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URBAN STUDIES IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES; REVIEW PAPER 

JAN VAN DER LINDEN* 

Introduction 

As a by-effect of the rapid growth of urban settlements in the Third World, 
an enormous body of literature has been produced on a wide variety of urban 
problems. It  is hardly possible to keep pace with the speed of the developments 
in urban studies. Yet there is sometimes a feeling that urban studies, in their 
turn, do not keep pace with the urban developments themselves. To quote only 
one figure: by the year 2000, the world will have no less that 21 'mega cities', i.e. 
cities with over 10 million inhabitants, 17 ofthem in the Third World, which had 
only one mega city as recently as 1960. 

In brief, we have to do with a phenomenon, the speed nor the scale of which 
we have any experience with. No wonder studies, theories and visions follow 
each other in rapid succession. Logically, this paper cannot aim at  much more 
than giving a summary review of some current trends in urban studies. Also, the 
paper will focus on a limited number of subjects only. For instance, issues of the 
urban environment have attracted much attention recently. Yet I will leave 
these, and some other 'hot' topics, aside for the greater part, as 1 am not 
suff~ciently conversant in such fields. 

This shortcoming, however, has a wider meaning than just leaving aside 
some interesting topic or other. One of the most eye-catching trends of the 
moment is the attempt to break through the walls until recently separating 
different subjects of urban research, instead of focusing on subjects such as 
housing, employment, sanitation, women, etc.,nowadays oftenumbrellaconcepts 
are sought under which these different issues can be integrated and studied in 
their interrelatedness. Similarly, in urban policy making, the focus has shifted 
from (housing, sanitation, employment) projects to more general issues of what' 
is labelled 'urban poverty', or even 'urban productivity'. To an extent, this trend 
towards more universal approaches is no more than a matter offashion; after all, 
under the umbrella of 'urban poverty', of necessity, the 'old' topics such as 
employment and housing will reappear. Yet, both in studies and policy making, 
attempts can be noticed to link such subjects. Also, while in the past a major part 
of the attention was focused on the urban poor, riowadays it seems as though the 
general urban context is taken into account, a t  least more than was the case 
previously - and sometimes at  the expense of attention for the traditional target 
group. 

* Thanks to my colleague Marten Reurink whose valuable comments to an earlier draft have 
enhanced the quality of this paper. 
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Doubtlessly, the World Bank has been a major trend setter in such 
developments. As a leading UN agency, it gives direction to the whole UN family 
and to governmental organizations of the USA and the counties ofthe EEC. The 
consultant community which is strongly dependent on funding from these 
organizations has no choice but to adjust to shifts in policy thinking at higher 
levels. Universities' research can -and should - make a more independent stand, 
but if it wants to closely follow developments, it has to react to these, and thus, 
to follow suit, albeit in its own, critical way. 

The World Bank's current policy thinking can perhaps best be typified as a 
shift from 'distribution with growth' with its emphasis on poverty alleviation and 
basic needs, to a focus on market efficiency, a reduced 'enabling' role of the 
government, and the private sector as a major agent in development. By 
implication, the attention has shifted from projects directed at the urban poor to 
broader urban issues, beyond employment, -housing and infrastructure: the 
emphasis is now on the productivity of the urban economy and the need to 
alleviate the constraints on productivity (e.g. World Bank, 1991: i). 

After this impressionistic sketch of the changing environment in which 
urban studies take place, I will now try and review the state ofthe art regarding 
a number of specific subjects. However, as shown above, these subjects are 
strongly interrelated so that, by force, their separate treatment is a bit artificial. 
As already implicit in the above, there is a lot of overlap and interconnection 
between these subjects. 

Urban Housing, Theory and Practice 

After the revolutionary changes in thinking on low-income housing of 
the1970s (cf e.g. Turner, 1976) a chain reaction of research came into motion. 
Turners view that illegal housing represented a solution, rather than a problem, 
was widely challenged. Firstly, a theoretical debate started about the foundations 
and soundness of John Turner's views. Especially (neo-) marxiste have blamed 
turner for presenting a depoliticized, shortsighted view of the housing problem, 
which ultimately will benefit capitalist interest4e.g. Pradilla, 1979; Burgess, 
1978). Although this debate was not a real debate in the first place, since the 
opponents could never agree on a common basis for discussion (cf.e.g. Nientied 
& Van der Linden, 1985),and although the debate may seem to be somewhat 
outdated now, it has long dominated discussions on low-income h~using'(e.~. 
Ward, 1982) and continues to do so up to this day (e.g. Marcussen, 1990). 

