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This paper is the translation of a presentation given to the class of Pr Chaléart on December 
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The rise of megalopolises and the tremendous increase of the share of the population living in 
cities have literally changed the world over the last sixty years. Many social scientists have 
studied this phenomenon, but one element seems to have been forgotten. The lure of big cities 
is particularly difficult to understand when the negative externalities of the urban lifestyle are 
taken into account: crowds affect individual’s endocrine system (leading to aggressive 
behaviours)1 and the urban landscape creates cognitive deficits2. So why do Homo sapiens so 
often chooses to migrate to urban areas? 
As any animal, people are constantly looking for the best of and/or the most sexual partners. 
Cities are certainly the best place to find both simply because the supply of potential mates is 
so much more important than in the countryside. Such intuition is confirmed by the location of 
gay communities: for homosexuals finding a mate is notably more difficult than for 
heterosexuals, but the process can be greatly eased in an urban context, it is thus not surprising 
to find a strong pattern of rural-urban migration amongst homosexuals. 
West Africa offers a chance to consider whether such a trend also applies to the rest of the 
population. West African urbanization is recent, urban growth has been dramatic and is still 
ongoing, it thus is an excellent field to observe the importance of a reproductive rational in the 
decision to migrate towards towns and cities. This paper will be divided in three parts, first I 
will try to estimate whether there is a correlation between promiscuity and urbanization, 
second I will test the results against other hypotheses, and third I will show that people 
migrate in order to find sexual partners fitting their preferences. 

1. Sex in the city 
The fact that it is easier to find partners in urban areas than in the countryside may be common 
sense but it has to be demonstrated. Numerous researchers have conducted interviews on the 
sex life of West Africans but they often failed to gather interesting information about the pre- 
and extra-marital experiences of their subjects. There is one element that does help to draw a 
precise map of West Africans’ sex life: HIV/AIDS seroprevalence.  
HIV seroprevalence is a sure marker of sexual activity and can confidently be used as a proxy 
of prosmiscuity. Of course people do lie about it, but this problem can be addressed by using 
three estimates (low, high, average) provided by the World Health Organization. A regression 
analysis shows that not only urbanization correlates strongly with HIV seroprevalence using 
all three estimates but it is also consistently one of the main statistical explanatory factors (see 
Table 1). To check the robustness of these results, another regression has been conducted 
using UNESCO Institute for Statistics’ data (see Graph 1).  It shows that the variation of HIV 
seroprevalence from 2003 to 2005 is strongly correlated with urban growth during the same 
period (0.432; t=4.37). 
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It should be remembered that the correlation between the share of Muslim population in a 
given country and HIV seroprevalence has warranted a $18.5 million campaign of 
circumcision financed by the Bill and Melinda Gate Foundation, even though this correlation 
is significantly weaker than the one between urbanization and HIV seroprevalence. 
These results indicate that promiscuity is likely to be fostered by an urban lifestyle. The 
reasons for this remain unclear but, using the gay communities as an example, some factors 
can be designated as likely causes. Density of course increases the number of potential 
partners, anonymity also diminishes the risks of scandal, lower risks of endogamy are also to 
be considered. Higher disposable income helps socialization, the availability of cafes, 
restaurants and other gathering places may as well increase one’s chances to find partners, etc. 

