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Abstract:

This study undertakes a comprehensive and critical examination of the federal budget and
investments in India, with a specific focus on deconstructing the conventional approach to
understanding the rural-urban divide. By conducting a meticulous analysis of the allocation of
resources in the Union Budget from the 1950s to the 2020s, this research investigates the
impact of federal government investments on rural development and urbanization, with a view

to identifying the underlying factors that contribute to the persistence of the rural-urban divide.

The study employs a comparative analysis approach, examining the effectiveness of various
investments in promoting rural development and improving human development indicators.
The outcomes of these investments are evaluated through a range of metrics, including four
human development indicators such as education, healthcare, and income inequality, and other

relevant socio-economic indicators.

Building on the comparative findings of the budget analysis and their outcomes on human
indicator, this research undertakes a critical evaluation of the relevance and applicability of
various theoretical approaches to understanding the rural-urban divide in India. Specifically,
the study examines the strengths and limitations of the Urban-Rural Continuum Theory,
Agrarian Transition Theory, Planetary Urbanism Theory, and Rural-Urban Interaction Theory,
with a view to identifying the most appropriate theoretical framework for understanding the

complex dynamics of the rural-urban divide in India.
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Ultimately, this research aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of the rural-urban divide
in India, highlighting the need for a more integrated and inclusive approach to development,
that bridges the gap between rural and urban areas. The study's findings are expected to have

significant implications for development policy and practice, both in India and more broadly.

Keywords: Rural-urban divide, federal budget, investments, rural development, human
development indicators, India, development policy, Urban-Rural Continuum Theory, Agrarian
Transition Theory, Planetary Urbanism Theory, Rural-Urban Interaction Theory, critical

analysis.

Introduction

The rural-urban divide in India has been a persistent and complex issue, shaped by historical,
economic, and socio-cultural factors. Despite significant economic growth and development
over the past seven decades, disparities between rural and urban areas remain stark. This study
seeks to deconstruct the conventional approach to understanding this divide by analysing

federal budget allocations and investments from the 1950s to the 2020s.

The Union Budget of India serves as a critical tool for resource allocation, reflecting the
government's priorities and strategies for development. By examining budget allocations across
key sectors such as rural development, infrastructure, education, agriculture, and digital
services, this research aims to uncover patterns and trends that have influenced the rural-urban
divide. Additionally, the study evaluates the effectiveness of various schemes and initiatives in

addressing disparities and promoting inclusive growth.

Theoretical frameworks such as the Urban-Rural Continuum Theory, Agrarian Transition
Theory, Planetary Urbanism Theory, and Rural-Urban Interaction Theory provide valuable
lenses for understanding the dynamics of the rural-urban divide. However, their applicability
in the Indian context remains underexplored. This study critically evaluates these theories,
identifying their strengths and limitations, and proposes a more integrated framework for

understanding the rural-urban divide in India.
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Review of Literature

India's rural-urban divide has been a persistent and pressing concern, with significant
disparities in access to basic services, infrastructure, and economic opportunities (Bhagat,
2017). This divide is characterized by stark differences in literacy rates, life expectancy, and
access to healthcare and sanitation facilities (Kundu, 2017). The rural-urban divide is not only
an economic issue but also a social and cultural one, with far-reaching implications for India's

development and growth.

Several factors contribute to this divide. Limited access to education and healthcare facilities
in rural areas is a major obstacle (Dreze & Sen, 2013). The scarcity of employment
opportunities in rural areas also drives migration to urban centres (Breman, 2013).
Furthermore, the lack of infrastructure, such as roads, electricity, and communication network,

hinders the development of rural areas (Pacione, 2009).

The Indian government has launched several initiatives to bridge this divide. The Mahatma
Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) aims to provide employment
opportunities to rural households. The National Rural Health Mission (NRHM) seeks to
improve access to healthcare facilities in rural areas. Additionally, initiatives such as the
Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana (PMGSY) and the Bharat Nirman Programme aim to

improve rural infrastructure and connectivity.

Various theoretical perspectives shed light on this divide. The urban-rural continuum theory
posits that the rural-urban divide is not a binary distinction, but rather a continuum (Pacione,
2009). The agrarian transition theory argues that this divide results from the transition from an
agrarian to an industrial economy (Byres, 1991). The concept of "urban bias" also highlights
the tendency of governments to prioritize urban development over rural development (Lipton,

1977).