Secondly, under pressure of the World Bank, approaches to lo*-incoxhe 
housing shifted towards an approach partially reflecting Turner's ideas. In 
practically all'of the major cities of the Third World some expetiments were 
undertaken applying the new approach that can be briefly summarized' as a 
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combination of 'legalization & upgrading' of existing squatments on the one 
hand, and 'sites and services' on the other. This has led to an enormous number 
of studies of these experiments, both of a descriptive and of a more reflective 
nature; often, the above theoretical issues were again taken up in these studies 
(for reviews, see Payne, 1984; Skinner et al., 1987; Swan et al., 1983; Van der 
Linden, 1986). 

The New Approach and the State's Role 

The often somewhat disappointing results of upgrading-cum-legalization 
projects, and especially of sites-and-services gave rise to anumber offundamental 
questions regarding the role of the state which had been assumed to benefit by 
the new approach, both according to Turner and his mamist opponents. Partly 
such questions are addressed in (reviews of) evaluations of applications of the 
'new approach'. It appears that this approach has in fact not been widely 
implemented that seldom the target group was reached and that the needs and 
wishes of the poor were hardly ever taken into account (see for areview: Nientied 
& Van der Linden, 1988). In this connection, studies in different Latin American 
countries by Gilbert & Ward deserve separate mentioning(1982-1985). One of 
their main conclusions is that, in spite of much rhetoric, low-income housing has 
got a very low priority for the state; the state appears to; intervene in favour of 
the poor only under specific conditions, especially when the socio-political 
stability is being threatened. Most of the time, the distribution of the scarce 
public goods and services is left to the 'free' play of patronage relations, to which 
I will return below . In connection with the low-income housing and related 
(urban) issues, there has been quite some theorizing on the state's role. Several 
of the above mentioned reviews pay attention to this point and compare the 
explanatory value of liberal, instrumentalist and structuralist viewpoints. 
Apart from these , dualistic models of state policy making deserve mentioning 
(Saunders, 1979,1981;for a review of dualist models, see Harrington, 1983). 

A related question which has come up from.evaluations of the performance 
of public agencies in housing (and other fields ) is the role of the state apparatus 
orthe bureaucracy. Apart from instrumentalist views, the managerial approach 
deserves attention in this regard (e.g. Pahl, 1977). A seminal study by ~ a t l e ~  has 
attempted to place the managerial approach in a broader framework, comprising 
more structuralist elements (1983). 

Participation 

Evaluation of, and reflection on, the new approach has led to the identification 
of a number of issues that came up during implementation of this approach, in 
whatever shape. People's participation is, in principle, the corner stone of the 
'new approach'. However, in practice, implementation of this part of the 
approach has left much to be desired. Apart from many evaluative studies of the 
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practice of participation, more reflective studies have been done about 
fundamental questions of 'whose participation, participation in what, and for 
what ends' (for reviews, see Yap, 1990; Moser, 1983). 

The study of community participation has led to several studies connecting 
different related subjects. For instance, studies by Gilbert &Ward (1984) have 
investigated the state's objectives and methods in dealing with community 
participation. They conclude that much of what is officially labelled as 
participation, is, in fact mere rhetoric or a means to coopt people. The 
conclusions are much the same as with social movements, to which I will return 
below. 

In a similar vein, but with different emphasis, in a case study on a Madras 
slum, de Wit draws on the limitations of participation. While the public agencies 
involved do not leave much room for partici~; #.ion and local leaders rather retain 
their brokers' roles than sharing power with the poor, the poor themselves often 
cannot afford to participate since this implies aninvestment in time and money, 
and involves certain risks to them while a number of social handicaps stand in 
the way of their participation (1985). 

Some studies have taken up specifically women's participation in the , 

housing process and in neighbourhood movements (see e.g. Moser, 1985; Moser 
& Peake (eds.).l987). In the literature on 'new social movements', participation 
takes a prominent place. 

Recently, the question of participation has attained renewed relevance in 
view of the World Bank's insistence on limiting the state's role. 

