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Abstract: 

 This paper analyses the distinct demographic and socio-economic characteristics of the rural and 

urban populations in India, utilizing the final data from the Census of India 2011. Despite rapid 

urbanization, the Census confirms that 68.8% of India's 1.21 billion people still reside in rural areas, 

maintaining its historically rural character. However, the data reveals a critical shift: for the first time 

since independence, the absolute increase in the urban population (91.0 million) was marginally higher 

than the rural increase (90.4 million) during the 2001-2011 decade, indicating an acceleration of urban 

transition. 

 The comprehensive overviews of the Rural-Urban divide in India as of 2011Census: 68.8% of 

India’s population lived in rural areas. For the first time since independence, the absolute increase in the 

urban population (91 million) was higher than the rural increase (90 million) during the 2001-2011 decade. 

The urban decadal growth rate was 31.8%, more than 2.5 times the rural growth rate of 12.2%. A 

significant divide exists, with urban literacy at 84.98% compared to rural literacy at 68.91%. The disparity 

is most acute among women; urban female literacy is 79.92%, while rural female literacy is only 58.75%, a 

gap of over 21 percentage points. Rural areas have a higher overall sex ratio (947) than urban areas (926), 

though urban areas showed a much sharper improvement from 900 in 2001. Child sex ratio (0-6 years) is 

better in rural areas (923) than in urban areas (905).  

 The paper concludes by discussing the policy implications of this evolving spatial distribution for 

national planning, infrastructure development, and equitable resource allocation. 

Keywords: Census 2011, Literacy Rate, Rural-Urban Divide, Urbanization, Sex Ratio. 

 

Introduction: 

India's demographic landscape is defined 

by its deep-seated rural-urban dichotomy. The 

process of urbanization – the shift of population 

from rural to urban areas – is a defining feature of 

its economic and social transition. As a 

developing nation, India's trajectory of growth is 

inextricably linked to managing this transition 

effectively. 

The Census of India, conducted 

decennially, serves as the most comprehensive 

primary data source for understanding the 

country's population dynamics. The 2011 Census 

holds particular significance as it captured this 

accelerating urban trend while confirming the 

dominance of the rural population. This paper 

seeks to systematically quantify and analyze the 

differences, or 'divides,' in core demographic 

indicators between rural and urban India using 

this benchmark data. By highlighting these 

disparities, the research aims to provide a robust, 

data-driven foundation for policymakers, 

researchers, and administrators engaged in 

equitable development planning. 
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Study Area: 

The population of India according to 

Census 2011 stood at 1,21,08,54,977 and it was 

accounts around 17.00% of the world. According 

to the Census 2011, India comprised 28 States 

and 7 Union Territories. Presently 28 States and 8 

UTs – Andaman & Nicobar Islands, Chandigarh, 

Dadara & Nagar Haveli and Daman & Diu, 

Jammu and Kashmir, Ladakh, Lakshadweep, 

NCT of Delhi, and Puducherry. The analysis is 

based on the two core residential classifications 

used by the Census: Rural1 and Urban2. 

India lies to between 6° 44′ and 35° 30′ 

North Latitude and 68° 7′ and 97° 25′ East 

Longitude. India measures 3214 km from North 

to South and 2933 km from East to West with a 

total land area of 3,28,263 sq. km. (2.4% of the 

world). It has a land frontier of 15,200 km and a 

coastline of 7516.5 km. Andaman and Nicobar 

Islands in the Bay of Bengal and Lakshadweep in 

the Arabian Sea are parts of India. The country 

shares its political borders with Pakistan and 

Afghanistan on the West and Bangladesh and 

Myanmar on the East. The northern boundary is 

made up of the China, Tibet, Nepal and Bhutan. 

India is separated from Sri Lanka by narrow 

channel of sea formed by the Palk Strait and the 

Gulf of Mannar.  