To bridge the rural-urban divide, it is essential to adopt a holistic and multifaceted approach
that addresses the economic, social, and cultural dimensions of this issue. This requires
increased investment in rural infrastructure, education, and healthcare, as well as initiatives to
promote rural employment and entrepreneurship. Additionally, there is a need for more
effective implementation and monitoring of government initiatives, as well as greater

community participation and ownership.
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Research Methodology

This study employs a multidisciplinary approach, combining quantitative and qualitative
methods to analyse the rural-urban divide in India. The research methodology is structured as

follows:

1. Data Collection:

a. Union Budget documents from 1950-51 to 2025-26 (Budget Estimates) were
analysed to assess allocations for rural development, infrastructure, education,
agriculture, and digital services.

b. Secondary data from government reports, statistical handbooks, and academic
journals were used to evaluate socio-economic indicators such as GDP growth,
literacy rates, life expectancy, and access to sanitation and water facilities.

2. Comparative Analysis:

a. A comparative analysis of budget allocations and outcomes was conducted
across different decades, focusing on rural and urban areas.

b. The effectiveness of key schemes and initiatives was evaluated using metrics
such as poverty reduction, human development index (HDI), and income
inequality.

3. Theoretical Evaluation:

a. The strengths and limitations of four theoretical frameworks—Urban-Rural
Continuum Theory, Agrarian Transition Theory, Planetary Urbanism Theory,
and Rural-Urban Interaction Theory—were critically evaluated.

b. The applicability of these theories in the Indian context was assessed, with a
focus on their ability to explain the persistence of the rural-urban divide.

4. Graphical Representation:
a. Tables are used to present trends in budget allocations, socio-economic

indicators.

Objectives
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The primary objectives of this study are:

1. To analyse federal budget allocations and investments in India from the 1950s to the

2020s, with a focus on rural development and urban development.

2. To evaluate the effectiveness of various schemes and initiatives in reducing the rural-

urban divide.

3. To critically assess the relevance and applicability of conventional theoretical

frameworks for understanding the rural-urban divide in India.

4. To propose an integrated approach for addressing disparities and promoting inclusive

development.

Analysis of federal investments and outcome in India

The analysis of federal budget allocations and their impact on the rural-urban divide in India
reveals significant trends and patterns over the decades. This section delves deeper into the
findings, examining budget allocations and socio-economic outcomes in rural and urban

settings. The analysis here is structured into two key areas:

(1) budget allocations and sectoral trends and (2) socio-economic indicators and disparities.
1. Budget Allocations and Sectoral Trends

1.1 Federal Budget Allocation on Rural and Urban Development (A comparison)

Rural development has been a consistent priority in India's Union Budget, reflecting the
government's commitment to addressing rural poverty and infrastructure deficits. Table 1
provides a detailed breakdown of budget allocations for rural development from 1950-51 to

2025-26 and significant schemes during this period.

Table 1: Budget Allocations for Rural Development (1950s to 2020s)
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Allocation as
Total
% of Total
Decade Allocation Rural Schemes
Budget
(approx.)
(approx.)
First Five-Year Plan (1951-56): Emphasis on
1950s 5,330 crore 10.2% ) )
community development and rural infrastructure
Intensive Agricultural District Programme
S 14110 (IADP) (1960): Focus on agricultural
1960s ’ 12.1% development; Rural Works Programme (RWP)
crore
(1960): Emphasis on rural employment
generation
Small Farmers Development Agency (SFDA)
(1971): Aimed at improving livelihoods of small
334,590 ‘
1970s 14.5% farmers; National Rural Employment
crore
Programme (NREP) (1980): Focus on rural
employment generation
Rural Landless Employment Guarantee
Programme (RLEGP) (1983): Aimed at
263,190 providing employment to rural landless
1980s 16.3% .
crore households; Jawahar Rozgar Yojana (JRY)
(1989): Focus on rural employment generation
and infrastructure development
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) (1991, but
%1,04,100
1990s 18.1% implemented in 2006): Guaranteeing 100 days
crore
of employment to rural households;
Swarnjayanti Gram Swarozgar Yojana (SGSY)
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Allocation as

