Slums, Poverty, and Globalization

Comp 102 – Ortiz

Connecting Orwell’s Down and Out to Contemporary Globalization Issues
Though written in 1933 Europe, Orwell’s work of autobiographical journalism envisioned the rise of global slum populations. Far from a random development, the rise of slums worldwide seems to be intimately connected to political and economic forces of capitalism and globalization. Consider the following quotes:


Sometime in the next year … For the first time, the urban population of the earth will outnumber the


rural. In 1950 there were 86 cities in the world with populations over one million; today there are 386,


and by 2015 there will be at least 550 … [There are] new megacities with populations in excess of 8


million and, even more spectacularly, hypercities with more than 20 million inhabitants. (17)


[The United Nations’ report, The Challenge of Slums,] estimates that there were about 924 million slum


dwellers in 2001 … at least half of the slum population is under the age of twenty-five. … The poorest


urban populations, however, are probably in Kinshasa and Maputo, where two thirds of residents earn


less than the cost of their minimum required daily nutrition. … An estimated 57 percent of urban Africans


lack access to basic sanitation, and in cities such as Nairobi the poor must rely on ‘flying toilets’


(defecation into a plastic bag). In Bombay, meanwhile, the sanitation problem is defined by ratios of


one toilet seat per 500 inhabitants in the poorer districts. (18)


[The Challenge of Slums indicts] neoliberalism, especially the I.M.F.’s Structural Adjustment Programs …


The I.M.F. – acting as a bailiff for the big banks and backed by the Reagan and Bush administrations


– offered poor countries everywhere the same poisoned chalice of devaluation, privatization, removal


of import controls and food subsidies, enforced cost-recovery in health and education, and ruthless


downsizing of the public sector. … SAPs devastated rural smallholders by eliminating subsidies and


pushing them out, ‘sink or swim,’ into global commodity markets dominated by First World agribusiness.


(18-19)


By the end of the century, global inequality had reached an incredible … situation in which the poorest


two thirds of the world receive [the equivalent of] zero income and the top third, everything. (20)


For the moment at least, Marx has yielded the historical stage to Mohammed and the Holy Ghost. If


God died in the cities of the industrial revolution, he has risen again in the postindustrial cities of the


developing world. Today, populist Islam and Pentecostal Christianity (and, in Bombay, the cult of


Shivaji) occupy a social space analogous to that of early twentieth-century socialism and anarchism.


(20-22) [NOTE: Benjamin Barber describes this situation as ‘McWorld vs. Jihad’, i.e. the forces of


globalization versus fundamentalism.]


The new urban poor, indeed, are the ghosts at the table of world politics. Every debate about the war


on terrorism, the future of the Middle East, the AIDS crisis in Africa, and the international narcotics trade


is haunted by their presence and growing desperation. The helicopter gunships that hover over the


megaslums of Gaza and Sadr City, the nightly gun battles in the shantytowns of Bogotá and Karachi,


the bulldozers of Nairobi, Delhi, and Manila – is this not already an incipient world war between rich and


poor? (22)

Source: Davis, Mike. “Planet of Slums.” Harper’s Magazine June 2004: 17-22.
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     “Ukraine’s first McDonald’s…” (Transitions 1/99)

Terms of Globalization: New World Order, neo-liberalism, trans-nationalism, New World Border, post-industrial, post-ideological, McWorld vs. Jihad.

Sites: International Forum on Globalization, www.ifg.org and Globalisation Guide, www.globalisationguide.org.

