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1 Introduction

he 2011 population census states

that 31.2% of India’s population is

urban—up from 27.8% in 2001,
and 25.7% in 1991. The accelerated rate
of urbanisation in the last decade, com-
pared to the 1990s when the growth rate
of gross domestic product (GDP) rose to
over 7% per annum, is widely applauded
as a positive sign of development. The rise
in urbanisation has been on account of
the unanticipated addition
of 2,774 new census towns

8,000

between 2001 and 2011

(Figure 1). §6’000
According to some %4000

(Kundu 2011b), this is an ig

outcome of “census acti- 2%°%°

vism” (Census of India 0

1951

reporting a higher pace of
urbanisation), discussed
later in this article, while others (Guin
and Das 2015) believe it represents a
genuine rise in the urban population
during the last decade. This article at-
tempts to clear up the statistical dispute
and present an accurate trend and pat-
tern of urbanisation.

In India, a place is termed urban if it
meets any of the following criteria: (i) a
minimum population of 5,000; (i) a
maximum of 25% of the male working
population employed in agriculture, the
rest in non-agricultural activities; and
(iii) population density of at least 400
per km?. In addition, every place with a
corporation, cantonment, municipality
or notified town area is also termed urban.
The growth in urbanisation has three
specific components: (i) natural increase
in population; (ii) net rural-urban
migration; and (iii) the reclassification
of settlements as urban areas.!

To put this in perspective, the world
urbanisation rate (proportion of popula-
tion living in urban areas) increased from
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1961
Source: Kundu (2011c).

30% in 1950 to 54% in 2014, whereas the
rate of urbanisation for Asia increased
from 16.6% to 48% during the same
period. In the course of these 65 years, the
majority (54%) of the world’s population
began living in urban areas (UN 2014). As
a developing nation, India’s rate of
urbanisation has been low and not very
impressive compared to the rest of the
world as well as other developing nations.
In 2011, according to census data, only 31%
of India’s population was urban, com-
pared to 52% in China, 54% in Indonesia,
87% in Brazil, and 61% in South Africa.
In 1981, India’s urbanisation rate ranked
01 out of 124, with only 33 countries hav-
ing urbanisation rates lower than India’s
(Pant and Mohan 1982). In 2011, India
ranked 159 out of 195 countries (UN 2014),

Figure 1: Number of Towns for Each Census Year

1971 1981 1991 2001 201

indicating that urbanisation in India has
remained at almost the same level rela-
tive to other countries. Figure 2 (p 89)
shows the proportion of urban population
since 1951 in China, India and Indonesia,
the three most populous nations in Asia
(data for Indonesia are for 1971 onwards).
From the figure, it is clear that the other
developing countries had started from
similarly low levels of urbanisation and
attained high levels of urbanisation,
whereas urbanisation in India has re-
mained low (though definitions of urban
centres are different across countries).
The low level of urbanisation in India
is a clear demonstration of the failure,
of plan and policy implementation since
independence, to initiate or enhance
urbanisation.

The uN’s World Urbanization Prospects
2014 forecasts that India, China and
Nigeria alone will account for 37% of the
growth in the world’s urban population,
with India contributing the highest, fol-
lowed by China and Nigeria.
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Figure 2: Proportion of Urban Population
60—

Percentage

1951 1961 1971
Source: Pantand Mohan (1982); UN (2014).

Against this background, this study
looks at the characteristics, nature and
trends in urbanisation to verify the
propositions made in recent literature in
India. A brief review of the literature on
trends in urbanisation is presented in
Section 2, the objectives and methodo-
logy of this article in Section 3, the find-
ings in Section 4, and conclusions in
Section 5.

2 Two Broad Views
on Urbanisation

There are two broad views on India’s
pattern of urbanisation up to the 2000s.
The first (Kundu 1983) contends that the
distribution of urban population across
size class of towns was “top-heavy,” im-
plying that large-sized towns and cities
were the main drivers of the urbanisa-
tion process, while the small- and medi-
um-sized cities barely grew. The second
view (Pant and Mohan 1982) holds that
the structure of urbanisation has been
roughly balanced and has had a stable
distribution.

According to Amitabh Kundu (1983),
the growth rates of urban population
across size classes are consistently in fa-
vour of large-sized towns and cities. The
growth rate of population for the largest
size classes remains higher than all other
size class categories for the period 1961
to 1981. According to Kundu, the weak
and unstable economic base of small- and
medium-sized towns has played a major
role in their unsatisfactory urbanisation.

On the other hand, Pant and Mohan
(1982) show that the growth rate across
size classes was not starkly different,
with the Class v (less than 10,000 popu-
lation) category attaining the highest
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growth rate, and a balanced growth rate
for different size class towns and cities
over decades. Pant and Mohan also
affirm that urban growth due to reclassi-
fication was negligible in the 1971-81
decade. This implies a broadly stable
urban distribution. These two contrast-
ing views of urbanisation in India were
largely because of the methodology
used, with Kundu taking the declassified
towns? into account, while Pant and
Mohan did not.