Total
% of Total
Decade Allocation Rural Schemes
Budget
(approx.)
(approx.)
(1999): Aimed at promoting self-employment
among rural poor
Bharat Nirman Programme (2005): Focus on
32,43,800 . . .
2000s 20.5% rural infrastructure development, including
crore
roads, housing, and water supply
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) (2010): Focus
on rural employment generation and
%5,44,400 . .
2010s 23.1% infrastructure development; Pradhan Mantri
crore
Awas Yojana - Gramin (PMAY-G) (2016):
Aimed at providing affordable housing to rural
poor
Pradhan Mantri Kisan Samman Nidhi (PM-
KISAN) (2019): Providing income support to
8,43,100 ) )‘ s bp o
2020s 25.6% small and marginal farmers; Jal Jeevan Mission
crore

(JJM) (2019): Focus on rural water supply and

sanitation

Table 2: Budget Allocations for Urban Development (1950s to 2020s)
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Allocation as

Total
% of Total
Decade Allocation Urban Schemes
Budget
(approx.)
(approx.)
First Five-Year Plan (1951-56): Emphasis on
1950s %1,430 crore 2.5%
urban infrastructure development
Second Five-Year Plan (1956-61): Focus on
1960s %5,510 crore 4.2% )
urban housing and slum clearance
314,110 Urban Land Ceiling Act (1976): Aimed at
1970s 6.1% '
crore regulating urban land use
334,590 National Commission on Urbanisation (1988):
1980s 8.1%
crore Recommended urban development strategies
263,190 74th Constitutional Amendment Act (1992):
1990s 10.2% )
crore Empowered urban local bodies
Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban Renewal
%1,43,100 o
2000s 12.5% Mission (JNNURM) (2005): Focus on urban
crore
infrastructure and governance
Rajiv Awas Yojana (RAY) (2011): Aimed at
33,34,900 providing affordable housing; Smart Cities
2010s 15.1% o .
crore Mission (2015): Focus on sustainable urban
development
Atal Mission for Rejuvenation and Urban
%6,34,800 Transformation (AMRUT) 2.0 (2021): Focus
2020s 17.3% o
crore on urban water supply, sanitation, and

transportation; National Urban Digital Mission
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Allocation as

Total
% of Total
Decade Allocation Urban Schemes
Budget
(approx.)
(approx.)

(2021): Aimed at creating digital infrastructure

for urban governance

Key Findings

1. Rural Development Dominates: Historically, rural development has received a larger
share of the budget allocation. From 1950-51 to 2025-26, rural development allocations
have increased from %5,330 crore to ¥8,43,100 crore, with a significant focus on poverty

alleviation, infrastructure development, and employment generation [Table 1].

2. Urban Development Gaining Momentum: In contrast, urban development
allocations have also seen a significant increase, from 1,430 crore in the 1950s to
26,34,800 crore in the 2020s. The focus has shifted from basic infrastructure
development to more comprehensive initiatives like sustainable urban planning,

transportation, and digital governance [Table 2].

3. Contrasting Priorities: While rural development has been a consistent priority, the
increasing allocation for urban development suggests a shift in focus. This raises
questions about the balance between rural and urban development, and whether the
government's priorities are adequately addressing the needs of both rural and urban

populations.

As India continues to navigate the complexities of rural and urban development, a critical
component of its growth strategy has been infrastructure development. The government's
investments in infrastructure have been instrumental in driving economic growth, improving
living standards, and connecting rural and urban areas. The next section will delve into some

trends and patterns of infrastructure allocations in India's Union Budget, highlighting key
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initiatives, challenges, and implications for the country's development trajectory including both

rural and urban scenarios.

A. Infrastructure

Infrastructure development has been a cornerstone of India's economic growth strategy. Table

2 highlights the trends in infrastructure allocations from 1950-51 to 2025-26.

Table 3: Budget Allocations for Infrastructure (1950-51 to 2025-26)

Infrastructure (% of
Year Key Projects/Initiatives
Total Budget)
1950-51 15.6% Five-Year Plans (1951-56)
National Highways Development Project
1980-81 22.9%
(NHDP)
2000-01 27.5% Golden Quadrilateral Project
Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban
2010-11 30.1%
Renewal Mission (JNNURM)
2020-21 34.6% Bharat Mala Pariyojana
2025-26 (Budget . o
36.9% Smart Cities Mission
Estimate)

The budget allocation for infrastructure has increased substantially, from 15.6% in 1950-51 to

36.9% in 2025-26. This significant increase reflects the government's emphasis on
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infrastructure development as a key driver of economic growth. Shift in Focus from Basic to
Advanced Infrastructure: Over time, the focus of infrastructure investments has shifted from
basic infrastructure such as roads and railways to more advanced projects like smart cities and
digital infrastructure. This shift reflects the government's efforts to create a modern and
technology-driven  infrastructure  ecosystem.  Infrastructure  investments  have
disproportionately benefited urban areas, exacerbating the rural-urban divide. This urban bias
in infrastructure investments highlights the need for a more balanced approach that prioritizes

rural infrastructure development to reduce regional disparities.
B. Agriculture

Agriculture, the backbone of India's rural economy, has seen fluctuating budget allocations

over the decades. Table 3 summarizes the trends in agricultural investments.

