square 
mile-four times that of Manhattan but with many 
fewer high-rise buildings. In such environs, housing 
is so tight that people actually occupy tombs. 

Third world cities must contend with a problem of 
providing basic services, especially water, sewers, 
waste collection, and electricity. In North American 
and European cities, virtually every household, even 
in slum areas, has some source of electricity and wa
ter and some type of sewer system. Unfortunately, as 
you can see from Table 15.2, this is not true in third 
world cities. For example, in the large Indian cities of 
Mumbai (Bombay), Delhi, and Madras, only one
third to a little more than one-half of the households 
are connected to sewer and water systems, and only 
three-quarters have access to electricity. In most 
African cities less than one-third of households have 
access to sewers, and less than one-half are con
nected to water and electricity. The situation in Latin 
America is a bit better, but a large proportion of the 
population remains unserviced. Given the geography 
of service provision, the districts containing informal 
housing and especially squatter housing are much 
more likely to go without services. Slim municipal 

Table 15.2 Service Availability: Urban 
Households Connected to Utilities 

Water Sewer Electric 
City Country (%) (%) (%) 

Luanda Angola 41 13 10 
Ouagadougou Burkina Faso 32 0 35 
Douala Cameroon 19 3 42 
Kinshasa Congo 50 3 40 
Addis Ababa Ethiopia 58 0 96 
Nairobi Kenya 78 35 40 
Lagos Nigeria 65 2 100 
Dakar Senegal 41 25 64 
San Salvador El Salvador 86 80 98 
Rio de Janeiro Brazil 95 87 100 
Bogota Colombia 99 99 99 
Santiago Chile 98 92 94 
Lima Peru 70 69 76 
Bombay India 55 51 90 
Delhi India 57 40 70 
Jakarta Indonesia 15 0 99 
Lahore Pakistan 84 74 97 
Manila Philippines 95 80 86 

Source: World Resources 1998-1999: A Guide to the Global 
Environment. New York: Oxford Univ, Press. 

budgets have enough trouble servicing long-standing 
neighborhoods. They cannot possibly provide newly 
urbanized districts with water, sewers, electricity, 
and roads, and they are reluctant to extend services to 
areas that are illegally occupied to begin with. 

Another effect of this tremendous population 
growth is pollution. The average urban third world 
resident consumes and wastes far fewer resources 
than residents of richer nations. For instance, per 
capita emission of carbon dioxide in the United 
States was more than 20 metric tons in 1995, while 
Japan and wealthy European countries ranged be
tween 5 and 10 metric tons. By contrast, the average 
carbon dioxide emission for African countries was 
about 1 metric ton, and for Asian and South Ameri
can countries it was a little more than 2 metric tons. 
However, poor cities are generally unable to employ 
the new and expensive technologies that can filter 
emissions in the air and dirty discharges in the water. 
For example, in Mexico City-a fairly affluent city 
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compared to others-the effects of smog and pollu
tion have been estimated to be equivalent to the ef
fects of smoking two packs of cigarettes a day, 
killing some 100,000 people a year. Compounding 
this problem is the lack of sufficient waste disposal. 
Only 4 out of 10 dwellings in third world cities are 
connected to sewers, and the vast majority of these 
dwellings chum out untreated sludge and human ex
crement. In Bangkok, for example, human waste is 
thrown into storm drains, cesspools, and septic tanks. 
In Khartoum, Sudan, only 3 percent of the populace 
were connected to a central sewer system. As of 1993 
in these cases, groundwater is severely polluted, and 
rivers and canals are turned into open sewers. The 
disposal of corpses in the Ganges River in northern 
India has become such a major hazard to health that 
the government has resorted to breeding turtles that 
will eat the bodies. In most third world cities the 
stench of raw sewage indicates the presence of 
disease-causing organisms. 

