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• Some Context on Urbanization and   

Growth 

 

•  Poses the Question: Are we creating 

Malthusian Cities ? 

 

•  How this might happen and some ways 

to improve outcomes? 

Overview 
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 First, is the expansion of slums 

 much more than social exclusion? 

 That is, does it consign many to 

 almost medieval conditions? 

 

 

 

 

 

 Basic Story: Two Narratives 



4 

 

Second, what role do the immigration 

policies of the rich countries play in 

“warehousing” the poor in these 

cities? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Basic Story: Two Narratives 
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   Who is Malthus?   

 

And What are Malthusian Cities? 

 

 The idea is perhaps most easily understood 

by a chart… 

 
  

 Some Background: Malthus and Economic 

Development 
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  The Figure depicts the so-called 

 Malthusian Trap and the break in this 

cycle. 

 

That is, a situation pre-1800 in which 

Humans followed a “natural state” like other 

animals? 

 

 
  

         Malthus and Economic Development  
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 A tale as old as time – for thousands of 

years virtually no improvement in an 

unchanging human condition 

 Malthus and Economic Development 
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•  Per capita income of about $3 in 2008 
dollars; 

• 50 percent  chance of death in child birth; 

• Little education; and 

• Disease, superstition, periodic starvation, and 
lack of prospects. 

 

 Malthusian Conditions: 1800  
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As Hobbes put it:  

 

“No arts; no letters; no society; and 

…continual fear, and danger of violent 

death; … the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, 

brutish and short.” 1651. 

 

 

 Malthusian Conditions: 1800  
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• Thousands of years of virtually no 

improvement in human condition; 

 

• Then, with the industrial revolution and 

urbanization, sustained welfare gains 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Breaking The Malthusian Cycle 
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 Applying Malthus to Cities Today  

• The first narrative from Gregory Clark who 

argues that the Industrial Revolution didn’t occur. 

What happened was “downward mobility” in the 

U.K. in particular.  

 

• The second narrative compounds the first: 

migration restrictions keep the poor in their cities. 
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 Malthusian Cities. 

• Together they pose the question: are there cities 

which have an increasing share of slum-dwellers 

who can’t migrate, are less healthy, less educated, 

and have fewer job skills?  

 

• This question raises a larger one: When slum-

dwellers account for a larger share of the 

population is the break in the Malthusian Trap 

reversed? Are these societies condemned to a 

new “natural state” ? 
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 Malthusian Cities: That is What the Talk is 

About. 

 Let’s Consider Some Data 
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Future World Population Growth: 

 Overwhelmingly Urban 

URBANIZATION TRENDS 
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Population Growth:  

Predominantly in Cities of Poor Countries 

91% 

7% 

2% 

9% 

57% 

34% 

18% 

32% 

50% 

Source: UN Urbanization 

Prospects 2005 

 URBANIZATION TRENDS 
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 The Demographics are Inexorable:    

 Population will overwhelmingly be in 

 cities 

 

The rate of growth has declined but the 

increase in size is staggering… in India 

alone the increase in urban population 

exceeds total U.S. population.   

 URBANIZATION : Malthusian Cities? 
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   Population will overwhelmingly be not 

 only in cities,but in slums. 

 

 What are the possible Malthusian-like  

 implications of these trends? 
  

 URBANIZATION : Malthusian Cities? 



The Surprising Break in the Cycle 

• As late as the 1850s Marx, and many others, 
thought the world needed a revolution to 
improve the common person’s lot. 

  

• Did they get it wrong?  



Urban Innovations: The Break In 
the Malthusian Cycle 

 

The elevator brake, along with steel girders, started a process that allowed 
cities to build ever higher – proving Frank Lloyd Wright wrong.   

--Home Insurance Building, Chicago, 1885, first American skyscraper 

 

 



Trinity Church, NYC, 1846 
World Trade Center, NYC, 1970  



The streetcar permitted cities to expand 
horizontally in extraordinary ways.  

Urban Innovations: The Break  
in the Malthusian Cycle 



Urban Innovations 

• Such urban innovations occurred much later 
than Marx and Malthus’ writings; 

• They necessarily followed the industrialization 
which caused urbanization; 

• Until they occurred density was deadly. 
Pessimism was warranted, if premature.  



Urban Innovations and the Break in 
the Malthusian Cycle 

 

 

Since Marx wrote there has been a 12-fold 
increase in the world’s per capita income, and 

a 30-fold increase in OECD countries.  



