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B.I.6.	 Urban poverty 
and social inequality
Robert C. Kloosterman

Definition: A dual city can be defined as a 
city in which a substantial part of the popula-
tion is trapped in a situation of more-or-less 
permanent poverty, living in neighbourhoods 
that are, for all practical purposes, separated 
from the rest of society, characterised by 
poor living conditions with relatively lim-
ited access to more mainstream educational, 
health, retail, leisure, and cultural facilities. 
Often, though not a necessary condition, eth-
nic minorities are over-represented among 
this population.

History: Anyone who has read Charles 
Dickens or Victor Hugo is probably aware 
that, in pre-industrial and industrial London 
and Paris, spatially concentrated, dire poverty 
existed. With the advent of post-industrial cit-
ies, however, this issue came to the fore once 
more. In the introduction of their edited vol-
ume, Dual City: Restructuring New York, 
John Mollenkopf and Manuel Castells (1991), 
use what they call the ‘dual city’ metaphor 
to analyse the social stratification of post-
industrial New York. This metaphor was 
already criticised by Peter Marcuse (1989), 
but still useful – at least as a rhetorical device 
– as a point of departure to grasp the emerg-
ing, apparently much more polarised, social 
stratification, which was seen as the result 
of a structural transformation of the produc-
tion system. Subsequently, the metaphor ‘dual 
city’ has been applied to other cities, such 
as Amsterdam and Malmö, but also to cit-
ies in the Global South, like Hong Kong and 
Manila.

Theory: Divided cities were, evidently, 
anything but a new phenomenon in the late 
1980s. However, the novelty of using the dual 
city concept was its linkage to post-industrial 
transformation. This entailed, on one hand, 
the disappearance of relatively well-paid (and, 
in former times, secure) manufacturing jobs 
and, on the other, to put it simply, the concomi-
tant increase of high-paid jobs in the producer 
services and low-paid jobs in the consumer 
services. This transformation of the produc-
tion system seemed to drive a more polarised 
social stratification, notably occurring in so-
called global cities: cities with a large number 
of headquarters and subsidiaries of transna-
tional corporations. Obviously, New York is a 

prime example of such a global city, but this 
transformation can also be observed in a host 
of other cities. The dual city metaphor, then, 
provides a more Marxist understanding of the 
rise of post-industrial cities – both by linking 
the shifts in the production system to changes 
in the social stratification and by postulating 
an increasing social divide.

Conceptualisation: The post-industrial 
transformation is a process by itself. However, 
it is not sufficient to generate a dual city. 
People working in low-paid jobs may still 
be able to move up the occupational lad-
der, have other sources of income (including 
support from the state), and may be part of 
multi-income households. They may also live 
in neighbourhoods with a diverse population, 
in socio-economic terms, which, in addition, 
may be home to decent facilities and ameni-
ties. This would undermine the rigid seg-
mentation and the lack of inter-generational 
mobility suggested by the dual city metaphor. 
According to Mollenkopf and Castells (1991) 
this metaphor is ‘gravely flawed’. Still, it may 
be the case that we can observe in contem-
porary cities segments of the population that 
are indeed living in permanent poverty and 
concentrated in particular neighbourhoods, 
more-or-less cut off from mainstream soci-
ety. What is needed is a more subtle concep-
tualisation of the dual city metaphor that can 
be used to study such cases and, more con-
cretely, discover how inequality of conditions 
and opportunities intersects with patterns of 
spatial distribution. This also implies deter-
mining which factors are crucial in bringing 
this deep societal divide about; changes in the 
production system and the labour market, but 
also the institutional context (the laws, regula-
tions and cultural practices) at different spa-
tial scales.

New developments: Academic research 
on inequalities in cities has been a perennial 
theme in the social sciences. While dual city 
research was initially exclusively about cities 
in the Global North, an increasing number of 
studies are being conducted on income ine-
quality and polarisation in the Global South, 
with some even attempting comparisons 
between the two (Hamnett, 2021). In addition, 
there has been a broadening of the research 
scope. Wages are, of course, still important, 
but income, wealth, and access to informally 
provided resources are also appearing on the 
research agenda. In addition, there are also 
discussions about the unit of measurement, 
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as many people tend to be part of households 
in one way or another. This broadening also 
impacts the methodology, as gathering data 
solely on wages is not adequate. Qualitative 
research documenting how people live in 
poor neighbourhoods at a distance from 
mainstream society is essential for grasping 
the reality of the situation.

Policy relevance: The original dual city 
metaphor may be flawed, but it can still be 
seen as a useful call to arms for any policy-
maker who wants to combat stubborn forms 
of inequality in cities. While it clearly needs 
a fundamental refinement for actual research, 
its apparent clarity can mobilise people.

Application fields: As mentioned above, 
the dual city metaphor can be applied to any 
urban situation, preferably as a question to 
start an inquest into urban inequalities and 
not as a simplistic, ad-hoc diagnosis.

Prospect: There may have been cities in 
the past that were fairly equal, but nowa-
days most, if not all, cities display significant 

patterns of inequality. These patterns differ 
between countries and between cities within 
one country. The issue of whether these ine-
qualities actually amount to a dual city, in 
the sense that a part of the urban population 
lives in a separate world permanently closed 
off from opportunities to participate and live 
a decent life, remains relevant in many cities.
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