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C
,, lauds · of toxic gas fill the 

spaces between buildings 
(, and garlands of dark smog 
c<mceal the sun. There are big holes 
in th~ streets, at which gather men 
wearing helmets. Aeroplanes are 
circling around , unable to land. 
Thousands of people choke the 
streets, pushing and fighting to get 
out of the city as soon as possible. 
And every now and then one hears 
the shriek of sirens. Question: is 
this a description of a city in war
time or just during any ordinary 
rush hour? 

The fact is that living and surviv
ing in big cities resemble living con
ditions in wartime in more than 
one respect. Even the long lines 
of people waiting for transport or 
queuing in shops and restaurants 
confirm this impression. People 
pass one another without exchang
ing even a casual glance, as if they 
live by the hypothesis that inter
acting with others is dangerous , and 
they need all their energy and 
attention for mere survival. 

During the century now drawing 
to a close, both developed and 
especially developing countries 
have been undergoing extraordinary 
changes, which bring with them a 
questioning of conditions and be
liefs that used to be taken for grant
ed. This is particularly true of rapid 
urbanisation. Much of the tech
nology, health-related or otherwise, 
that has so profoundly affected hu
man, animal and plant life all over 
the earth has to be applied to make 
life in cities bearable and, at least 
to some degree, controllable. But 
far more failures than successes in 
this respect have to be recorded ; 
the rate of change has largely over
taken the capacities of communities 
and individuals to adapt. 

In the year 2000, the world's five 
biggest cities will have a total of 
over 100 million inhabitants. In 
1950, their populations did not even 
add up to 20 million! This growth 
of the cities has been disproportion
ate to the economic development of 
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the rest of the nation. One conse
quence is that cities, with their 
more westernised pattern of life, 
show an enormous discrepancy of 
culture with the rest of a developing 
country's population; they appear
in cultural terms-as an alien and 
destructive implant. 

Although the increasing number 
of city dwellers is as much a conse
quence of the natural growth of its 
population as of continuing migra
tion from the country , one effect of 
the latter has been to disrupt the 
village family structure , labour 
force and way of life. At the same 
time, migrants from the distant 
countryside arriving in the city find 

A plainclothes policeman tries to per
suade two Paris down-and-outs to begin 
a new life in a special welfare centre. 

Below: " People need all their energy 
and attention for mere survival. " Not 
least on the packed urban highways of 
the United States. 
Photos L. Sirman © 

themselves confronted with new con
ditions of life to which adaptation is 
often difficult and painful. In South 
America, for example, they gener
ally settle on the outskirts of large 
cities and remain in a state of "mar
ginality," mostly in shanty towns 
which are without any services such 
as sewage or water systems. Young 
men, often the heads of young fam
ilies, tend to be the first to migrate; 
if they are unable to find work or 
suffer some misfortune, or if com
munication with relatives breaks 
down for some reason, permanent 
disruption of the family and often 
of the migrant himself may occur. 
Such migrants may be vulnerable to 
the lure of alcoholism and drug 
abuse, or may develop such adverse 
emotional states as brutalisation, 
apathy or depression. 

Studies in cities like Buenos 
Aires have shown that the migrant 
inhabitants of shanty towns have 
very high rates of alcoholism, vio
lence, mental retardation, other 
psychiatric problems and learning 
difficulties in children. At the same 
time , because medical and social 
services in such parts of cities are so 
poor, many of these problems are 
not treated in an appropriate way. 

From a demographic point of 
view, one of the most conspicuous 
characteristics of large cities, espe
cially in the developing countries , 
is the preponderance of young 
people . Having no access to school 
education and often unemployed, 
innumerable adolescents and young 
adults suffer from a lack of future 
perspectives and have feelings of 
malaise and discontent. Exposed 
to alien patterns of value, they 
rebel or become antagonistic to the 
values dominant in the family or 
cultures they stem from. 

These masses of young people 
easily fall victim to abuse by politi
cal bodies or criminal groups. Some 
governments both control and use 
them by enlisting them in their ar
mies and seduce them into identify
ing with nationalistic values for mil
itary purposes. Many of the armed 
conflicts in the world today are car
ried out by developing great num
bers of these young people, who 
seem to be considered just so many 
disposable lives . Not surprisingly 
the rate of violence and criminality 
among young people, especially 
young men, is very high. 

In a typical European city today 
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there are at least between 100 and 
200 people per hectare. In neigh
bourhoods with high-rise buildings, 
that number can even rise to 10,000 
to 15,000 people. How does the 
human organism respond to such 
unnatural conditions? There is 
convincing evidence that high pop
ulation density in itself might have 
important behavioural and psycho
logical impact, that the level of 
stimulation might exceed what a 
person's central nervous system is 
capable of handling. Crowding may 
therefore be a potential source of 
stress . 