Urban Innovations: Then and Now 

• OECD Cities are no longer “dark Satanic 
mills..” as the next chart implies they enabled 
the increase in income….  

 

 





Breaking the Malthusian Cycle: 
Why in Britain? 

 

•Lots of theories – access to coal, democratic 
ideals, acceptance of bourgeois mentality, and 
demographics. 

•The demographic theory: more children of 
wealthy survived, and in a static world, they 
made up a larger share of population.  



 What Caused the Break?  
Downward Mobility 

• The healthier, better educated children 
accounted for more of the population than 
those of poorer, sicker, less skilled. 

  

• “Survival of the fittest” took the form of a 
society that was more skilled, thereby setting 
the stage for the Industrial Revolution.  



Why Britain? 

• The same demographic patterns did not occur 
elsewhere – e.g. among the Samurai, China, 
etc.  

 

• In Britain the healthier, better educated 
population was better able to exploit 
technological breakthroughs. 



Revisiting Malthus Today 

 

Instead of a healthier, better educated 
population could the opposite occur? 



Revisiting Malthus in Today’s Cities 

• Could the urban environment be creating a 
less skilled, more unhealthy population, one 
less able to compete? 

 

• Are many cities producing a population profile 
that will lead to an even greater Great 
Divergence in income?  



Revisiting Malthus in Today’s Cities  

 

Most of the next 2 billion children born will be 
raised in slums with less access to education, 
health benefits, and gainful employment. 

 

Why does this occur?   Three reasons…. 



Why Malthus May be Relevant to 
Cities Today 

1. Urbanization today is different; 

 

2. International migration restrictions are far 
more important; and 

 

3. Income levels are so low that infrastructure is 
unaffordable by individuals.  



1. Urbanization Today is Different 

 In many places urbanization amounts to 
 being  “pushed” out of countryside, rather 
 than attracted by cities’ “bright lights. 

 

In others, globalization makes urban 
prospects considerably higher -- India,  
China; 
  



Urbanization is Different: the United States 

1880-2006 
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Urbanization is Different: China 1960-2004 
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But, now Consider a Different 

Sort of Urbanization Trend 

 

 

African Urbanization: Is it 

often “push” rather than 

“pull”?  
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Urbanization is Different: Kenya 1960-2004  
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1. Urbanization is Different 

Today 
 

Besides some very different urbanization 

patterns, consider once again the seeming 

similar trends in China and the U.S. 
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Urbanization is Different in a 

Globalized World 
• Urban-Rural wage differences in some 

places -- like India and China – have 

become much larger, inducing more 

urbanization; 

 

• External investors -- non-resident Indians, 

overseas Chinese -- rather than 

agricultural surplus fuels urban 

investment. 
45 



Malthus in the Cities of the 
Developing World 

  

• So, Urbanization is Different; 

• But so too is International Migration 
more restricted; 



2. Restrictions on International 
Migration are Costly 

 

• The gains for elimination of trade policy 
barriers and capital flow barriers are a few 
percent of world GDP; 

 

• In contrast, the gains for elimination of labor 
mobility barriers may exceed world GDP. 



2. Migration Restrictions in Africa 



2. Gains from Migration Are Lost 

• Migration would permit a ten-fold increase in 
the income of the migrants; 

 

• It would also increase the wages of those who 
did not migrate; 

 

• It would reduce the share of population 
effectively “parked” in cholera prone slums.  



2. Costly Migration Restrictions 

 

• There are of course costs incurred for these 
gains – the so-called “brain drain,” and  

 

• Concerns with degradation of local culture or 
public goods in receiving countries. 

 



2. Costly Migration Restrictions 

 

• But when the gains are potentially so large, 
there is room for sharing the gains with the 
“losers.”   

 

• That is, if the income of the migrant goes up 
10 times, part of that enormous gain could be 
shared with the recipient community.  



Malthus in the Cities of the Global 
South 

• So, urbanization patterns are different, 
and international migration is deeply 
restricted; 

• In addition, income levels today make 
19th century private goods – such as 
sanitation – into public goods 



Urbanization Today is Different: 
Income Levels 

• The income levels in many of today’s mega-
cities is much lower than it was in the 19th 
century’s much smaller cities.  