Displacement 

Another issue connected to the new approach to the low- income housing 
problem has been, and still is, the question of displacement of the poorest as a 
result of settlement up grading. This is one of the negative by-effects of the new 
approach predicted especially by !he (neo-) marxist critics of John Turner's 
ideas, but feared also by a majority of other scholars. 

As of now, it appears that displacement by no means is a self evident result 
of upgrading; instead, its occurrence or not depends on a host offactors, amongst 
which the project details take a prominent place. In other words, for an 
important part, displacement is determined by policy and implementation, i.e. 
by factors which can be manipulated. Many details have yet to be investigated 
so that a theoretical model of displacement cannot yet be given. Clearly, such a 
model would have to take account of factors beyond the project level, such as 
developments on the city wide land and housing markets (for a review of 
literature and case studies on displacement, see Kool et al., 1989). 
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A somewhat related subject is organized relocation, often considered 
unavoidable in upgrading and urban renovation projects. A recent expert 
meeting on this issue concluded that for the greater part such relocation can be 
much more limited than is being done, or even avoided altogether (IHS,1992). 

Tenants of low-income housing 

A next, partly connected, urgent issue is that of the tenants to whom 
insufficient attention is being paid in the 'new approach'. It was not before the 
'80s that some studies on the tenants of low-income housing were undertaken. 
There is evidence for the conclusion that in case of displacement tenants are the 
first victims, just as marxist scholars had predicted. However, also cases have 
been found where up-grading led to and expansion ofthe rental market without 
leading to substantial price increases. 

The whole issue of tenancy is still quite confused and much refining is 
required. It appears that several types of tenants should be distinguished, for 
instance according to the continuum choice-constraint. Also in this case, the 
general conditions on the urban land and housing market seem to be ofdominant 
influence (for a review, see Gilbert, 1989). 

Land Supply 

A very crucial issue which has received increased attention during the past 
decade is land supply for urban low-income housing. For a long time, this 
problem had been evaded by governmeAts implementing one - off pilot projects 
located on public land. It was clear from theoutset, however, that such'solutions' 
could not work in the long run. 

In an early stage already, the World Bank had raised this point by compiling 
a staff working paper in which the major questions of urban land supply are 
inventorized (1978). Later, many case studies of formal and informal supply 
systems as well as of policy options and their application, saw the light (Angel 
et al., 1983; Baross &Van der Linden, 1990; Fitzwilliam, 1991; Baken &Van der 
Linden, 1992). This field is extensive and extremely complicated, As yet, it is 
not possible to draw unambiguous conclusions on even such crucial issues as 
general trends in land markets and developments of their accessibility to low- 
income groups. What has become clear is the strong interlinkage between formal 
and informal supply systems, which is areason to study urban land markets city 
wide and in a comprehensive way. 

Until now, urban land market studies were mainly of two kinds: (a) those 
cast in a neo-classical economic framework, emphasizing the importance of 
studying land markets in terms of supply and demand principles, and (b) those 
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oriented towards the political economy of land delivery, focusing on agents 
involved , their roles and interests. This dichotomy of approaches is one likely 
cause of contradictory findings, and an integration of both approaches is highly 
due. 

As regards policy, the evidence now at hand indicates that the performance 
of traditional public interventions such as regulations, taxation and land 
banking has been rather poor. Hence, the Bank's conclusion that the state's role 
should be strongly reduced and that the market forces would perform better in 
solving the land supply problem. This conclusion, however, is being attacked 
strongly. One of the arguments is that in practice the poorly performing land 
markets in Third World cities already are much more free than official regulation 
suggests (cfFitzwilliam 1991). Indeed, recent studies of the formal land market 
indicate that formal restrictions imposed by the state do not play a significant 
role. They are generally circumvented, bought off, or neglected altogether (for 
an example, see Dekker, 1992,). This, of course, a fortiori applies to the (large) 
illegal part of the market. Thus, one may wonder why a better performance is 
expected as a result of deregulation. Another point of criticism of the World 
Bank's approach to land issues is its strongly economic bias. Many studies have 
born out that political factors, and power relations in general, play at least as 
important a role in the land market as does 'rational economic behaviour', which 
the World Bank wants to harness. 

