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Introduction
Slum City: The Social History of Urban Poverty and Informal Settlements traces how
marginalized neighborhoods have been built, lived in, governed, stigmatized, and
transformed from the age of the industrial tenement to today’s sprawling mega-slums.
This book asks a deceptively simple question: how do people make a life where the
city refuses to make room? By following residents’ own accounts alongside maps,
archives, and policy files, we seek to understand slums not as aberrations but as
integral—if unequal—components of urbanization. The story is global, spanning the
alleyways of nineteenth-century New York and Glasgow to the labyrinths of Kibera,
Dharavi, and Rocinha, showing how different cities reproduce similar forms of
exclusion and ingenuity.

Our method combines three lenses. First, oral histories bring forward the voices of
tenants, street vendors, waste pickers, domestic workers, neighborhood leaders, and
youth who navigate scarcity with creativity and care. Second, spatial analysis and
community-generated maps reveal the hidden infrastructures—pipes laid at night,
electricity shared across roofs, footpaths that substitute for missing roads—that make
everyday life possible. Third, policy analysis situates these practices within the shifting
architectures of law, land tenure, policing, welfare, and development finance.
Together, these lenses illuminate the reciprocal relationship between state action and
resident initiative: policy shapes survival strategies, and survival strategies reshape
the city.

Across the chapters, we argue that informality is not a synonym for chaos but a mode
of urban production. Homes are built incrementally; livelihoods are woven from small
trades and risky commutes; safety is co-produced by neighbors, religious groups, and
sometimes gangs as much as by official police. These realities complicate the binaries
of legal/illegal and formal/informal that still dominate planning and public debate.
They also expose how stigma—about dirt, danger, and disorder—has justified periodic
crackdowns, evictions, and slum clearance in the name of progress, hygiene, or
security.

The historical record shows that clearance has rarely solved the problems it targets.
Demolitions may remove visible shacks but not poverty, displacing households to the
urban periphery or into deeper precarity. By contrast, upgrading programs—when
designed with residents—have expanded water and sanitation, regularized tenure, and
supported incremental housing without erasing social networks. Yet upgrading can
also fail when it imposes unaffordable standards, ignores gendered labor, or treats
communities as clients rather than partners. This book assesses both failures and
successes to distill pragmatic lessons for more humane policy.
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Resilience is a daily practice in these neighborhoods, but it is not a romantic ideal. The
same networks that provide credit, childcare, and dispute resolution can exclude
newcomers, entrench patronage, or reproduce inequalities. Climate change heightens
risks of flooding, heat, and landslides; pandemics exploit infrastructural gaps;
speculative real estate and mega-projects threaten mass displacement. Understanding
resilience, therefore, demands attention to power: who bears costs, who sets rules,
and who benefits when land values rise.

The chapters are organized to move from history and concepts to lived experience,
and then to institutions and reforms. We examine work and household survival;
housing and services; safety and social life; mapping and mobility; risk and
adaptation; and the political economy of parties, brokers, NGOs, and markets. Three
city case studies ground these themes in place, drawing on interviews and community
cartographies to show how universal challenges take on local shape. The final chapter
translates the book’s findings into a policy agenda centered on rights, affordability,
and co-production between communities and the state.

Ultimately, Slum City contends that humane urban policy starts by recognizing
residents as experts and co-authors of the city. When governments commit to secure
tenure, affordable services, and inclusive planning—and when finance and standards
are scaled to how people actually build and earn—slums become neighborhoods. The
goal is not to romanticize deprivation or freeze informality in place, but to expand the
capabilities that allow people to live safely, with dignity and opportunity. This book
offers evidence, stories, and maps to help chart that path.
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CHAPTER ONE: From Tenements to Mega-Slums: A
Global Genealogy
The word “slum” carries a weight of images: narrow alleys, improvised roofs, crowded
courtyards, and the hum of life pressed tight against brick and concrete. These images
are not wrong, but they are incomplete. Before the word entered common use,
neighborhoods that we would now call slums already existed—dense, precarious, and
deeply urban. They were shaped by the first waves of industrialization, the rise of
factory work, and the migration of rural families to cities that promised wages but not
housing. The story begins not with a single place but with a pattern: the collision
between explosive urban growth and the absence of formal systems designed to
accommodate it.