Housing 
The lack of adequate housing is the first thing that vis
itors to a poor city notice. The ride from the airport 
often passes through acres of shanties. Along city 
streets, makeshift dwellings perch, occupying what
ever space is opened to them. The downtown itself is 
usually occupied by thousands of homeless people, . 
who are called pavement dwellers in Indian cities 
because they sleep on the sidewalks (Figure 15.10). 
The lack of decent housing affects a huge proportion 
of the population in poor cities, perhaps as many as 
50 percent of all urban dwellers. Some numbers help 
to illustrate the housing dilemma. In Madras, India, 
about 6,000 legal housing units are built each year, 
but at least 30,000 new units are needed. Here as else
where, supply is but a fraction of demand. The World 
Bank (2000) estimates that in the 1980s within third 
world cities, only one housing unit was constructed 
for every nine households in need of a dwelling. 

In addition to coping with severe housing short
ages, third world cities must address the diverse 
housing needs of different categories of urban mi
grants. On the one hand, large numbers of families 
migrate into cities, hoping to reestablish themselves 
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there. These people are looking for permanent hous
ing. On the other hand, many people come to cities 
on a more temporary basis. Young men frequently 
come to look for work with the intention of returning 
home to their village once they have made enough 
money. They will use their wages to buy housing in 
their village rather than in the city. Other people 
come as temporary sojourners, entering and exiting 
cities on a seasonal basis. The housing needs of these 
various groups will be substantially different. 

The provision of housing in third world cities is 
taken up by several different sectors. These can be 
loosely categorized as the public sector, the commer
cial private sector, and self-help housing. 

Public-Sector Housing Public-sector housing 
is constructed by the government for its citizens, 
sometimes at a cost to the resident, but often subsi
dized. In the former Soviet Union and in Eastern 
Europe, this sort of housing comprised a large share 
of the overall market. It has also been tried in several 
third world cities, although it represents a relatively 
small proportion of the total housing stock. Up until 
the early 1970s, much of the public housing con
formed to relatively high standards, following design 
principles (in regard to materials, space, and ser
vices) that better suited middle-class incomes. This 
made these units expensive to build. For instance, 
one-half of the population in Rabat, Morocco, was 
unable to afford public housing in the 1970s. Other 
cities faced similar difficulties. meaning that the pub
lic housing had to be generously subsidized. Even 
then. it was not affordable by the poorest residents. 

In constructing public housing, many countries 
followed the lead of the industrialized world in de
veloping large housing estates, often located far from 
existing jobs and businesses. This construction has 
taken various forms. In Hong Kong. massive six- to 
seven-story "H" blocks were constructed during the 
1950s and made cheap by the provision of common 
facilities, the allocation of minuscule amounts of 
space, and densities that topped 2,000 people per 
acre. Construction in the 1960s was more generous, 
perhaps reflecting Hong Kong's growing wealth. In 
Caracas, Venezuela. the government destroyed 
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(a) Cairo, Egypt (b) Caracas, Venezuela 

(c) Buenos Aires, Argentina 

existing slum properties and threw up hastily con
structed superblocks that contained about 16,000 
apartments (Figure 15.11). Although these dwellings 

(d) Bathinda, India 

Figure 15.10 Common scenes from Cities in Less Devel
oped Countries. 

were fairly comfortable in comparison to much of 
the existing housing, they were poorly maintained 
and offered few social amenities. As a result, the 
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Figure 15.11 In the 1970s, the Venezuelan government 
constructed a set of giant apartment blocks, known as 
superblocks. 

superblock neighborhoods greatly deteriorated. The 
unsuitability of such housing for poor residents in Rio 
de Janeiro was demonstrated by the propensity of 
some beneficiaries to vacate nice, government-built 
housing because it was too far from job opportunities. 

Of course, some countries have tried to build en
tire communities. One approach practiced by several 
countries has been to divert some of the population 
into satellite cities, where population pressures are 
less severe and land is more available. New town cre
ation emerged as a big component of public housing, 
often with a mixture of public and private monies 
(Box 15.3). 

