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Synopsis of the Dissertation 

Three Essays on Political Economy of Inequality 

 

The Slum Question:  

Understanding the Creation, Demolition and Persistence of Slums in South Asia 

(Job Paper) 

 

In this paper I posit and provide an understanding of the “slum question” in developing 

countries. Three critical processes define the slum question, namely - formation, demolition and 

persistence of slums. I present a new conceptual framework of ‘expulsionary urbanization’ in 

which simultaneous expulsions (dispossessions) of the poor from their land/livelihoods and the 

creation of affluent neighborhoods through an outward expansion of urban spaces are 

understood to be two sides of the same coin. By drawing from new macro and micro level data 

sets through archival research and fieldwork in Islamabad, Pakistan, I show that the processes 

of expulsionary urban development manifest in the form of extreme inequalities at the urban 

peripheries. On the one hand, they produce growth in new gated housing societies 

(development); on the other hand, they create and demolish slums (underdevelopment). In other 

words, the paper identifies an intricate relationship between growth of high-end real estate and 

slum settlements. By drawing inspiration from the idea of ‘real subsumption of labor’ in critical 

political economy, the paper introduces the novel conceptual category of ‘real subsumption of 

space’ as the process of control, command and commodification of space. The paper argues that 

the slum-question is best understood as a manifestation of uneven transition toward real 

subsumption of space in South Asia. Furthermore, the paper rendered visible the role of the 

‘state’ in processes of dispossession and spatial restructuring (urban-sprawl) under the regime 

of expulsionary urbanization.  

 

Class, Gender and Spatiality in Urban Slums: 

Reconceptualizing the ‘Slum’ as a Site of Critical Analysis 

(2nd Essay) 

In the existing literature slums are conceptualized in three distinct ways. One, as a pathway to 

prosperity; second, a cul-de-sac to poverty and third, a space where subaltern segments of 

society defy the diktats of the state and elites. Despite sharp theoretical differences in each 

approach, there is an underlying similarity among them. They tend to see slum as a 

‘homogenous’ socio-spatial entity. By drawing from extensive fieldwork in slum settlements of 

Pakistan, I problematize the prevailing approaches as they render invisible inherent inequality 

across slum-households. By using logistic regression technique, the paper identifies differences 

in class, gender and spatiality as important ‘entitlements’ which lead to differentiated 

development and economic outcomes across slum-households. Based on these empirical 



2 
 

findings, the paper proposes a new conceptual understanding of the slum as a ‘site of critical 

analysis’ where advantages and disadvantages are conferred based on differences in 

‘entitlements’.  

Infrastructure Development, Dispossession and Immiseration of Labor: 

Empirical Evidence from Punjab, Pakistan 

(3rd Essay) 

The neoliberal period has witnessed a period of rapid commercialization and commodification of 

land in many developing countries. Critical political economy literature shows that 

dispossession of marginalized groups is embedded in these land transformations. But what are 

the intermediary processes which lure capital to particular places and facilitate dispossession? 

To address this question, the paper makes use of a quasi-natural experiment setting in Punjab, 

Pakistan to identify the infrastructure (highway) development as an important intermediary 

process that facilitates dispossession of marginalized groups. The paper argues that the state 

infrastructural policy, in particular the development of roads, is a key intermediating factor 

because it is associated with increases in the price of the land, and hence the potential rents and 

speculative gains that can be derived through its commercialization. The existing literature 

restricts the role of the state in dispossession to expropriation via the declaration of some land 

as eminent domain. This paper argues that the state plays a much more dynamic role in the 

process; it actively engineers potential rents and facilitates speculation via selective 

infrastructural policy that includes some parts and excludes others. The central claim is that it 

becomes profitable for local elites to engage in dispossession of marginalized groups when the 

expected price of land justifies a movement to non-agricultural land-use.  

 

 

 