As mentioned earlier, recent literature
on the changing patterns of urbanisation
is mainly based on the 2011 Census,
which showed an increase of 2,774 new
census towns during the last decade, al-
legedly due to “census activism” (Kundu
2011b). Kundu’s scepticism is mainly be-
cause the provisional census figures
showed a significant divergence from
earlier trends. However, census officials
clearly state that there has been no
change in definition and identification
clauses for a place to be identified as
urban (Registrar General, India 2008).

Guin and Das (2015) contest Kundu’s
contention for West Bengal, which has
witnessed the highest increase in census
towns amongst all states. After carrying
out a careful study of the available data
on population and population densities,
and approximating the percentage of
male workers in secondary activities,
the authors find that the large increase
in new towns in West Bengal is a clear
result of distress in the agricultural
sector. Agricultural distress has led to a
sharp increase in non-farm activities in
rural parts of Bengal, as a result of which
a large number of villages have come to
meet the criteria of 75% of the male
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population engaged in secondary acti-
vities, and hence those villages were
declared new towns in Census 2011.

Kundu (2011a) has further argued that
urbanisation has become exclusionary,
basing his argument on the fact that in
the last decade a few large cities have
faced negative or low population growth
rates. “Such low and negative popula-
tion growth in large cities and their
core areas need[s] further investigation,
since it raises concerns about exclusion-
ary urbanisation” (Kundu 2o11a: 10).
However, this hypothesis does not have
a strong base, because Kundu’s study
does not show the cumulative impact of
all the large cities on total urban popula-
tion decelerating or stagnating, or any
other evidence that gives justifiable
strength to his hypothesis.

Sita and Bhagat (2005) argue that
there has been a substantial growth of
peri-urban areas or urban agglomera-
tions. In other words, the incremental
urban growth of the 2001-11 decade cor-
responds to the growth of new towns. It
has also been mentioned that the popu-
lation growth in these areas has been
more than that in the primary metros or
big cities and that “.. urban agglomera-
tions are growing more than the city
proper” (Shaw 2005).

Kundu (2003) substantiates these
findings and observes that the addition
of these lateral spreads (peri-urban areas
or outgrowths) to the urban population
has been sizeable and significant since
the decade of 1991-2001.

In recent times, reclassification, in
contrast to its negligible contribution in
1981 (Pant and Mohan 1982), has been a
major driver of urbanisation, with mi-
gration rates remaining roughly the
same (Pradhan 2013). Pradhan’s article
(2013) shows that the new census towns
account for a 30% increase in urban pop-
ulation in the last decade and claims
that the extent of urban migration in the
last decade has been the same as in ear-
lier decades. Pradhan estimates the pop-
ulation of new census towns from the
2001 population data. Chandrasekhar
and Sharma (2014) show that there has
been an increase in two-way commuting
and a significant increase in the short-
term migration and return migration
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rate, but these findings are largely based
on the hypothesis of exclusionary urban-
isation and rapid growth of peri-urban
areas.

3 Objectives and Methodology

If these hypotheses were true, one
would expect that the lower size class
categories would contribute more to
overall urbanisation than the larger size
class categories over time. The literature
has little to say on the percentage contri-
bution of the largest size class cities to
total urban population, and its evolution
over decades, especially the 2001-11
decade. We propose to examine this
proposition using primary census ab-
stract (pca) data since 1991.

The census commissioner is yet to
publish the Towns Directory tables for
the districts and states that are required
to examine the above-mentioned propo-
sitions. However, we have reconstructed
the table using the pca, which we con-
sider a significant contribution of our
study. We extract the data for towns for
each district, and then stack the data for
all the districts of a state, to get all the
towns of a particular state. Similarly
stacking data of all the states, we get all
the towns of India. As the sum of the
total population of the towns matched
the total urban population of India, our
methodology of accumulating the final
data is correct. Thus, we have indepen-
dently created the towns directory (with
only the population data) from the pca
data set. Then the data were used to
categorise into different size classes, to
arrive at the distribution of urban popu-
lation by size class. This method gives us
the urban population at 377 million for
2011, 286 million for 2001 and 216 mil-
lion for 1991.3

4 Empirical Findings

The next exercise was to get the distri-
bution of the percentage contribution of
each size class to total urban popula-
tion. This exercise was conducted for
1991 and 2001 data as well. Thus, what
we actually got was the required distri-
bution for a span of two decades, the
decades after the economic reforms of
1991. Moreover, the census has a con-
ventional way of defining the intervals