Although the efforts are laudable, public housing 
has generally been able to accommodate only a very 
small proportion of the population. Cost is an issue 
of course, as is the fact that the government budget 
simply is not large enough to subsidize every new 
housing unit. An additional issue is that, paradoxi
cally, a lot of the new public housing is reserved for 
relatively well-off people. This began after inde
pendence in many countries, as the new administra
tive elite occupied housing once owned by European 
colonialists. Even within new public housing, how
ever, governments often offer special deals to wealth
ier residents. In Lagos, for example, the upper-level 
bureaucrats live in subsidized public housing even 
though they are among the minority who could 
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afford housing in the private commercial sector. 
In others cases, governments use some of their hous
ing budget to try to entice their staff to relocate 
from the large cities to a new city designated as an 
administrative center. 

One strategy that has succeeded in some cities in
volves housing established by work units. These are 
categories of people established according to where 
they work, for instance, a factory, a government bu
reau, or a store. This type of housing can be consid
ered public or private, depending on the status of the 
workplace. It has been most widely practiced in 
China, where until recently all work units were state 
owned. In Beijing, for example, about 91 million 
square meters of residential floor area were con
structed between 1949 and 1991, increasing the 
city's housing supply almost eight-fold. Much ofthat 
housing was constructed through various work units 
that involved industries, government bureaus, and 
universities. Although much of the housing would be 
considered cramped by Western standards-per 
capita living space in 1991 was only 8.1 square me
ters, or about 85 square feet-it still represents 
tremendous advances both in the supply and the 
quality of housing (see Box 16.4 in the next chapter). 

Commercial Private-Sector Housing Housing 
built for profit by a construction company or a private 
contractor falls under the category of commercial 
housing. Most of the housing in North America is com
mercial housing. This is not true in most less developed 
cities, however, due primarily to the high costs associ
ated with this kind of housing. In less developed coun
tries the commercial private sector may have the 
capacity to build new housing, but few new residents 
can afford these houses. 

There are four principal reasons why commercial 
housing is so expensive in these countries. First, land 
costs are quite high. The land market is complicated 
and often uncertain, because ownership rights are 
often unclear and even harder to establish on paper. 
The supply of land may be limited, especially when 
land is held publicly or must be assembled from nu
merous smallholdings. All of these factors contribute 
to the high price of land. For example, geographer 
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Stella Lowder (1986) estimated that in Taipei, a 
country of considerable wealth, the average family 
would have to devote its entire income for more than 
3.6 years just to purchase the necessary land on 
which to build a house. Elsewhere, land costs are out 
of reach for even middle-income households. 

Second, building costs are high. Most housing 
construction in third world cities still mandates the 
use of expensive durable materials (cement, brick, 
steel, and concrete) that may be in short supply lo
cally. The difficulty in procuring these supplies adds 
to their cost. Third, access to credit can be difficult. 
Consider how few houses or even apartments would 
be built even in developed countries if there were no 
established lending institutions. This is the situation 
in many third world cities, which find themselves 
bereft of the financial infrastructure needed to provide 
lands to builders and potential customers. An estimate 
from the 1980s indicated that fewer than 10 percent 
of all housing transactions involved mortgages, and 
the tightness of credit all around squeezed the hous
ing market. Ironically, some developing countries 
have experimented in offering low-interest loans
below market rates. But like the public housing men
tioned above, many of these loans went to the most 
privileged groups. Thus, even when financing be
comes available, it often comes loaded with restric
tions and stipulations that place it out of reach for all 
but the elite. The age of mass-market, middle-class 
housing has yet to dawn in less developed countries. 

Fourth, most construction is driven by the elite. It is 
intendedfor the wealthiest classes-either residents of 
the city or visitors. Many third world cities have wit
nessed an explosion in "big ticket" construction. For 
example, Kuala Lumpur, in Malaysia, now boasts the 
two tallest buildings in the world, and other cities have 
rushed to build up their skylines. Expensive hotels and 
luxury apartments have also become commonplace in 
the largest cities. These projects tend to tilt the con
struction sector away from the housing demands of 
middle- and low-income families. 