The way individuals cope with 
this stress might take two forms, 
which both have important conse
quences for health and social rela
tionships. Individual adaptation to 
stimulation overload necessitates 
the screening of stimuli, so that 
only a fraction of the stimuli re
ceived is registered by the central 
nervous system. This can result in a 
deliberate effort to reduce involve
ment with other people, and a re
luctance to give assistance to others 
when they are in distress; the con
sequence is a dehumanisation of 
society. A dreadful illustration of 
this is what happened to the New 
Yorker called Kitty Genovese who 
was set upon by a mentally-dis
turbed man on her return home. 
He took half an hour to stab her to 
death, leaving and returning twice 
to get a sharper knife. No fewer 
than 38 of her neighbours in a high
rise building not only heard her 
terrified and persistent screaming 
-ending only with her death-but 
actually were able to watch and did 
so. Not one of them even called 
the police. 

Another way of adapting to stim
ulation overload is to fall back 
on mind-changing chemical sub
stances, whether prescribed or non
prescribed, to counter the effects of 
environmentally induced stress. 
The fact that the abuse of all kinds 
of substances like alcohol, psycho
tropic drugs, heroin and cocaine is 
in particular a big city phenomenon 
can be seen as resulting from the 
difficulties human beings have in 
adapting to urban distress. But such 
substances, if used regularly and in 
large quantities, have a number of 
ill-effects such as lack of coordina
tion, blurred vision, interference 
with judgement and, not rarely, 
aggressive behaviour. In many acci-
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Buses bring hopeful newcomers to a 
new life in a Mexican city. 
Photo L. Sirman © 

dents, both on the roads and in the 
home, the use of alcohol and other 
mind-changing substances is in
volved. Moreover, dependency on 
such substances may cause individ
uals to stop contributing economi
cally, socially and emotionally to 
their families or social groups. The 
frequency of physical and sexual 
abuse in families increases, and reg
ular use of such substances often 
leads to a variety of health prob
lems ; it increases the risk of various 
forms of cancer, diseases of the 
liver, and mental disturbances. Be
cause the cost of these drugs is very 
high, people resort to crime as the 
only means of acquiring the money 
they need. Drug abuse, especially 
intravenous drug abuse, is also an 
important risk condition for acquir
ing diseases like AIDS. 

Linked with abuse of substances 
is an increasingly frequent phenom
enon both in developed and devel
oping countries, namely suicidal 
behaviour by young people. Over 
the past ten years, the numbers of 
young people who kill themselves 
have been increasing in many parts 
of the world, including Latin Amer
ica, many islands in the Pacific 
Ocean and even in African coun
tries like Madagascar, where this 
phenomenon until recently had 
been very rare. But one of the sad
dest aspects of the widespread use 
of drugs to offset the undesirable 
effects of unsatisfactory living con
ditions is that it effectively blocks 
people from initiating societal, 
community or individual moves 
aimed at improving those condi
tions, which are thus allowed to 
persist or to deteriorate still 
further. 

The rapid social changes in many 
parts of the world especially taking 
the form of over-urbanisation, have 

brought about important changes in 
values, family structure and com
munity experience, which in turn 
interfere with some of the impor
tant psychosocial and health needs 
of human beings. The shrinking of 
the extended family and the disinte
gration of communities have result
ed in less effective social support 
networks and less likelihood of giv
ing or receiving emotional support ; 
in less responsibility for local af
fairs; in fewer opportunities for co
operative small group interaction 
and action ; and in fewer activities 
in general that stimulate a sense of 
personal involvement, belonging, 
comradeship and responsibility. 
Gripped by a sense of isolation or 
alienation, young people particular
ly, in their search for group mem
bership and values worth identify
ing with, that is, in quest of a sense 
of belonging and responsibility, 
simply cannot satisfy those needs in 
healthy ways. They become all the 
more subject to health risk beha
viours like addiction, or to manipu
lation or abuse by political and 
criminal organizations. 

Fortunately, there are also indi
cations that cultural and social fac
tors might favourably influence the 
response of human beings to condi
tions of rapid social change, urbani
sation and high population density. 
For example, it has been shown 
that people reared in the traditional 
Chinese culture are more likely to 
be more tolerant to high density liv
ing and have lower levels of stress 
than people educated in "Western" 
traditions. Such tolerance, by vir
tue of its tendency to allay the de
velopment of discontent, could 
serve to prevent antisocial, health 
risk and criminal behaviour. And 
on the other hand, the capacity 
to tolerate conditions which 
are extraordinarily stressing might 
also imply a passive acceptance of 
conditions which- in the long 
run-would not be desirable for 
mankind. • 

19 