A much more promising tendency of policies for land supply, noted in several 
countries, is towards bridging the gap between legal and illegal land delivery 
systems, either by the public agencies adopting the methods of illegal subdividers, 
or by allowing the illegal subdividers to continue their business in a legal way, 
under certain conditions (Baken & Van der Linden, 1992). 

Patronage and leadership 

Irrespective of whether the focus is on upgrading, land supply or the role of 
state and bureaucracy, again patronage is a concept which turns out to have an 
enormous explanatpry potential. Many of the studies mentioned above bear this 
out. A major problem, however, is that this explanation is inherently static. 
Patrons or brokers have an interest in maintaining communication gaps and 
conflicts between the public sector and the population: it is these gaps and 
conflicts on which they thrive, in other words, they have an interest in 
maintaining the status quo. On the other hand, their clients are mostly shown 
to be helpless victims of patronage, so that things are not very likely to change 
(see e.g Ellemers, 1969; Galjart, 1969; Boissevain, 1969). As yet, very few studies 
have hinted to the dynamics of patronage which appears to be a much challenging 
and relevant subject (Gilbert, 1990; Banck, 1986). I t  appears that scarcity and 
the distance between the state apparatus and the general public are major 
determinants of the dynamics of patronage. 
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Social Movements 

There has been much theorizing on urban social movements, starting from 
widely diverse viewpoints. In the first place, psychological and socio-psychological 
interpretations explained social movements mainly at the individual level. In 
this connection, an article by Portes who emphasizes the rationality of the urban 
poor's behaviour when joining a social movement, is still quite relevant (1972). 

Marxist oriented scholars have, of course, laid much more emphasis on 
structural factors. In this connection, a long stretched debate has resulted about 
the question of whether the labour class is - or should be -the vanguard of social 
change in a situation where many of the urban poor cannot be classified as 
industrial labourers .(e.g.Castells, 1978; 1983). It appears that collective 
consumption, rather than production, is the issue around which the urban poor 
unite, and articulation with the traditional labour class does no longer seem to 
be an absolute condition for the success of such movements. 

Recently a completely new type of social movements is being 'discovered',: 
the 'new social movements , typified by their small scale, their informality, 
independence of traditional labour unions and political parties, and having 
emancipatory and identity goals, rather than the traditional political and 
economic aims (e.g. Evers, 1985). 

Right across the whole social movement debate runs another point of view, 
called the 'Resource Mobilization Approach' which emphasizes the need for the 
poor to avail of outside resources in order to achieve their aims (e.g. McCarty & 
Zald, 1977). While few movements of the poor manage to emerge and sustain 
their momentum without the assistance of outside resources, quite often the 
result is that the movement falls victim to patronage or cooptation when seeking 
such assistance. Recently, research has been initiated to distinguish between 
'resources' having these effects and those which have not (for a review of social 
movements, see Eckstein, 1989; several case studies have been assembled in 
Schuurman & Van Naerssen, 1989). 

Panster (1986) as well as Gilbert & Ward(1982; 1985) have elaborated on the 
state's dealing with social movements, ranging £?om incorporation, cooptation 
and the creation of parallel and competing mwements, to repression. 

Employment 

With the concept 'informal sector' a revolutionary change in the study of 
labour and employment was set in motion. The mass of the urban poor engaged 
in 'traditional' or 'tertiary' activities were no longer viewed as unproductive, 
under employed or parasitic. The recognition took hold that by these activities 
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jobs and income were created for a growing proportion of the urban population 
- in spite oftheir poor access to resources andmarkets andin spite ofdiscrimination 
by governments. In addition, this sector provides essential goods and services 
to the urban economy in general. From this point of view, policies should not 
primarily be directed towards job creation in the modern industrial sector, but 
rather towards changing the structurally unbalanced relation between the 
formal and informal sectors, by supportingthe informal sector and by enhancing 
the relations between both sectors (Hart, 1973; ILO, 1972; Mazumdar, 1976). 

From a marxist point of view (Petty commodity production approach), 
' however relations between the formal and informal sector are viewed as mainly 
exploitative. In this view, the dynamics ofthe system inevitably lead to further 
proletarianization (Gerry & Birkbeck, 1979; Lebrun & Gerry, 1975; Portes, 
1978). The theoretical debate was dominated to a large extent by a priori 
assumptions about the relation between the formal andinformal sector. Relatively 
little attention was paid to empirical testing of the different points of view 
(Schmitz, 1982). 