2. Alternative leads 
One possible other interpretation of these results would be that urbanization and HIV 
seroprevalence are both unrelated consequences of the same cause: economic well-being.  
Wealthier persons (especially men) have more sexual partners3; as wealth and urban life tend 
to be tightly correlated, it would be normal for the regression to come up with a false positive. 
This interpretation certainly holds a degree of truth (see GDP regression in Table 1), but does 
not disprove the initial theory. Indeed, in Western Africa, widespread rural polygyny means 
that in the countryside the number of sexual encounters one may enjoy are limited (older, 
richer men marry the available females, while younger males lay in waiting). Their 
monogamous urban counterparts are quality-takers, they marry older, more educated women 
but are given the time to try numerous potential wives before picking one, so they typically 
have many more mates than the richer older rural polygynists. 
Higher disposable income logically makes one more likely to interact with prostitutes. Thus 
once more the relationship between urbanization and HIV prevalence may be caused by the 
fact that they are both caused by increased wealth. 
Using the data of TABLOTT (2007), an extremely high correlation can be found between the 
number of HIV seropositive sex workers in a given country and HIV seroprevalence at a 
national level. But the relevance of these findings is not clear. The number of HIV 
seropositive pharmacists, farmers, truck drivers or any other profession may also accurately 
predict the national HIV seroprevalence. Prostitutes are more likely to be a representative 
sample than the cause of the pandemic. 
These doubts are confirmed by the fact that in West African cities women tend to be 
significantly more infected than men4. Had sex workers been the main vector of HIV, the 
majority of those infected by the virus would have been men (even taking into account the fact 
that receptive sexual acts are riskier).  
One last alternative interpretation ought to be considered, urbanization can be caused by trade5 
and trade brings in foreigners who are more likely than locals to engage in casual sexual 
relationships and thus to spread the disease. This interpretation is confirmed by the high 
correlation between trade openness and tourists arrivals on the one hand and HIV 
seroprevalence on the other. But the proposition can be reversed; urbanization also causes 
trade. Most of the tourists are Africans engaged in local trade (or visiting parents), this short-
range trade is typically the one caused by urbanization rather than causing it. So the 
correlation between openness and HIV strengthens rather than weakens the case of 
urbanization causing promiscuity. 
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3. Proving intent  
So HIV seroprevalence seems to indicate that the number of sexual encounters one may 
expect in the cities is typically higher than in the countryside. Of course, an individual’s 
decision to migrate from a location with low reproductive opportunities to another with higher 
reproductive opportunities does not prove that this decision was triggered by a reproductive 
strategy6. In other words, one may for instance look for money and find sex instead. But 
strong elements indicate that sex is a cause rather than a mere consequence of rural-urban 
migration. 
Migration has a well-known effect on fertility. Indeed the time it takes to move, settle and 
find a mate in an unknown environment delays noticeably one’s marriage. This is not a 
problem for individuals engaged in a qualitative reproductive strategy (monogamy, late 
marriage, few children) who can afford to wait until their late twenties or early thirties, but it 
is crippling for those following a quantitative option and who typically marry extremely early 
(mid-teens). 
If reproduction was not among the elements taken into consideration by rural-urban migrants, 
we would expect as many quality-takers as quantity-takers to move out of the countryside into 
towns. The profile of the West African rural-urban female migrants indicates that there is a 
strong effect of self-selection amongst potential migrants. Women moving into towns from 
the countryside are older, monogamous, more educated and significantly less fertile7 than 
those staying behind. The large majority of them are not married. These women move into 
towns and cities in order to find wealthier men who will devote their resources and attention 
solely towards their children (as opposed to share these same resources with their fellow 
wives or between numerous children). 
Cities are places were a qualitative strategy is most fitting. Higher real estate prices, lack of 
the family connections (aunts, grand-mothers usually remain in the village) necessary for 
raising numerous children, better schools and strong education premium on the labour market 
conspire to make a quantitative strategy less competitive in an urban area. Thus, as could be 
expected, women with strong qualitative preferences are drown towards areas where their 
strategy is the most likely to succeed. This strong pattern indicates that a reproductive strategy 
is part of the rural-urban migration decision. 

Conclusion 
Rural-urban migrations have been explained by a large number of factors from a strict 
economic rationality to socio-cultural motivations (the creative class theory) but one powerful 
factor seems to have been forgotten: sex. This study indicates that cities are true sexual 
clusters. High density, greater anonymity, lesser risks of endogamy, and potentially a more 
liberal culture make finding potential mates much easier in urban areas. Higher HIV 
seroprevalence in the most urbanized West African countries confirms that city life induces 
promiscuity. 
Not only do cities impact on humans’ sexual behaviours, but it seems these effect are sought 
out by individuals. Migrants arriving in cities have had before their move a urban-like sexual 
lifestyle and they seem to be looking for an environment fitting their preferences. 
This presentation does not pretend to bring any definite answer; it is rather an attempt to show 
that asking the question of the role of evolutionary psychology in the process of urban growth 
is legitimate and potentially fruitful. Social scientists commonly ignore the invaluable insight 
offered by anthropology, primatology and sociobiology.  
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All too often human beings are considered as blank slates, purely rational and seeking nothing 
else than economic success. This paper humbly suggests that it may be possible to reverse the 
Beckerian paradigm: not only do human take reproductive decisions based on an economic 
rational but they may well take economic decisions based on a reproductive rational. 
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Table and graph 

Independent Variable 
Dependent Variable 

HIV Seroprevalencea 

 Sample Size Lowest Estimate Highest Estimate Average of Estimates 

Urbanizationb 16 
0.672 

(9.94) 

0.611 

(8.79) 

0.652 

(9.15) 

GDP/cap. PPPc 16 
0.601 

(2.53) 

0.659 

(2.50) 

0.662 

(2.51) 

Percentage of Muslim 

populationd 
16 

-0.621 

(-7.98) 

-0.432 

(-7.63) 

-0.511 

(-7.81) 

Tourists arrivalse 14 
0.530 

(5.15) 

0.677 

(5.62) 

0.654 

(5.70) 

Trade opennessf 16 
0.360 

(3.98) 

0.568 

(5.16) 

0.515 

(4.93) 

Table 1: HIV cross national Regressions, West Africa 2005 
a WHO 
b UN Statistics Division 

c CIA Factbook 
d Idem 

e Idem 
f Idem 

 
Graph 1: Variation of urban growth and HIV seroprevalence, West Africa 2003-2005 