Long before the term “slum” was coined, early industrial cities in Europe and North
America produced crowded neighborhoods that resembled today’s informal
settlements. In London, the rookeries of St. Giles and Bethnal Green—narrow,
labyrinthine, and teeming—were described by reformers as “a world apart” within the
metropolis. In New York, the Five Points district became synonymous with tenement
living: multi-family households packed into dark rooms, shared pumps and outhouses,
and streets where commerce, crime, and mutual aid mixed freely. Glasgow’s “single-
ends” and “back-to-backs” embodied similar conditions. These places were not
accidents; they were outcomes of urban economies that relied on cheap labor and
offered little security of tenure.

The term “slum” first gained prominence in early nineteenth-century Britain, initially
used by criminals to describe a squalid room or rookery before being adopted by
reformers and officials. Its adoption reflected a shift in urban governance: from
tolerating dense neighborhoods as a necessary evil to targeting them as problems to
be solved. In London, the 1848 Public Health Act and subsequent interventions framed
crowded districts as threats to public hygiene, connecting sanitation to morality and
social order. The language was moralistic and often stigmatizing, but it also produced
data—maps of disease, surveys of housing conditions—that made urban poverty
visible in new ways.

Industrialization drove the creation of tenements as a housing form optimized for
profit and proximity to factories. In New York, the 1867 and 1879 Tenement House
Laws allowed for the construction of “dumbbell” tenements—narrow buildings with air
shafts that offered minimal light and ventilation. In Manchester and Liverpool, back-to-
back houses and cellar dwellings multiplied. These structures were not merely
physical; they embedded social hierarchies. Landlords, speculators, and employers

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

extracted rent from workers while avoiding responsibility for water, sanitation, or
safety. Residents adapted, building networks of mutual assistance that would become
foundational to slum life.

Colonial rule extended the logic of segregated urbanism to cities across Asia, Africa,
and the Caribbean. In Mumbai (then Bombay), the colonial government constructed
chawls—long, barracks-like buildings with shared corridors and latrines—for mill
workers, while maintaining spatial separation between European neighborhoods and
“native” quarters. In Cairo, the historic cores absorbed rural migrants in dense
courtyards, while new developments reflected colonial priorities. In Southeast Asia,
colonial port cities like Singapore and Batavia produced racialized zoning and uneven
infrastructure. These policies created enduring patterns of exclusion that shaped
informal settlements long after independence.

Public health crises were pivotal in making slums a policy problem. London’s 1854
cholera outbreak, mapped by John Snow, revealed the role of contaminated water. The
Great Stink of 1858 forced action on sewage. In the United States, the 1879 Tenement
House Law emerged amid typhoid and tuberculosis epidemics. These episodes
generated reforms—sewers, water mains, parklands—but they also reinforced a
narrative that slums were sites of disease and moral decay. The reforms often
benefited property owners and city treasuries more than residents, with costs passed
through rents and taxes. Yet the interventions produced an administrative capacity to
survey, map, and regulate urban space.

Twentieth-century mass migration intensified urban pressure. After World War II, rural-
to-urban flows accelerated across the Global South as economies shifted and
landlessness increased. In Latin America, the barrio and favela grew on city edges,
often on steep hillsides or floodplains deemed unsuitable for formal development. In
Africa, colonial cities like Nairobi, Lagos, and Accra expanded through peri-urban
zones where migrants erected structures with little oversight. In South Asia, peri-urban
villages absorbed industrial workers and service laborers. These settlements were
informal in law but highly organized socially, with their own governance and
economies.

The term “mega-slum” entered urban discourse in the late twentieth century to
describe the sprawl of informal settlements across metropolitan regions, often
interconnected and housing hundreds of thousands or millions. Kibera in Nairobi,
Dharavi in Mumbai, and Rocinha in Rio de Janeiro exemplify this scale—dense clusters
of corrugated roofs, shared pathways, and vibrant commerce. Mega-slums are not
isolated pockets; they are woven into the urban fabric through labor markets,
transport networks, and cultural flows. Their scale reflects global urbanization trends:
cities have grown faster than their capacity to provide affordable housing and
services, especially for low-income migrants.
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Global migration patterns map directly onto slum formation. Many residents are
internal migrants moving from rural areas hit by drought, conflict, or mechanized
agriculture. Others are refugees or displaced persons who arrive with few assets and
settle on land at the city’s fringe. In the Gulf and Southeast Asia, transnational
migrants from South Asia and East Africa populate labor camps and informal quarters.
Each stream introduces distinct cultural practices, languages, and economic niches,
but the structural conditions—scarcity of land, weak tenure, limited public
investment—produce similar housing forms: incremental, self-built, and precarious.