92

Figure 3: Distribution with Disaggregated Intervals (Census PCA Data for 1991, 2001 and 2011)
Percentage contribution of each size class to total urban population

30
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&

10,000—-20,000
30,000—-40,000
50,000-60,000
70,000-80,000

PCA = primary census abstract.

of the size class of towns. Typically,
they have six classes (Class vi—less than
5,000; Class v—5,000-10,000; Class 1v
—10,000-20,000; Class 111—20,000-
50,000; Class 11—50,000-1,00,000;
Class 1—more than 1,00,000). These
intervals are not disaggregated to give us a
better picture, and are mainly defined
this way for ease of comparison and in-
terpretation with the earlier decades.
Figure 3 and Appendix Table 1 (p 92)
show that the distribution of population
by size class of towns has remained
roughly the same for the last two

10,00,000

90,000-1,00,000
>

6,00,000-7,00,000
8,00,000—-9,00,000

2,00,000-3,00,000
4,00,000-5,00,000

decades. The contribution of the largest
size class towns has gone up from 22.5%
in 1991 to 26.3% in 2011. In other words,
the size distribution of urban population
since 1991 has remained the same, ques-
tioning the hypotheses of exclusionary
urbanisation and rapid growth of peri-
urban areas.

Using conventional census class-inter-
vals, there is a slight dip in the largest
size class (Class —more than 1 lakh)
between 2001 and 2011, after a jump
from 1991 to 2001. This seems to indi-
cate that all the growth might be taking
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place in the larger-sized class towns, and
therefore we further disaggregate and
define the intervals above Class 1 (more
than 1 lakh population) in our own way.

We disaggregate the Class 1 interval
into three intervals: Class 1—1 lakh-5
lakh; Class 1.1—s5 lakh-10 lakh and Class
1.2—more than 1 million. After doing this
and then formulating the distribution
values again, we see that the decline
happens in Class 1 and Class 1.1 (between
2001 and 2011), which was the reason
behind driving down the percentage
contribution of the largest size class
towns when we used the conventional
definition of intervals (that is, Class 1—
more than 1 lakh). However, after rede-
fining, we get Class 1.2—more than 1
million, as the largest size class, which
we have already discussed.

Figure 4 also shows that with these in-
tervals the distribution has remained
roughly the same for three decades,
with the largest size class contributing
the highest to total urban population.
Therefore, from Figures 3 and 4 we can
see there is no change in the distribution
of urban population across size classes.
Hence, we can question the idea of
exclusionary urbanisation. Further, the
largest towns and cities are the ones that
are the core drivers of urbanisation in
India, thus negating the earlier hypo-
thesis that the peri-urban areas are driv-
ing urbanisation in recent times.

The above analysis shows an uneven
urbanisation process given the metho-
dology we follow. The larger towns and
cities have grown uninterrupted, where-
as the smaller- and medium-sized towns
are slow to graduate to higher size classes.

Statewise analysis: The above analysis
is repeated for 12 major states, account-
ing for 90% of the total population, to
find out if the same pattern holds at the
regional level. Nine out of 11 states (ex-
cluding Kerala) experienced an increase
in the percentage contribution of the
largest size class (over 1 million) over
the last decade, thus further strengthen-
ing the counterargument to exclusion-
ary urbanisation. The argument that the
lower size class intervals are contribu-
ting more to urbanisation and also the
argument that unequal urbanisation
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Figure 4: Distribution with Class|, 1.1 and 1.2 (Census PCA Data for 1991, 2001 and 2011)
Percentage contribution of each size class to total urban population (India)
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PCA = primary census abstract.

has been a nationwide issue has gained
a strong foothold from these distributions
(Appendix Table 2, p 92).

The findings show that the distribu-
tion of Kerala is more equal than other
states considered here. Kundu (2011a:
11), while building up the evidence for
exclusionary urbanisation, mentions that
“Maharashtra, whose percentage of urban
population is over 40 has recorded a
significant reduction in its population
growth.” However, our findings show
that in Maharashtra, the contribution of
the largest size class interval to total ur-
ban population of Maharashtra has in-
creased over time, accounting for almost
55% of its urban population in 2011, thus
raising a strong objection to the conjec-
ture of exclusionary urbanisation.

5 Conclusions

Between 2001 and 2011, the share of
urban population in the total rose to
31.2%, from 27.8%. This happened when
the national economic growth accelera-
ted to over 7% per annum, with services
contributing over one-half of domestic
output. These trends gave rise to a few
hypotheses about the emerging urbani-
sation pattern, namely, exclusionary
urbanisation, peri-urbanisation, grow-
ing commuting and short-term migra-
tion. These propositions imply that the
distribution of urban population across
size class of towns and cities is now very
different from the past. Is it really so?
This article investigates the validity of
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these propositions using population census
data for 1991, 2001 and 2011. As the
urbanisation table for the 2011 Census is
not yet published, we have recreated it
from the district-wise primary census
abstract.