Self-Help Housing Because assistance from the 
privateand public sectors is inadequate, the need for 
housing must be met in other ways. Outright home-
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lessness is a common phenomenon, but most urban 
residents attempt to better their lives through self
help housing. The term refers to housing that is con
structed informally by the residents themselves, 
rather than through private contractors or by the gov
ernment. It is also referred to as self-built housing. 
This term cannot be compared to the custom housing 
built by many middle-class and affluent consumers 
in the United States. In third world cities, self-help 
housing is a strategy of the very poor, who seek to 
provide themselves with some shelter. Consequently, 
it constitutes a huge percentage of the total housing 
in these places. In India, for instance, between one
third and one-half of all urban residents live in hous
ing constructed by themselves and their friends. In 
Cairo, so-called informal housing, which is built by 
residents and friends, accounted for 84 percent of all" 
housing built in the 1970s. 

The primary advantage of self-help housing is its 
lower cost. According to one estimate, it costs at 
most one-fourth as much to build this type of housing 
as it would to construct a comparable unit in the pub
lic sector. Why does self-help housing cost so little? 
One reason is that the residents undertake all of the 
labor themselves and therefore do not have to use rel
atively highly paid professionals (architects, engi
neers, and contractors) or even skilled laborers. In 
addition, there is no formal design. But the most im
portant reason may be the use of inexpensive build
ing materials that are available locally. Many of these 
materials in fact are waste products from other con
struction projects. 

A second advantage of self-help housing is up
gradeability. Many units are constructed fairly simply 
but allow for a gradual improvement in the quality of 
building materials over time. In addition, they can be 
expanded if there is enough land. 

The major disadvantage of self-help housing, be
yond its possible inadequacies, is its uncertain legal 
status. Most self-help or self-built housing can also be 
considered unauthorized housing. The term squatter 
settlement has become widely used to describe the 
third world urban condition. Squatter settlements are 
built by residents who occupy land to which they 
have no legal claim. Most cities have nearby areas in 
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Figure 15.12 Squatter housing in northern Jakarta along 
some of the canals. Refuse fills the canals, but the land is 
not privately owned and, therefore, is available for settle
'ment, (Source: Potter & Sheppard.) 

which the vacant land is occupied by squatters. 
Sometimes this land is useless for almost anything. 
Land situated along river banks or railroad lines or 
right next to dumps, although undesirable to commer
cial builders, can be enormously useful to potential 
residents (Figure 15.12). Likewise, unused plots of 
land in the inner city may be held for speculative rea
sons or because they are subject to some kind ofprop
erty or inheritance dispute. These lands become very 
desirable to squatters. 

Many of the enormous squatter settlements found 
in so many third world cities occupy peripheral land 
that belongs to the government. This type of land 
seizure results quite often in permanent settlements. 
The quantity of such land allows for the gradual de
velopment of real communities. The names of such 
settlements vary by city: favelas in Brazil, shanty 
towns in English-speaking Africa, bidonvilles in 
French West Africa, colonias popolares in Mexico 
City, kampungs in Indonesia, barriadas in Peru. 
Government ownership of this land also makes it 
more likely that the squatter population will not be 
evicted. This is especially true when the squatters are 
organized and when they occupy the area quickly in 
a coordinated fashion. 

Actual illegal squatting, although widespread, is 
less common than other forms of unauthorized hous

ing. Many times, the owners of the land that is occu
pied by residents are aware of the settlements and see 
them as a way to collect rental income from lands 
that would otherwise be left idle. Much of the time, 
these settlements are unauthorized because they vio
late various zoning codes; they violate lot lines, they 
are not built with stable materials, they promote fire 
hazards, and they are not supplied with water and 
sewer. The landowner and the residents often have a 
mutual interest in flouting the laws. 

The quality of self-help housing varies tremen
dously. Most of the initial housing constructed is 
abysmal, with a life span of less than 5 years But 
given time, many such settlements can show tremen
dous improvement. This process is sometimes re
ferred to as autodevelopment, in which individuals 
work to improve their own housing conditions. A 
study by Richard Ulack (1978) demonstrated how 
the quality of the squatter settlement was tied largely 
to its tenure. Those settlements that had been allowed 
to remain for several years-and thus had trans
formed into established neighborhoods-were able 
to autodevelop into stable, working class communi
ties. New settlements, or settlements that were under 
constant threat of demolition, remained at a very low 
level of livability. 