Slums have always been sites of intense moral debate. Reformers from the Victorian
era to the present have debated whether improving housing conditions would reduce
crime, disease, and idleness or whether such improvements would simply “subsidize
vice.” Early social investigators like Charles Booth and Jacob Riis produced detailed
descriptions of poverty that oscillated between empathy and judgment. Riis’s
photography, for example, revealed the brutal realities of New York tenements but
also depicted residents in ways that reinforced stereotypes. This dualism persists:
policy swings between “clearance” and “upgrading,” often reflecting broader political
cycles more than evidence.

Technological change has continuously reshaped slum life and the policy gaze. The
introduction of piped water and sewer systems in the late nineteenth century enabled
denser living but also made slums more legible to authorities. In the twentieth
century, electrification and motorized transport opened new peripheries for
settlement. More recently, mobile phones, digital mapping, and platform-based
economies have transformed how residents work, organize, and access services. Yet
technology also enables new forms of surveillance and eviction, from drone mapping
of “illegal” structures to algorithmic assessment of property values. The same tools
that make slums visible can be used to erase them.

Economic structures are central to slum formation. Colonial economies and
postcolonial development models often privileged export sectors and urban elites,
leaving low-wage workers to house themselves. In the United States, redlining and
discriminatory lending prevented minority families from accessing mortgages, pushing
them into rental markets and deteriorating neighborhoods. In Latin America, structural
adjustment programs in the 1980s and 1990s cut public housing budgets and social
services, accelerating informal settlement growth. In Asia, rapid industrialization
created massive low-income workforces without proportional investment in affordable
housing. Slums are, in short, products of specific political economies.

The persistence of slums is not evidence of residents’ lack of effort or aspiration. It is a
reflection of policy failure, market failure, and the structural constraints placed on low-
income urbanites. The notion that slums are simply “backward” or “unplanned”
overlooks the ingenuity involved in building homes without formal credit, organizing
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water delivery without municipal pipelines, and creating social safety nets without
state welfare. It also ignores the constraints: residents often face high rents, insecure
tenure, exploitative middlemen, and the threat of eviction. Understanding slums
requires both empathy for daily life and scrutiny of the institutions that shape it.

Maps are a recurring tool for making sense of slums, and their history is instructive.
Early city plans often erased informal neighborhoods by drawing grids over them. In
the twentieth century, planners used aerial photography and cadastral maps to
classify slums as “blighted.” Today, community cartographies and satellite imagery
provide more nuanced views, revealing pathways, informal water points, and micro-
economies. Mapping is not neutral: who maps, for whom, and with what purpose
affects policy and politics. Community-led mapping has become a form of resistance
and recognition, documenting the organization of space from residents’ perspectives.

Environmental conditions have long influenced slum location and survival. Low-lying
areas prone to flooding, steep hillsides vulnerable to landslides, and lands adjacent to
industrial zones with toxic runoff have often been the only “affordable” sites for low-
income housing. These risks are compounded by climate change, which increases the
frequency of extreme weather events and elevates temperatures in dense
neighborhoods. At the same time, residents adapt creatively: raising floors, building
drainage channels, planting shade trees, and sharing cooling spaces. These
adaptations are often informal but highly effective, forming a catalog of grassroots
climate resilience.

Slums are sometimes mischaracterized as zones of social breakdown. In reality, they
are rich in social capital. Residents rely on kinship networks, religious institutions,
savings groups, and neighborhood committees to manage risk and opportunity. These
structures provide credit, childcare, dispute resolution, and emergency support. They
can be inclusive or exclusionary, depending on local dynamics. Understanding these
networks is essential for policy: interventions that bypass them tend to fail, while
those that work through them can amplify impact. Social capital is a resource, but it is
not a substitute for public infrastructure.

The global geography of slums is uneven but interconnected. Africa and Asia account
for the majority of slum dwellers, reflecting rapid urbanization and limited formal
housing supply. Latin America has a long tradition of informal settlement with distinct
architectural forms and political movements. Even wealthy cities in Europe and North
America host informal housing—from New York’s basement apartments to Paris’s
banlieues—though often under different legal frameworks. The common thread is
affordability: where formal housing costs outpace incomes, informal solutions emerge.
This is a universal urban dynamic, not a “developing world” anomaly.