After the term 'informal sector' had been coined, there has been much debate 
about its definition, the usefulness of the concept and policy making. Especially 
the heterogeneity and fragmentation ofinformal sector activities were viewed as 
features which render any generalizations impossible (e.g. Breman, 1976; 
Bromley & Gerry, 1979; Tokman, 1978; NAR, 1989). 

In spite of all the justified criticism ofthe concept, it is still beingused widely. 
As regards policies for the informal, sector, there is a t  the moment a sort of 
deadlock. Especially ILO continues emphasizing strategies to assist the informal 
sedor through training, loan schemes and cooperatives (e.g. 1987; 1991). In 
contrast, De Soto advocates deregulation, de-bureaucratization and privatization 
(De Soto, 1989, Bromley 1990). Such ideas fall on fertile ground in circles of IMF 
and World Bank. Yet others take amore hesitant stand, and basically agree with 
McGee's conclusion that for the time being, probably the best strategy is just 
leaving the informal sector alone and stop harassing it (1977). 

Problems identified with proposed strategies boil down to the fundamental 
questions of whether it is possible to reach more than an already slightly better- 
off part of the informal labour force, possibly a t  the expense ofthe poorer sections. 
Arelated question is whether it is possible toretain some features ofthe informal 
sector - such as its absorption capacity - whenintroducing anumber of innovations 
more characteristic of the formal sector, often implying a transition from 
artisanal to industrial production and, more in general, a higher degree of 
sophistication. Also, since much of the informal sector production is done by 
subcontracting informal units, one may wonder who is going to ultimately 
benefit &om assistance to the informal sector (for up to date information of the 
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state of the art, see a reader by Portes et al., 1989; on labour issues, see Thomas, 
1990; on subcontracting, see Harris, 1982). 

Following developments in central Italy, recently much euphoria has come 
up around 'flexible specialization', meaning the development of a network of 
many small and medium-sized work places producing a great and ever changing 
variety of commodities following fashion and technical innovation. I t  is precisely 
the rapid turn-over of fashion and the desire for frequent modification of existing 
commodities, which put relatively small-scale enterprises in a favourable position 
(e.g. Schmitz, 1990). In view of the required technical and communicative 
sophistication, however, it is doubthl whether this Italianmodel would have any 
potential for replication in most of the Third World countries. 

Interestingly, some ofthe recent studies ofthe informal sector take a broader 
view than was usual in the past and examine all the labour and production 
processes and relation in one particular field comprising both the formal and 
informal sectors (e.g. Van der Loop, 1992). Other studies link employment to 
housing issues (e.g. McCallum & Benjamin, 1985), while much research is 
directed to the specific, and often marginal, role which women take within the 
informal sector (e.g. Beneria & Roldan, 1987). 

Epilogue 

From the above summary review, it is clear that the task ahead for urban 
studies is enormous. Studies on most topics are open ended and most often, just 
the direction in which studies move can be identified. At the same time,as noted 
in the introduction, answers to many burning questions are urgently required 
and if urban research is to be relevant, it will have to contribute to the solution 
of these questions. 

In view of some recent trends in urban policy making and research, it would 
seem that two major developments have to be taken into account for academic 
studies of urban problems. The first is that the traditional target group, the 
urban poor, have lost their primary place. There is, in World Bank circles and 
beyond, a beliefthat enhancingurban productivitywill automatically benefit the 
poor. Universities are in the almost unique position to challenge this view and 
to see what is happening in the real world. They would be well advised to take 
up this challenge; nobody else will. 

Secondly, the recent trend towards deregulation and privatization tends to 
overly emphasize the economic aspect. Again this trend deserves challenging, 
especially from a social sciences point of view. The study of political processes, 
gender and power relations and survival strategies - just to name a.couple of 
essential determinants of urban development - is a much required complement 
to the economically biased views of development now in vogue. 
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In this connection, finally, it is of importance to try and link both viewpoints: 
in the past social sciences often have studied urban phenomena independently 
of other viewpoints and in a position of relative isolation. If, however, social 
studies of the urban are to have any meaning and impact, it will be essential to 
understand other, a t  present more dominant, points of view, to enter into a 
dialogue with these and to thus open possibilities for cross-fertilization. 
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