Increasingly, governments in less developed 
countries have come to realize that self-help housing 
is here to stay and that it can offer at least a partial 
solution to the housing crisis. In many cities, with 
the assistance of the United Nations and the World 
Bank, there has been a general shift away from gov
ernment-sponsored public housing to assisted self
help housing, denoting a change from a top-down 
policy to an enabling policy. The enabling approach 
exists to funnel housing assistance through commu
nity-based organizations, groups that are operated 
for and by members of the community. In this 
manner, residents are given a greater stake in their 
housing and more control over the best means of 
providing housing. The enabling approach is thus a 
variant of self-help housing, but one that involves 
the larger community. The money need not come 
from the government; in fact, it is often financed by 
outside organizations or governments. 
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Many city and national governments have em
braced two approaches related to self-help housing. 
One approach has been to promote the upgrading of 
existing housing, largely by focusing on providing 
water, sewers, electricity, and roads. For example, in 
Jakarta, Indonesia, the Kampung Improvement Pro
gram improves the infrastructure of roads and utili
ties and builds up some of the social welfare facili
ties. A second approach is to establish sites ahead of 
time and provide them with necessary services and 
perhaps the rudiments of a shelter. This approach, 
known as the sites-and-services approach-has met 
with some success. For example, in Nairobi, Kenya, 
the city government provided 6,000 small lots con
nected to water sources, sewers, roads, and lighting 
utilities. Each lot contained at least a toilet or so
called "wet core." In these endeavors, the govern
ment is viewed as an enabler of self-help housing. 
The government made these lots available at no or 
low cost to people who then built their own housing. 

Employment Opportunities and the 
Informal Sector 
Despite conditions that are appalling to Western 
eyes, the reason why many cities in the less devel
oped world are growing so rapidly is the perception 
among migrants that cities are places of hope, of op
portunity. Significantly, rural migrants have been 
falsely portrayed as desperate villagers who come to 
the city after having failed miserably in the country
side. In fact, the opposite is true. Those who migrate 
to the cities are among the best off of the peasantry. 
They tend to come from wealthier parts of the coun
try, to be better educated, and to have had some ex
perience in nonagricultural occupations. These are 
the sorts of people who would have some knowledge 
of jobs in the cities and some extra money to finance 
their journey. 

In a balanced urban hierarchy, many of these peo
ple would migrate to smaller cities. That is the hope 
and expectation of many urban planners. As we have 
seen, however, it is the huge primate cities that exert 
the greatest magnetic pull. Unfortunately, although 
many jobs have been created in both the public and 
private sectors, most third world cities have not 

generated the necessary agglomeration economies to 
absorb anywhere near all of the newcomers. For ex
ample, in the 1980s, some researchers estimated that 
1 billion new jobs would have to be created world
wide between 1985 and 200o-primarily in less de
veloped countries-to bring about full employment. 
This has not happened. 

The disparity between the growth of good jobs 
and the population influx has had several conse
quences. One consequence is that many third world 
countries have a very small middle class. As a result 
several such countries suffer from a high degree of 
income inequality. The World Bank (2000) has com
piled data on the ratio of the incomes of the wealthi
est 20 percent to the poorest 20 percent in each coun
try. In each industrialized country, the ratio is less 
than 10:1. In contrast, in the industrializing middle
income countries, especially in Latin America, ratios 
are higher, with most exceeding 10:1 and with sev
eral exceeding 15:1 ratios. Brazil is the global cham
pion of inequality, with a ratio of about 32:1. The 
results can be witnessed in some of its biggest cities. 
In Rio de Janeiro, for instance, income inequality is 
manifested spatially, with almost one-half the popu
lation living in peripheral areas and earning less than 
$1.50 a day per capita (Figure 15.13). Indeed, during 
the 1980s the poorest half of the population in Rio 
saw their share of overall income diminish. 

This income inequality is reflected in the labor 
market. Simply put, there are not enough regular jobs 
for all of the people who want them. This means that 
many cities in less developed countries are split into 
two sectors: (1) a more formal sector, where the 
regular, wage-earning jobs are found; and (2) an in
formal sector, where self-employment in a variety of 
peripheral occupations is often the rule. 