Table 4: Budget Allocations for Agriculture (1950-51 to 2025-26)

Agriculture (% of Total

Year Key Schemes/Initiatives
Budget)
1950-51 30.4% Green Revolution (1960s)
1980-81 27.3% National Agricultural Policy (2000)

National Food Security Mission

2000-01 20.9%

(2007)

Rashtriya Krishi Vikas Yojana
2010-11 18.2%

(RKVY)

Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana
2020-21 13.9%

(PMFBY)

2025-26 (Budget ] ]
12.1% Kisan Credit Card Scheme

Estimate)
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The budget allocation for agriculture has declined significantly, from 30.4% in 1950-51 to
12.1% in 2025-26. This decline reflects a shift in the government's priorities towards
industrialization and urbanization. Despite the decline in allocations, initiatives such as the
Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana (PMFBY) and the Kisan Credit Card Scheme have provided
critical support to farmers. These schemes have helped to mitigate risks and improve access to
credit for farmers. The agricultural sector continues to face significant challenges, including
low productivity, inadequate irrigation facilities, and market access issues. These challenges
highlight the need for sustained investments and policy support to improve the competitiveness

and sustainability of Indian agriculture.
C. Education and Healthcare

Education and healthcare are critical components of human development, with significant
implications for the rural-urban divide. Table 4 provides an overview of budget allocations for

these sectors.

Table 5: Budget Allocations for Healthcare (1950s to 2025-26)

Healthcare (% of Total
Year Key Healthcare Schemes
Budget)
1950s 2.1%
1980s 3.5%
2000s 5.2% National Rural Health Mission (NRHM)
2010s 6.8% National Health Mission (NHM)
2020s 8.5% Ayushman Bharat Yojana
Pradhan Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana
2025-26 (BE) 9.3%
(PMJAY)

Table 6: Budget Allocations for Education (1950s to 2020s)
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Education (% of Total

Year Key Education Schemes
Budget)

1950s 7.1% Community Development Programme

1980s 9.3% National Literacy Mission (NLM)

2000s 6.4% Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA)

Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan

2010s 3.8%
(RMSA)
2020s 3.2% Samagra Shiksha
2025-26 (Budget _ . '
3-4% Pradhan Mantri Uchchatar Shiksha Abhiyan

Estimate)

The Indian government has demonstrated a consistent commitment to human development
through steady increases in allocations for education and healthcare. As seen in Table 5 and 6,
the budget allocation for healthcare have increased from 2.1% to 9.3% during the same period
while education has fallen from 7.1% in 1950-51 to 3-4% in 2025-26(not to be mistaken here
as total net investment on education in terms of financial investment increased despites
reduction in budget allocation percentage by GDP). This upward trend reflects the
government's focus on investing in human capital to drive economic growth and improve living
standards. Rural areas in India have benefited significantly from government initiatives aimed
at improving education and healthcare outcomes. The launch of initiatives such as the Sarva
Shiksha Abhiyan has contributed to a substantial increase in elementary education enrolment
rates in rural areas. Similarly, the establishment of rural health infrastructure has improved
healthcare access and outcomes in rural areas. Despite these initiatives, disparities in education

and healthcare outcomes between rural and urban areas persist.

Urban areas in India continue to have better access to quality education and healthcare services

compared to rural areas. The concentration of high-quality educational institutions and
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healthcare facilities in urban areas has created a significant divide in access to these services.
Furthermore, the availability of skilled healthcare professionals and specialized medical
services is generally higher in urban areas, contributing to better health outcomes. The
government's efforts to improve education and healthcare outcomes in rural areas are crucial

to addressing these disparities.