 

• Affording basic services on an enormous scale 
when income levels are low is very difficult.  
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•  Per capita income of today’s African 
countries was reached by OECD countries in 
1860, before sanitation revolution; 

• China’s per capita income reached by OECD 
countries in 1917; and 

• OECD reached the Latin American level in the 
1950s. 

 

 

 

 3. Income Levels in Today’s Mega Cities  



What Kind of Infrastructure Can Cities in 

the Developing World Afford? 

 

 In many places, the answer is not 

 much. Most African cities are falling 

 behind on provision of basic services 

 as they continue to increase in size.  







Infrastructure Affordability  

• When infrastructure is long-lasting it is 

by definition expensive. 

 

• Cost-sharing, or local public goods, are 

the only alternative…..  

 

• But, in many places there is a lack of 

local accountability to provide and 

maintain shared goods.   



Local Government Accountability in Africa 

• Paul Krugman has said that the U.S. 

government is like an insurance 

company with an army attached; 

 

• Local government in much of Africa is 

like a sub-cabinet ministry with colonial 

standards for public good regulation. 
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The Result is that instead of cities like 

these… 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE DIFFERENT 

URBANIZATION PROCESS: A POSSIBLE DARK 

SCENARIO 
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WE HAVE ….. 

 

   

 

 

 THE DARK VISION  



Cities like this..... 
 

                Michael Probst, Hauke Schneider 
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What Can be Done to 

Break Malthusian 

Urbanization? 

 

Answers on Two Levels: 

 

• The Conceptual  

 

• The Practical 
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•  First, rethink restrictions on migration. Cities in 

the developing world should be in the 

discussions. They have become “parking lots” 
for millions of people; 

 

• Second, slums are a form of social exclusion. 

But, they may be much than that. They may be 

undermining the foundations for development.  

 

 

Conceptual Issues 
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•  Donors should recognize that migration 

restrictions are a major part of the problem. 

There are enormous social gains as well as 

“bills on the street” from reform in this area.  

 

• There are many social innovations occurring to 

improve slum conditions. The innovators need 

much more attention and resources. 

 

 

 Conceptual Issues 
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• Recognize and enhance the capacity of slum 

communities; 

 

• Make greater use of new technologies; 

 

• Create nimbler ways to subsidize the poor.    

PRACTICAL STEPS 
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1.EMPOWERING SLUM COMMUNITIES 

 

• Improve the relations of slum dwellers and city     

 officials 

 

• Regularize tenure and build the capacity to  

  understand responsibilities 

 

• Target innovations with potential to become “tipping 

points.” 

 SOME PRACTICAL STEPS 
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 •20 years ago -- 

possible to identify 

the built-up area 

and major roads 

 

but 

 

no ability to identify 

informal areas 

Mexico City 

Spot Image, 1986 

 Practical Steps: 2. New Technologies 
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Possible to measure areas, street width, 

plot size, % built, building type, surfaced 

and un-surfaced roads, road markings 

Mexico City, Google 

Earth, detail, 2007 

2. New Technologies 

BUT… 

URBAN PLANNING IS MORE THAN TECHNOLOGY  



3. Alain Bertaud on The Abiility 

to Go Up. 
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•SMART SUBSIDIES WHICH CAN CREATE 

“TIPPING POINTS,” FRANCHISING SOCIAL 

CAPITAL 

 

•GIS SHELF PRODUCTS, BROADER 

APPLICATIONS OF INFORMATION PRODUCTS 

 

• DONORS SHOULD RECOGNIZE THAT THEIR 

MIGRATION RESTRICTIONS PLAY A MAJOR 

ROLE IN CREATING THE PROBLEM. 

 

 

 3. Nimbler Ways 
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  Whether or not cities in the 

 developing world are at risk of 

 becoming Malthusian, they are 

 deeply troubled and if nothing is 

 done it is likely to get much worse.

    

CODA: URBAN PLANNING HAS BROAD IMPLICATIONS 
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 “Cities, not countries, are the   

 constituent  elements of a developing 

 economy and have been so from the 

 dawn of civilization.” ~ Jane Jacobs 

CODA: URBAN PLANNING HAS BROAD IMPLICATIONS 
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  “If cities [ and the developed world] 

 do not begin to deal more 

 constructively with poverty, poverty 

 may begin to deal more destructively 

 with cities.”  Robert McNarma  

CODA: URBAN PLANNING HAS BROAD IMPLICATIONS 
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Thank you. 

 

Questions and 

Discussion 