Indian climate is strongly influenced by 

the Himalayas and the Thar Desert. The climate 

of India may be broadly described a tropical 

monsoon type. The Indian Meteorological 

Department of designates four official seasons: i) 

Winter Season, ii) Summer or Pre-Monsoon 

 
1 All Villages not classified as urban. 
2All Places with a municipality, corporation, 

cantonment board, or notified town area 

committee (Statutory Towns), AND all other 

places satisfying specific criteria (Census 
Towns), namely: a minimum population of 

5,000; a population density of at least 400 

persons per sq. km.; and at least 75% of the 

male working population engaged in non-

agriculture pursuits. . 

Season, iii) Monsoon or Rainy Season, and iv) 

Post-Monsoon Season.  

 

Objectives of the Study: 

The primary objectives of this paper are: 

1. To describe the Rural and Urban Population 

Distribution of India as per the 2011 Census 

2. To quantify and compare the Rural-Urban 

Divide across critical demographic 

indicators, including Literacy Rates and 

Sex Ratio (overall and child sex ratio). 

3. To discuss the socio-economic and policy 

implications arising from observed rural-

urban disparities for sustainable and 

inclusive development.  

 

Sources of Data and Research Methodology: 

The research is based on secondary data 

derived exclusively from the official publications 

of the Census of India, 2011, released by the 

Office of the Registrar General & Census 

Commissioner, India. Key data sources include 

the Provisional Population Totals, Final 

Population Totals, and specific publications on 

Rural-Urban Distribution, Literacy, and Sex 

Ratio.  

The study employs a quantitative and 

comparative analysis methodology. Raw census 

data is systematically tabulated for rural and 

urban areas. Percentage distribution and absolute 

numbers for rural and urban segments are 

calculated and compared to quantify the divide.  

 

Results and Discussion with Key Observations: 

1.Urban-Rural Population Distribution: 

Based on the 2011 Census of India, here are some 

key remarks regarding India’s urban-rural 

population distribution: 

• Predominantly Rural Nation, but Rapidly 

Urbanizing: 
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o In 2011, India remained largely rural, with 

68.8% of its population residing in rural 

areas. 

o However, the urban population stood at 

31.2%, indicating a significant and 

accelerating trend of urbanization 

compared to previous decades. This was 

the first time that the absolute increase in 

urban population was higher than that in 

rural areas during a decade.  

• Uneven Growth Rates: 

o The urban population recorded a decadal 

growth rate of 31.8% during 2001-2011.  

o In contrast, the rural population’s growth 

rate was much lower at 12.3%. This 

disparity highlights the increasing 

migration from rural to urban centres and 

the reclassification of rural areas as urban.  

• Drivers of Urbanization: 

o Rural-to-Urban Migration: Economic 

opportunities, better infrastructure and 

access services in urban areas continue to 

be major pull factors for people from rural 

areas.  

o Reclassification of Settlements: A 

significant portion of urban growth is also 

attributed to the reclassification of 

existing rural areas (villages) into ‘Census 

Towns’ due to population growth, density 

and increased economic activity.  

• State wise Disparities in Urbanization: 

o States like Goa (highest urbanization at 

over 62%), Mizoram, Tamil Nadu and 

Kerala.  

o Conversely, States like Himachal Pradesh, 

Bihar, Assam and Odisha remained 

predominantly rural, with a low 

percentage of their population residing in 

urban areas.  

o Maharashtra and Uttar Pradesh had the 

largest urban populations in absolute 

numbers, reflecting their large overall 

populations.  

 

Figure: 01: India: States & Union Territories wise Population (in %) (Census 2011) 

 

The Figure: 01 displays the percentage 

share of India’s total population for each State 

and UTs, based on the 2011 Census. The State 

and UTs are arranged in descending order of their 

population percentage.  

Key Observations: 
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• Dominance of Uttar Pradesh: Uttar 

Pradesh stands out significantly as the 

most populous State, according for a 

massive 16.50% of India’s total 

population. This highlights its immense 

demographic weight within the country. 

• Top 5 Most Populous States: Following 

Uttar Pradesh, there’s a clear group of 

highly populous States that collectively 

contribute a large share to India’s 

population - Maharashtra (9.28%), Bihar 

(8.60%), West Bengal (7.54%), Andhra 

Pradesh (6.99%).  