Formal Sector The formal sector is made up of 
those jobs, either in government or private concerns, 
that provide a reasonably steady wage. The formal 
sector consists of the large industries, services, and 
the government, which employ those workers privi
leged enough to find a steady, permanent job. It also 
includes firms that employ people on a more tempo
rary basis. 
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The number of people who actually find reason
able paying jobs in these new industries is a small 
proportion of the total adult working population 
(sometimes no more than one-third). For example, 
Latin American cities suffer from unemployment 
rates of 25 to 30 percent and from underemployment 
rates of 40 to 50 percent. Workers in the formal sec
tor usually started off with some advantages, such as 
academic credentials, greater wealth, or the good 
luck of knowing somebody with influence. Or they 
got their jobs through political patronage. Besides 
the elite, they are the only people who earn any sig
nificant income. This restricts the demand for the 
products they produce because not enough people 
can afford them. 

Formal sector employment in poor countries to
day is likely to be a consequence of corporate shift
ing and the outsourcing of labor-intensive jobs 
from countries like the United States, where wages 
and benefits are high, to countries like Thailand 
and China, where these costs are quite low. The 
sweatshops have moved from the first to the third 
world, and it is in these factories that people may 
earn only a few dollars a day for unskilled or semi
skilled work. But it is important to keep in mind 
that although such conditions seem horrific to our 
point of view, they represent opportunity to those 
doing the work. 
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Figure 15.13 Poverty in Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil, 1990. This map indicates that 
poverty in Rio de Janeiro is found further 
awayfromthecoastandcentralcityand out 
in the more peripheral neighborhoods. 
(Source: Ribeiroand Telles.) 

Informal Sector Because the industrial labor mar
ket is never in a position to employ more than a fraction 
of the urban workforce and the government cannot fill 
the gap, people are forced to eke out a living in some 
other way. For some people, returning to the village is 
an option, but most do not choose this path. They opt 
instead to find work within the informal sector. 

The informal sector is hard to define. According to 
Potter and Lloyd-Evans (1998), the informal sector 
"refers to unaccountable and unregistered activities" 
(p. 172). The informal sector also means different 
things. It "encompasses wealth and poverty, produc
tivity and inefficiency, exploitation and liberation" 
(p. 177). Informal sector jobs exist on the margins, 
but they make up much if not most of the employment 
in third world cities and therefore are very visible. 
(Although informal sector activities also are found in 
industrial cities, particularly in the inner city, they af
fect a very small percentage of people and so are not 
nearly as visible.) 

A large variety of jobs fall into the informal sector 
(Table 15.3). Activities include retail distribution, 
particularly food, fresh water, newspapers, and jew
elry; artisans who produce small items for household 
use; small garden farming; personal services such as 
laundries, repair shops, and gambling services; and, 
of course, scavenging and begging. In Havana, Cuba, 
some people clean and refurbish automotive spark 
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Table 15.3 Variety of Informal Sector Jobs 

AgriculturalActivities 
Market gardening 
Urban farming 

Manufacturing and Construction Activities 
Food processing and home production of 

hot food 
Garments 
Crafts 
Jewelry and trinkets 
Shoes 
Household goods 
Electrical and mechanical items 
Alcohol production 
Construction 

Trading Activities 
Street corner sales 
Vending 
Newspaper hawking 

Services 
Laundry 
Domestic services 
Hardware repair 
Driving 
Odd jobs 
Maintenance and gardening 

OtherActivities 
Begging 
Protection 
Illegal activities (e.g., drugs) 

Source: Derived in partfromPotterandEvans, 1998, p. 173. 

plugs-an important task in a country in which 
every mechanical item is carefully preserved. What 
unites these diverse occupations? They do not re
quire any special credentials to gain access, and 
these jobs can be conducted without a large capital 
investment. 

The biggest advantage of the informal sector is that 
entrance is not restricted on the basis of education or 
skill qualifications, in contrast to the formal sector, 
where entry can be quite difficult. Another advantage 
is that the informal sector relies on family resources 
and self-enterprise; in fact, it makes use of all mem
bers of the household to generate an income. Informal 
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enterprises usually work "under the table" and are un
regulated. They are also conducted on a small scale 
and make intensive use of labor as opposed to formal 
sector work, which tends to be more capital intensive. 