Historical narratives often credit urban planners and architects with “solving” slums,
but many celebrated interventions merely shifted problems. Robert Moses’s highways
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in New York displaced thousands and entrenched segregation. The “Garden City”
ideals of the early twentieth century sometimes produced sterile, isolated housing
estates disconnected from jobs. Postwar “modernist” projects in Europe and the
Americas replaced dense, mixed neighborhoods with high-rise towers that undermined
social life. These cautionary tales inform contemporary debates about upgrading
versus clearance, density versus sprawl, and the role of design in fostering
community.

Slums also emerge from legal gaps and contradictions. Property laws often favor
formal titles and exclude customary or collective land rights. Zoning codes may
prohibit multifamily housing or small-scale commerce, forcing such activities into the
informal sphere. Building regulations can set standards that are unaffordable for low-
income households, effectively criminalizing self-built homes. These legal
architectures create a trap: the only way to comply is to not live in the city at all,
which is not an option for workers who must be close to jobs. Informality is thus a
rational response to legal barriers.

The concept of the “right to the city,” articulated by Henri Lefebvre and later
elaborated by geographers and activists, frames urban space as a collective product
and argues that residents should have a voice in shaping it. This idea has animated
slum movements from Latin America’s landless workers to South Africa’s shack
dwellers’ federation. It is not merely rhetorical: it has informed legal strategies,
community mapping projects, and participatory budgeting. While the right to the city
does not guarantee material improvements, it shifts the terrain of debate from
technical planning to democratic claims-making.

Global institutions have oscillated between viewing slums as a housing problem and as
a development challenge. In the mid-twentieth century, many governments adopted
public housing programs that produced large estates, often poorly maintained. In the
1970s and 1980s, the focus shifted to sites-and-services and incremental housing,
supported by the World Bank and national agencies. The 1990s and 2000s brought a
surge in microfinance, community-driven development, and urban upgrading projects.
The 2010s and 2020s have emphasized climate resilience, data-driven management,
and partnerships with NGOs and the private sector. Each wave carries lessons about
what works and what does not.

Media representations play a powerful role in shaping public attitudes and policy
toward slums. Sensationalist coverage can amplify fear and justify crackdowns.
Human-interest stories can inspire empathy and reform. Documentary films,
photography, and journalism have both stigmatized and humanized slum residents.
Residents themselves increasingly use social media to narrate their experiences, build
solidarity, and mobilize. The struggle over representation is part of the struggle for
urban justice: who tells the story matters for who gets heard.
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Slums are sometimes treated as uniform, but they are remarkably diverse in form and
function. Some are built on private land with tacit landlord permission; others occupy
public land with shifting political protection. Some are located near employment
centers; others are distant peripheries. Some are ethnically homogenous; others are
cosmopolitan mosaics. Recognizing this diversity is important for policy. One-size-fits-
all solutions—whether clearance or upgrading—often misfire because they ignore local
histories, power relations, and resident preferences.

The history of slums is also a history of resistance. Residents have organized rent
strikes, formed cooperatives, protested evictions, and built alliances with sympathetic
professionals and politicians. These movements have achieved landmark victories,
from the legal recognition of informal settlements to the expansion of basic services.
They have also faced repression, co-optation, and fragmentation. Resistance is not a
linear story of success; it is a messy, iterative process that reveals the limits and
possibilities of urban democracy.

Looking back, the genealogy from tenements to mega-slums shows a persistent
dynamic: cities depend on low-income labor but often refuse to provide secure,
affordable housing for that labor. Slums are the urban answer to this contradiction.
They are spaces of innovation, where residents create homes, economies, and
communities under constraint. They are also spaces of vulnerability, where
shocks—from pandemics to floods to economic crises—land hardest. The challenge for
urban policy is not to wish away slums but to transform the conditions that make them
necessary.

This chapter has traced the long arc of slum formation, from the industrial city to
today’s mega-slums, highlighting the roles of migration, law, technology, and political
economy. It has shown how the concept of the slum emerged and evolved, and how
interventions have oscillated between clearance and upgrading. It has emphasized the
diversity of informal settlements and the centrality of resident agency. The rest of the
book will deepen these themes, moving from the making of place to the politics of
policy, and from the micro-economies of the street to the macro-forces shaping the
global city.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace

http://www.tcpdf.org