This study does not show any percep-
tible change in the distribution of urban
population by size of towns in the last
two decades. Cities with more than 1
million population continue to dominate
the distribution with over 26% (of the
total urban population). If anything, the
share of the largest-sized cities in the
urban population has increased by 3.8%
since 1991, from 22.5% in 1991 to 26.3%
in 2011, the highest across all size class-
es. This result holds true for nine out of
the 12 most urbanised states, accounting
for more than 9o% of the total popula-
tion of India (Appendix Table 2).

The results by our methodology show
that the pattern of urbanisation—with
the dominance of large-sized cities—in
the last decade, despite some speeding
up, remains the same as before.

This article reports a basic statistical
exercise that questions the recent litera-
ture and hypotheses on India’s urbanisa-
tion pattern, using data for the last three
censuses over the last two decades. The
distribution of total urban population
across different size class intervals re-
mained roughly the same and unequal
over 1991-2011. There has been no signifi-
cant change, with the largest size class
contributing the most to total urban
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population and the share of smaller size
classes remaining roughly the same,
thus invalidating the argument that the
peri-urban areas (essentially the smaller
classes) are contributing more to urbani-
sation, and questioning the much talked
about concept of exclusionary urbanisa-
tion. The skewed distribution of urban
population has persisted. This is disturb-
ing, as it depicts the sluggish and unequal
process of urbanisation, and the fact
that this process has gone on for almost
50 years now, thus calling into question
years of planning, policies, commissions
and debates. Given this framework, sub-
sequent policy actions should be taken
with a great deal of sensibility and
should be driven by strong research that
targets the core of the problem. More-
over, policies such as the creation of 100
smart cities will only make the distribu-

whereas from our analysis we get 28 million.
This is the exact difference that is reflected in
total urban population for all-India, as it
matched for all other states. Similarly, for 2001,
the difference in total urban population in PCA
data and what we obtained was only 705,
which was from the mismatch of the urban
population of Andhra Pradesh. However, it
matched for all other states. These data incon-
gruities raise questions about the data accu-
racy and quality of the census to some extent.
However, we go ahead with our analysis with
these numbers.
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Appendix Table 1: Percentage Contribution of
Each Size Class to Total Urban Population (India)
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total urban population for Uttar Pradesh in Unacknowledged Urbanisation,” Economic &

1991 is mentioned in PCA data at 27 million, Political Weekly, Vol 48, No 36. Total 100 100 100
Appendix Table 2: Percentage Contribution of Each Size Class to Total State Urban Population (%)
Size Class <5,000 5,000-10,000 10,000-20,000 20,000-50,000 50,000-1,00,000 1,00,000-5,00,000 5,00,000-10,00,000 >=10,00,000
Years 1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011 1991 2001 2011
Punjab 16 03 08 19 26 34 111 98 85 121 131 132 21.3 159 171 143 20.6 221 203 86 83 174 290 26.7
Rajasthan 02 02 03 23 12 21 130 72 6.8 21.7 208 190 13.3 147 10.5 23.0 261 253 12.0 158 114 145 142 247
Uttar Pradesh 08 01 02 59 3.0 37 129 108 9.6 156 156 157 123 10.7 97 217 22.6 18.8 185 10.5 142 124 26.7 28.1
Bihar 05 01 05 26 1.8 47 104 70 6.0 241 208 196 23.2 145 124 259 352 380 134 95 35 00 111 153
West Bengal 11 07 13 51 43 105 72 51 93 99 75 81 129 87 88 352 489 389 51 0.0 39 235 249 192
Madhya Pradesh 16 03 02 72 43 45 176 134 125 146 172 16.6 126 119 10.7 231 233 235 93 11.2 26 141 186 295
Gujarat 16 03 03 40 11 19 108 46 58 128 13.2 107 152 13.0 93 138 204 165 39 27 47 380 449 51.0
Maharashtra 02 01 02 12 09 16 51 36 38 116 102 104 69 76 74 183 163 117 103 10.0 103 46.3 514 547
Andhra Pradesh 04 01 02 13 09 17 50 27 39 193 104 119 166 172 16.5 32.7 375 384 81 138 98 166 174 176
Karnataka 27 02 02 54 16 25 11 54 53 230 181 139 131 106 105 21.0 314 216 47 88 10.2 191 240 357
Kerala 07 01 02 22 16 30 126 69 147 441 281 50.2 155 200 119 11.0 254 11.8 140 179 82 00 00 0.0
Tamil Nadu 09 02 05 37 62 65 107 174 167 173 193 209 170 144 158 211 147 156 9.2 120 4.8 201 158 19.2
94 MARCH 4, 2017 VOL LII NO 9 Economic & Political WEEKLY


https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316629249