We must be careful with these broad distinctions, 
however. Although the informal sector represents an 
option for those who cannot enter the formal sector, 
barriers do sometimes exist that restrict employment. 
For instance, retail hawkers may wish to keep their 
territory to themselves and will not look kindly on 
newcomers. Rather than perceiving the formal and 
informal sectors as being separated by a rigid divide, 
it probably makes more sense to view them as exist
ing along a continuum. 

The biggest disadvantage of informal sector work 
is that it is often very low paying and unsafe. More
over, informal sector jobs provide no stability, and 
workers possess no legal rights or access to private or 
government benefits. Although recognition and even 
encouragement of the informal economy is probably 
a good idea, given current realities, there is a thin line 
between an economic sector that operates as a means 
of escaping poverty and one that maintains a reserve 
force of cheap, exploited labor. 

What percentage ofthe working population is em
ployed in the informal sector? Although it is impos
sible to know this for certain, Table 15.4 presents 
data from the United Nations that estimate the size of 
the informal sector in some major cities. Unfortu
nately, several of these figures may be inaccurate. 

Attitudes toward the informal sector have 
changed quite a bit in recent years. At first, the infor
mal sector was seen as a marker of backwardness 
that would be eradicated once the economy pro
gressed. Workers in this sector were actually seen as 
failures. More recently, the idea of the informal sec
tor has become more elaborately articulated. Rather 
than being viewed as an undifferentiated mass of un
skilled workers, informal sector labor is increasingly 
being perceived as filling a niche in societies without 
adequate formal employment. Government policy 
has shifted toward helping people help themselves in 
small-scale enterprises. It is too early to tell whether 
such attempts will be successful. 
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Table 15.4 Size of the Informal Sector in Some 
Major Cities 

City Country 

Luanda Angola 
Ouagadougou Burkina Faso 
Douala Cameroon 
Kinshasa Congo 
Addis Ababa Ethiopia 
Nairobi Kenya 
Lagos Nigeria 
Dakar Senegal 
San Salvador EI Salvador 
Rio de Janeiro Brazil 
Bogota Colombia 
Santiago Chile 
Lima Peru 
Bombay India 
Delhi India 
Jakarta Indonesia 
Lahore Pakistan 
Manila Philippines 

Percent 

36 
60 
66 
80 
61 
52 
69 
47 
38 
34 
54 
23 
49 
68 
67 
33 
60 
20 

Source: World Resources 1998-1999: A Guide to the Global 
Environment. New York: Oxford Univ, Press. 

WRAPPING Up 

Urbanization in the coming century is going to be fo
cused in the less developed world. The big cities of 
the past-e-London, Tokyo, New York, Paris-are no 
longer growing very much. Demographically, the 
21st century will belong to cities like Mexico City, 
Sao Paulo, Lagos, and Delhi. These cities continue to 
expand and, more importantly, they are located 
within countries where the urban population as a 
whole is still growing. We are already at a stage where 
the average urban dweller lives in the third world. This 
trend will become truer in the current century. It also 
raises a paradox, because cities in the less developed 
world are unable to sufficiently accommodate their 
burgeoning populations. 

This chapter has focused on some of the common 
issues that affect cities in the less developed world. 
First, it examined the phenomenon of rapid urbaniza
tion, often resulting from rapid population growth in 

general, rural-to-urban migration, and primate cities. 
Second, it examined how third world urbanization 
has developed as a result of overall economic devel
opment but also because of the impacts of colonial
ism and uneven development. Third, it noted some 
general characteristics of third world cities, espe
cially with regard to the inadequacy of housing and 
employment opportunities. In this respect, we have 
also considered some possible solutions. Because the 
problems are so vast and the solutions sometimes 
elusive, it is easy to despair about the future of these 
cities. But it is also important to remember that peri
ods of rapid urban growth within all societies have 
been remarkably unsettling and often chaotic. In 
these cases, the cities have remained as beacons of 
hope. Over time, they have matured to become more 
stable and more pleasant places to live. 
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