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Whatis
Urban?

HROUGHOUTTHE 20TH CENTURY, modern states have pursued what political
scientist, James Scott, termed projects of legibility and simplification. The
typifications through which state officials assess the life of their society
are a bit distanced from abstract reality. In his popular work, Seeing like
a State, James Scott explains: “These typifications are indispensable to
statecraft. State simplifications such as maps, censuses, cadastral lists,
and standard units of measurement represent techniques for grasping

alarge and complex reality; in order for officials to be able to comprehend aspects

of the ensemble, that complex reality
must be reduced to schematic catego-
ries. The only way to accomplish this is
to reduce an infinite array of detail to a
set of categories that will facilitate sum-
mary descriptions, comparisons, and
aggregation.”

Censuses, cadastral maps, uniform
naming conventions, definitions ete.
emanate out of these simplifications.
While these simplifications make it
easier for officials to govern, they mask
complexrealities. The official definition
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of “urban”in Indiais no exception. There
are two ways in which a particular area
can be classified as urban area.

O All places with a municipality, corpo-
ration, cantonment board or notified
town area committee, etc. This kind of
urban areais also called a statutory town.
Thus, thereis a proper apparatus of gov-
ernance in this town, or at least one is
aware that there is a body which has to
take care of urban governance.

@ All other places which fulfil the fol-
lowing three conditions are also classi-
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fied as urban areas:

+(a) A minimum population of 5,000.
+(b) At least 75 per cent of the male
working population engaged in non-
agricultural pursuits.

+(c) A population density of atleast 400
persq. km.

This second category of urban areas
(b) are classified as census towns. Census
towns are also urban agglomerations but
they have not been notified by the state
governments as notified towns. Thus, a
census town mightbe as big as a city, but
unless it is notified as a statutory town,
there is no proper urban local govern-
ance structure.

The governance structure in these
census towns are either non-existent
or rural. Similarly, important issues
which figure in the state list of the sev-
enth schedule, such as publichealth and
sanitation, drainage, water etc. are also
non-existent. While the physical terri-
tory takes an urban shape, the basic in-
frastructure remains exceptionally poor.
In most cases, these areas are governed
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By not having a proper definition of urban, or not
notifying the genuinely urban areas as urban, we are
merely depriving the residents of basic facilities.
Should the definition of urban be only concerned with

absolute population numbers?

by rural local governments.
Unsurprisingly, it is the census towns
which have been driving India’s urbani-
sation. The number of townsin Indiahas
increased to 7,935 in the 2011 census as
compared to 5,161in 2001. The majority
of this increase has been attributed to
census towns. Amusingly, the definition
of census town was first framed in 1961
by the then census commissioner Asok
Mitra and was revised slightly in 1991.
Classification of villages or census
townsinto statutory townsis abigtaskin
itself. Forinstance,in 2020, the Govern-
ment of Goa, rolled back the notification
reclassifying 56 villages as there was a
backlash from Opposition parties as well
asresidents of the ‘villages’ As discussed
in our last article, often the level of ur-
banisation is correlated with the level
of development. Despite that, there is
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an affinity to remain rural, as it comes
with access to several rural development
schemes.

Alot of the census towns are on the
outskirts or around cities, peri-urban
and even rural areas. This brings us to
the narrowing rural-urban divide in In-
dia. By not having a proper definition
of urban, or not notifying the genuinely
urban areas as urban, we are merely de-
priving the residents of basic facilities.
Should the definition of urban be only
concerned with absolute population
numbers? The RBI for the purposes of
banking, also classifies ‘centres’ on the
basis of population. According to the
RBI, “a Centre is defined as the revenue
unit (and not just the locality) classified
and delineated by the respective State
Government”.

The tier-wise classification of cities is
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as follows:

+(a)tier1-1,00,000 and above,

+ (b)tier 2 - 50,000 t0 99,999;

+ () tier 3 - 20,000 t0 49,999

+(d)tier 4 - 10,000 t0 19,999

+(e)tier 5 - 5,000 t0 9,999

+ (f) tier 6 - Less than 5000.

Unlike the census, the RBI classifies
an area to be Rural, if the population is
less than 10,000, semi-urban (10,000
and above and less than alakh), Urban (a
lakh and above and lessthan 10lakh) and
Metropolitan (10 lakh and above). Thus,
there is no standard definition of what
urban is. The RBI isjust concerned with
the spatial concentration of the people.
Unlike the definition of census towns,
itis neither concerned with population
density nor the type of employment. The
typifications and definitions vary accord-
ing to the need of different organs of the
state.

A study done by
Hiranandani, Kapoor
& Tandel (2016) (htt-
ps://bit.ly/3087s8J)
findsthat Indiais only
31 per cent urban by
the definition of the
census. However, if
one classifies any area
with more than 5,000 people as urban,
then 46 per cent of India would be urban.
Similarly, if a habitation with more than
2,500 individuals had been classified as
urban, 65 per cent of India would have
been urban.

Thus, thereis aneed for an all-encom-
passing definition which takes into ac-
count the complex realities. At the same
time, village-level local bodies are not
equipped to cater to the needs of census
towns with a population as big as 10,000
people. Thus, before the next census, the
government should come up with such a
definition. &l

Bibek Debroy is Chairman, Economic Advisory
Councilto Prime Minister;

AmitKapooris Chair, Institute for
Competitiveness;

Aditya Sinhais consultant, EAC-PM



