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U r b a n  D e c l i n e  a n d  U r b a n   G r o w t h 115


city dwellers outside than inside the countries that had earlier been 
most heavily urbanized.


There have been huge changes in both the size of individual cities and 
the distribution of the largest cities around the globe. In 1950, London 
was still the biggest city in the world, followed closely by New York. 
During the next three decades, Shanghai overtook them both. They 
had fallen respectively to tenth and eleventh places, and—having 
grown only slightly since 1950 (while the population of Shanghai more 
than tripled)—they fell by 2013 to the last two places on the list of the 
world’s twenty largest cities. In 1950, nine of the world’s twenty largest 
cities and five of the top ten were located in either Europe or the United 
States. By 2013, their number among the top twenty had fallen to three, 
none of which ranked among the top ten.


Similar results emerge from analysis of the world’s largest “ag-
glomerations,” a term largely synonymous with “metropolitan areas.” 
These agglomerations consist not only of legally defined municipal-
ities but also of the densely inhabited areas around them. Urban his-
torians sometimes cite the numbers of people who live in these larger 
areas instead of the numbers of inhabitants in areas within cities’ 
official boundaries. The population of greater New  York, which 
had 12.3  million inhabitants in 1950, grew a lot in later years (to 
20.1  million), but not as much as the populations of greater Tokyo 
(36.93  million), greater Delhi (21.94  million), and greater Mexico 
City (20.14 million). In 1950, Europe and the United States contained 
eleven of the top twenty agglomerations. In 2010, they contained only 
two (New York and Los Angeles).


Although a substantial majority of the inhabitants of developing-  
world countries still lived in rural areas in 2009 (3.l billion, compared 
with 2.5 billion city dwellers), the percentages of the populations of 
these countries that were urban had risen overall by about 100 percent 
since 1960, and at the level of the giant cities (sometimes referred to as 
“megalopolises”), the numerical balance had clearly shifted in favor of 
the developing world. Places like Shanghai, Mumbai, Lagos, and São 
Paulo have come to the fore as major centers of population, eclipsing in 
size all but a handful of cities in Europe and the United States.


In approximately equal measure, the growth of big cities in devel-
oping countries has resulted from both natural increases (i.e., num-
bers of births in excess of numbers of deaths) and rural-to-urban 
migration. Campaigns to reduce tuberculosis, malaria, and other dis-
eases have yielded enormous improvements in public health, substan-
tially offsetting the negative effects of urban density on the ability of 
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