• Significant Contributions from other 

Large States: States like Madhya Pradesh, 

Tamil Nadu, Rajasthan, Karnataka and 

Gujarat also contribute a substantial 

percentage, each above 4.99%. 

• Long Tail of Smaller Populations: After 

the initial steep drop, the percentage 

decrease more gradually, indicating a 

large number of State and UTs with 

smaller individual shares of the total 

population.  

• Minimal Population in UTs and Smaller 

States: The Union Territories and Smaller 

States are the tail end of the graph, each 

contributing less than 1% of the total 

population. For instance: 

o NCT of Delhi is 1.39%. 

o Jammu & Kashmir (pre-

bifurcation) is 1.04%. 

o States like Sikkim, Mizoram, 

Nagaland, Meghalaya and the 

various UTs like Chandigarh, 

Puducherry, Andaman & Nicobar 

Island, Dadra & Nagar Haveli, 

Daman & Diu and Lakshadweep 

have very small population 

percentages, with Lakshadweep 

being the lowest at 0.01%.  

 

Figure: 02: India: States & Union Territories wise Urban Population (Census 2011) 
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The Figure: 02 displays the percentage of the 

population living in urban areas for each Indian 

State and UTs, based on the 2011 Census. The 

States and UTs are ordered from the lowest to the 

highest urban population percentage.  

Key Observations: 

• Highly Urbanized UTs and Small States: At the 

top of the graph (representing the highest urban 

percentages), UTs and Smaller States show 

extreme levels of urbanization.  

o NCT of Delhi and Chandigarh are most 

entirely urban, with 97.50% and 97.25% 

urban population respectively. This is 

expected as they are predominantly 

metropolitan areas.  

o Lakshadweep (78.07%), Daman & Diu 

(75.17%) and Puducherry (68.33%) also 

have very high urban populations, likely 

due to their small geographical size and 

concentrated development.  

o Goa stands out as a State with a very high 

urban population at 62.17%, reflecting its 

small size and developed tourism and urban 

centres.  

• Moderately Urbanized States: A significant 

number of States fall into the moderate 

urbanization category, with urban populations 

ranging from roughly 30% to 50%. These 

include: 

o Mizoram, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, 

Maharashtra, Gujarat, Karnataka, Andhra 

Pradesh, West Bengal and Haryana. 

o Maharashtra, Gujarat and Tamil Nadu are 

prominent industrial and economic hubs, 

which explain their higher urbanization 

rates.  

• Predominantly Rural States: At the bottom of 

the graph (representing the lowest urban 

percentages), several States are predominantly 

rural. These are mainly located in the 

Himalayan region, North-Eastern India, or have 

significant agricultural economics: 

o Himachal Pradesh has the lowest urban 

population percentage at 10.03%. 

o Bihar (11.29%) and Assam (14.10%) also 

have very low urbanization rates, indicating 

a largely agrarian society in these regions.  

o Odisha, Meghalaya, Uttar Pradesh, 

Arunachal Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and 

Jharkhand also show low urban 

percentages, generally below 25%.  

• Geographic Patterns: There’s general trend 

where States in the plains with fertile and 

historically agricultural economics (like Bihar, 

Uttar Pradesh, Assam) tend to be less 

urbanized. Conversely, States with significant 

industrialization, port cities or smaller 

geographical areas often show higher 

urbanization rates.   

 

Figure: 03: India: States & Union Territories wise Rural Population (Census 2011) 
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Table: 01: India Urban-Rural 

Year Urban Population 

(%) 

Rural Population 

(%) 

2012 30.2 69.8 

2014 32.4 67.6 

2015 32.7 67.3 

2018 34.0 66.0 

2024 36.9 63.1 

Source: Encyclopaedia Britannica, Computed by 

Author 

 

The Table: 01 presents the percentage of India’s 

urban and rural population for select years from 

2012 to 2024.  

Key Observations:  

• Consistent Urbanization Trend: The data 

clearly shows a consistent increase in the 

Urban Population (%) over the years. In 

2012, the urban population was 30.2%. By 

2014, it rose to 32.4%. It continued its 

upward trajectory to 32.7% in 2015, then 

34% in 2018. The table shows this trend to 

continue, reaching 36.9% by 2024.  