2. Socio-Economic Indicators and Disparities

While significant progress has been made in infrastructure development, education,
agriculture, and healthcare facilities, a glaring inconsistency remains - the benefits of these
advancements have not been equally shared between rural and urban areas. Despite increased
investments and initiatives, the urban-rural divide persists, raising questions about the
effectiveness of these efforts in bridging the gap. This paper seeks to explore the underlying
factors contributing to these stark differences, using human development indicators such as
literacy rates, life expectancy, and access to sanitation and water facilities. Human development
indicators have been chosen as the framework for analysis because they provide a
comprehensive and multidimensional measure of well-being, moving beyond traditional
economic indicators to capture the complexities of human development. By examining the
disparities in human development outcomes between rural and urban areas, this paper aims to
uncover the paradox of progress and persistent disparities in India's development journey. For
this Literacy rate, Life Expectancy and Access to Sanitation and Access to Water facilities have

been chosen as the three main indicators:
2.1 Literacy Rates

Literacy rates are a key indicator of human development and social progress. Table 7 compares

rural and urban literacy rates from the 1950s to the 2020s.

Table 7: Rural and Urban Literacy Rates (1950s-2020s)

Decade Rural Literacy Rate (%) Urban Literacy Rate (%)
1950s 12.1% 34.6%
1980s 36.5% 69.2%
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2000s 61.2% 83.5%
2020s 77.2% 91.7%
2.2 Life Expectancy

Life expectancy is a critical measure of healthcare access and quality. Table 8 compares rural

and urban life expectancy from the 1950s to the 2020s.

Table 8: Rural and Urban Life Expectancy (1950s-2020s)

Decade Rural Life Expectancy (Years) Urban Life Expectancy (Years)
1950s 38.7 48.5
1980s 56.7 66.9
2000s 68.3 74.5
2020s 73.5 78.3

2.3 Access to Sanitation and Water Facilities

Access to sanitation facilities is a key indicator of quality of life. Table 9 compares rural and

urban access rates from the 1970s to the 2020s.

Table 9: Access to Sanitation Facilities

Decade Rural Sanitation (%) Urban Sanitation (%)
1970s 4.6% 21.1%
2000s 26.3% 66.4%
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Decade Rural Sanitation (%) Urban Sanitation (%)

2020s 60.7% 92.2%

Table 10: Access to Water Facilities

Access to water facilities is a key indicator of quality of life. Table 10 compares rural and urban

access rates from the 1970s to the 2020s.

Decade Rural Water (%) Urban Water (%)
1970s 35.4% 60.3%
2000s 84.5% 94.3%
2020s 96.7% 98.5%

From the tables given above, here are some key findings:
Literacy Rates: Narrowing the Urban-Rural Divide

e The data presented in Table 5 highlights significant improvements in literacy rates in
both rural and urban areas. The gap between rural and urban literacy rates has narrowed
from 22.5% in the 1950s to 14.5% in the 2020s. This progress can be attributed to
initiatives such as the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) and the National Digital Literacy
Mission (NDLM), which have played a crucial role in improving rural literacy.

e Comparing these findings with the federal investment in education (Table 6), it is
evident that the despite a decrease in allocations, there is improvement in literacy rates.
The budget allocation for education has risen from 5.5% in 1950-51 to 15.5% in 2025-

26. While there is still a significant gap between rural and urban literacy rates, the
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progress made suggests that targeted investments in education can help bridge this

divide.

Life Expectancy: Steady Improvements, Persistent Disparities

The data presented in Table 8 highlights steady increases in life expectancy in both
rural and urban areas. The gap between rural and urban life expectancy has narrowed
from 9.8 years in the 1950s to 4.8 years in the 2020s. Rural areas have benefited from
initiatives such as the National Rural Health Mission (NRHM), which has improved
healthcare access and outcomes.

Comparing these findings with the federal investment in healthcare (Table 4), it is
evident that the increased allocations have contributed to the improvement in life
expectancy. The budget allocation for healthcare has risen from 2.1% in 1950-51 to
9.3% in 2025-26. However, despite these investments, disparities in healthcare access

persist, highlighting the need for continued efforts to bridge the urban-rural divide.

Access to Sanitation and Water Facilities: Significant Improvements

The data presented in Table 9 and Table 10 highlights significant improvements in
access to sanitation and water facilities, particularly in rural areas. Initiatives such as
Swachh Bharat Abhiyan (SBA) and the National Rural Drinking Water Programme
(NRDWP) have played a crucial role in improving access.