• Corresponding Decline in Rural Population: 

As expected, the rural population (%) shows 

a steady decrease over the same period. 

Starting at 69.8% in 2012, it fell to 67.6% in 

2014, and is reached 63.1% by 2024.  

 

Figure: 04: India: Urban-Rural 

 

1. The Absolute Shift in Population Growth: 

The analysis of the 2011 Census data 

provides compelling evidence of a deepening 

rural-urban divide, marked by diverging 

demographic trends and persistent socio-

economic disparities. 

Table: 02: India: Absolute Shift in Population Growth 

Parameter Rural (2011) Urban (2011) Decadal Growth (2001-2011) 

Total Population (in millions) 833.1 377.1 Overall: 181.4 million 

Decadal Growth Rate 12.18% 31.80% (Urban growth is 2.6 times the rural rate) 

Absolute Increase (in millions) 90.4 91.0 Urban > Rural for the first time 

Source: Census 2011, Computed by Author 

The urban population share reached 

31.2%, up from 27.8% in 2001. The fact that the 

absolute contribution to population increase from 

urban areas was higher for the first time is a 

monumental finding. It signals that India has 

crossed a critical urbanization threshold, driven 

not just by migration but also by the 

reclassification of rural areas into urban. 

 

2. Disparities in Literacy Rate: 

Table: 03: India: Disparities in Literacy Rate 

Parameter Rural Rate (%) Urban Rate (%) Difference (%) 

Total Literacy 68.91 84.98 16.07 

Female Literacy 58.75 79.92 21.17 

Source: Census 2011, Computed by Author 
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A significant gap of over 16 percentage 

points exists in overall literacy, which widens to 

over 21 percentage points for female literacy. 

This confirms that access to quality education and 

human capital development remains heavily 

skewed towards urban centers. This educational 

divide perpetuates a cycle of lower economic 

mobility and workforce participation in rural 

India. 

 

4. Evolving Sex Ratio: 

Table: 04: India: Evolving Sex Ratio 

Parameter 
Rural Sex Ratio 

(Females per 1000 Males) 

Urban Sex Ratio 

(Females per 1000 Males) 

Overall Sex Ratio (All ages) 
947 

(Improved from 946 in 2001) 

926 

(Improved from 900 in 2001) 

Child Sex Ratio (0-6 years) 923 905 

Source: Census 2011, Computed by Author 

 

While the overall Sex Ratio improved in 

both areas, the sharper increase in urban areas (26 

points vs. 1 point in rural) is notable. However, 

the urban Sex Ratio remains significantly lower 

than the rural one, reflecting the historical trend 

of male-biased migration to cities for work. 

Conversely, the Child Sex Ratio is better in rural 

areas (923) than in urban areas (905), pointing to 

possible deeper societal issues, including sex-

selective practices, being more prevalent in 

accessible urban and peri-urban locations. 

 

Conclusion: 

The Census 2011 data conclusively 

demonstrates that while the majority of India's 

population is still rural, the country is in the midst 

of an accelerated demographic shift, with urban 

areas contributing the largest share of new 

population growth. The Rural-Urban Divide is not 

merely a matter of numbers, but a reflection of 

persistent socio-economic disparities, particularly 

in literacy and human development. The census 

highlights two India: a rapidly urbanizing, high-

growth, relatively high-literacy India, and a vast, 

slower-growing, lower-literacy rural India. 

Policy Implications: 

• Focus on Rural Infrastructure and 

Livelihoods: Since 68.8% of the 

population still lives in rural areas, 

massive investment in rural infrastructure 

(roads, digital connectivity, health, and 

education) is critical to reduce out-

migration pressure and improve quality of 

life. 

• Addressing Urban Strain: The high urban 

growth rate necessitates urgent planning 

for urban infrastructure (housing, water, 

sanitation, and transport) to prevent the 

collapse of metropolitan systems and the 

growth of slums. 

• Targeted Literacy Interventions: The over 

21-point female literacy gap requires 

targeted policy interventions in rural 

areas, promoting girls' education to break 

the inter-generational cycle of 

underdevelopment. 
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