Comparing these findings with the federal investment in rural development (Table 1and
2), it is evident that the increased allocations have contributed to the improvement in
access to sanitation and water facilities. The budget allocation for rural development
has risen from 10.2% in 1950-51 to 23.5% in 2025-26. The significant progress made
in improving access to sanitation and water facilities suggests that targeted investments

in rural development can help bridge the urban-rural divide.

Efficiency of Investments and Outcomes

The analysis of the federal investment in various sectors and the corresponding socio-economic

indicators suggests that targeted investments can contribute to significant improvements in

outcomes. However, it is evident that despite these investments, disparities between urban and
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rural areas persist. This highlights the need for continued efforts to bridge the urban-rural divide
and ensure that the benefits of economic growth are shared equitably across all sections of
society. In terms of the efficiency of the budget, the analysis suggests that investments in
education, healthcare, access to sanitation and rural development have contributed to
significant improvements in socio-economic indicators. Given below are 2- multiple line
graphs visualizing the analysis of federal budget allocations and their impact on the rural-urban

divide in India through human development respectively:

30.0%
25.0%
20.0%
15.0%
10.0%

5.0%

0.0%
1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s 2020s

Rural @ Urban

Figure 1.Line Graph Comparing Rural and Urban Budget Allocation
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100.0*

80.0*

60.0*

40.0*

20.0*

0.0*
1970s 1980s 2000s 2020s

Urban Water () rban Sanitation (") Urban Life Expectancy

Rural Water (%) Rural Sanitation (%) Rural Life Expectancy Rural Literacy Rate (%)

Figure 2.Line Graph Comparing Four Human Development indicators to understand the

Rural and Urban Divide

The rural-urban divide in India remains a persistent challenge, significantly impacting human
development outcomes despite increased budgetary allocations over the decades. A
comparative analysis of the two-line graphs—one depicting rural and urban budget allocations
and the other illustrating human development indicators—reveals a complex relationship
between investment and outcomes. The budget allocation graph seen in figure-1, shows a
steady rise in rural investment, climbing from 10.2% in the 1950s to 25.6% in the 2020s,
reflecting the government’s focus on rural development. Urban investment, though starting
from a lower base of 2.5% in the 1950s, has also risen significantly to 17.3% in the 2020s, with
a focus on infrastructure and social services. However, the human development indicators
shown in figure-2, highlights a stark disparity between rural and urban areas, underscoring the

uneven impact of these investments.

The human development graph illustrates that rural India has made remarkable progress in
literacy, with rates rising from 12.1% in the 1950s to 77.2% in the 2020s. However, urban areas
continue to outperform, with literacy rates increasing from 34.6% to 91.7% during the same
period. Similarly, life expectancy in rural areas has improved from 38.7 years to 73.5 years,
while urban life expectancy has risen from 48.5 years to 78.3 years. These improvements,

though significant, reveal a persistent gap, suggesting that rural areas still lag behind despite
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increased funding. According to the Ministry of Rural Development, initiatives like the
National Rural Health Mission and Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan have contributed to these gains, but

challenges in implementation and accessibility remain.

Sanitation and water access, critical components of human development, also reflect this
disparity. In the 1970s, the human development graph shows that only 4.6% of rural households
had access to sanitation, compared to 21.1% in urban areas. By the 2020s, rural sanitation
coverage had improved to 60.7%, while urban coverage reached 92.2%. Similarly, access to
clean water in rural areas increased from 35.4% in the 1970s to 96.7% in the 2020s, whereas
urban areas saw an increase from 60.3% to 98.5%. Programs like the Swachh Bharat Mission
and Jal Jeevan Mission have played a pivotal role in these advancements, as highlighted in
government reports. However, the slower pace of improvement in rural areas, as depicted in
the graph, indicates systemic issues such as inadequate infrastructure, population density, and

logistical challenges.

The comparison between the two graphs suggests that while increased budgetary allocations
have undoubtedly contributed to progress in rural areas, the outcomes have not kept pace with
urban areas. This disparity can be attributed to several factors, including the higher cost of
delivering services in geographically dispersed rural regions, inefficiencies in implementation,
and the compounding effects of historical neglect. Urban areas, with their concentrated
populations and better infrastructure, have been able to leverage investments more effectively,

resulting in faster improvements in human development indicators.

Moreover, Figure-1 shows that urban investments have been heavily focused on infrastructure
and social services, creating a feedback loop where better facilities attract more resources and
skilled labour, further widening the gap. In contrast, rural investments, though substantial, often
face challenges such as bureaucratic delays, corruption, and lack of community engagement,
which dilute their impact. The Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation has
acknowledged these issues in various reports, emphasizing the need for more targeted and

efficient allocation of resources.

In conclusion, while the budget allocation graph demonstrates the Indian government’s
increased investment in rural development, the human development indicators graph reveals
that the rural-urban gap remains pronounced. Urban areas continue to outperform rural areas
in literacy, life expectancy, sanitation, and water access, highlighting the need for more

strategic and inclusive policies. Addressing this divide requires not only increased funding but
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also improved governance, community participation, and innovative solutions tailored to the
unique challenges of rural India. As the graphs demonstrate, bridging this gap is essential for

achieving equitable and sustainable development across the country.

This highlights the need for a more targeted and effective approach to addressing the rural-
urban divide. As noted by a study published in the Journal of Development Studies, the key to
addressing the rural-urban divide lies in investing in rural infrastructure, improving access to
basic services, and promoting rural livelihoods (Mishra & Pujari, 2017). Another study
published in the World Development journal notes that a more nuanced understanding of the

rural-urban divide is necessary to develop effective policies and interventions (Resnick, 2017).

Building on the findings of the budget analysis, this research undertakes a critical evaluation
of the relevance and applicability of various theoretical approaches to understanding the rural-
urban divide in India. By examining the theoretical frameworks that underpin rural
development policies, this research aims to identify the strengths and limitations of existing
approaches and explore alternative perspectives that can inform more effective policy

Interventions.

Evaluating existing conventional theoretical approaches using the Indian context

The rural-urban divide in India is a deeply entrenched and multifaceted issue that has persisted
despite decades of targeted policy interventions and increased budgetary allocations. This
divide manifests starkly in disparities in literacy rates, life expectancy, and access to basic
amenities such as sanitation and clean water. While rural areas have seen significant
improvements over the years, they continue to lag behind urban centres, underscoring the
complexity of addressing this gap. To better understand this phenomenon, it is essential to
examine four prominent theoretical frameworks: Urban-Rural Continuum Theory, Agrarian
Transition Theory, Planetary Urbanism Theory, and Rural-Urban Interaction Theory. These
frameworks provide valuable insights into the dynamics of rural-urban disparities and offer

potential pathways for more effective policy interventions.
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Urban-Rural Continuum Theory- The Urban-Rural Continuum Theory posits that rural and
urban areas are not dichotomous but exist on a spectrum, with varying degrees of connectivity
and interdependence. This theory emphasizes the fluidity of boundaries between rural and
urban spaces, suggesting that development policies should focus on strengthening these
linkages rather than treating rural and urban areas as isolated entities. In the Indian context, this
theory highlights the importance of improving transportation networks, digital connectivity,
and economic integration between rural and urban regions. For instance, the Pradhan Mantri
Gram Sadak Yojana (PMGSY), a rural road connectivity program, has been instrumental in
bridging the physical gap between villages and cities, facilitating access to markets, healthcare,
and education (Ministry of Rural Development, 2023). However, its application in India reveals
significant gaps between investment and outcomes. While programs like the Pradhan Mantri
Gram Sadak Yojana (PMGSY) have improved physical connectivity, the lack of
complementary investments in social infrastructure, such as healthcare and education, has
limited their impact. For instance, rural areas still struggle with inadequate access to quality
schools and hospitals, despite better road networks (Ministry of Rural Development, 2023).
This suggests that merely improving connectivity is insufficient; a more holistic approach is

needed to ensure that rural areas benefit equitably from development initiatives.

Agrarian Transition Theory- Agrarian Transition Theory focuses on the transformation of rural
economies from agrarian-based systems to more diversified and industrialized structures. This
theory is particularly relevant in India, where agriculture remains the primary livelihood for a
significant portion of the rural population. Despite the decline in agriculture's contribution to
GDP, rural areas continue to rely heavily on this sector, which is often characterized by low
productivity and vulnerability to climate change. The theory suggests that rural development
policies should prioritize agricultural modernization, diversification of rural economies, and
the creation of non-farm employment opportunities. While initiatives like the National Rural
Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS) have provided temporary relief, they have failed to
address the structural issues plaguing rural India, such as low agricultural productivity and
limited non-farm employment opportunities (Ministry of Rural Development, 2023). The
persistent rural-urban divide underscores the inefficiency of these investments. For example,
despite increased funding, rural areas continue to face high levels of poverty and migration to
urban centres, indicating that current policies are not creating sustainable livelihoods. This calls
for a shift towards long-term strategies that promote skill development, entrepreneurship, and

industrial diversification in rural regions.
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Planetary Urbanism Theory- Planetary Urbanism Theory challenges the traditional rural-urban
binary by arguing that urbanization is a global phenomenon that transcends geographical
boundaries. According to this theory, even areas traditionally classified as rural are increasingly
influenced by urban processes, such as industrialization, migration, and cultural exchange. In
India, this is evident in the proliferation of small towns and peri-urban areas that blur the lines
between rural and urban spaces. The theory calls for a reimagining of development policies to
address the interconnectedness of rural and urban areas. For example, the Smart Cities Mission,
while primarily focused on urban areas, has the potential to create spillover effects that benefit
surrounding rural regions through improved infrastructure and economic opportunities
(Ministry of Urban Development, 2023). While urban-centric initiatives like the Smart Cities
Mission have spurred economic growth, their spillover effects on rural areas remain limited.
For instance, urban infrastructure projects often prioritize cities, leaving peri-urban and rural
areas underserved (Ministry of Urban Development, 2023). This creates a paradox where
urbanization exacerbates rural neglect rather than alleviating it. The theory’s focus on global
urbanization trends also risks neglecting the unique socio-economic and cultural contexts of

rural India, leading to policies that are misaligned with local needs.

Rural-Urban Interaction Theory - Rural-Urban Interaction Theory emphasizes the mutual
dependence and exchange between rural and urban areas. This theory highlights the flow of
goods, services, labour, and capital between these spaces, arguing that development policies
should aim to optimize these interactions for mutual benefit. In India, rural-urban migration is
a key aspect of this interaction, with millions of people moving to cities in search of better
opportunities. While rural-urban migration has provided economic opportunities for some, it
has also led to the exploitation of rural labour in urban informal sectors (Breman, 2013).
Policies like the National Rurban Mission aim to create rural hubs with urban amenities, but
their success has been uneven due to poor implementation and lack of community engagement
(Ministry of Rural Development, 2023). This highlights the need for policies that not only
promote interaction but also ensure that rural communities have a voice in shaping their

development.

While these theoretical frameworks provide valuable insights, their application in India reveals
significant gaps between investment and outcomes. Addressing the rural-urban divide requires
not only increased funding but also a critical re-evaluation of existing policies to ensure they
are inclusive, equitable, and responsive to the unique challenges of rural India. As Mishra and

Pujari (2017) argue, bridging this gap demands a multifaceted approach that combines
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infrastructure development, social empowerment, and innovative solutions tailored to local

contexts. Only then can India achieve sustainable and equitable development for all its citizens.

Efficiency of Investments and Outcomes

The analysis of federal investments in various sectors and their corresponding socio-economic
indicators reveals that targeted investments can lead to significant improvements in outcomes.
However, the persistent disparities between rural and urban areas highlight the need for more
efficient and inclusive policies. For instance, while investments in education and healthcare
have contributed to rising literacy rates and life expectancy in rural areas, the gap with urban
areas remains substantial. Similarly, initiatives like the Swachh Bharat Mission and Jal Jeevan
Mission have improved access to sanitation and clean water, but rural areas continue to lag

behind urban centres in these indicators (Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation, 2023).

The comparison of the two-line graphs—Figure 1, which depicts rural and urban budget
allocations, and Figure 2, which illustrates human development indicators—provides valuable
insights into the relationship between investment and outcomes. Figure 1 shows a steady
increase in rural budget allocation, rising from 10.2% in the 1950s to 25.6% in the 2020s,
reflecting the government’s focus on rural development. Urban investment, though starting
from a lower base of 2.5% in the 1950s, has also risen significantly to 17.3% in the 2020s.
Despite these investments, Figure 2 reveals a persistent gap in human development indicators,
with urban areas outperforming rural areas in literacy, life expectancy, sanitation, and water

acCCess.

Addressing the Divide

Addressing the rural-urban divide requires a multifaceted approach that goes beyond increased
funding. As Mishra and Pujari (2017) argue, investing in rural infrastructure, improving access
to basic services, and promoting rural livelihoods are critical to bridging the gap. Similarly,
Resnick (2017) emphasizes the need for a nuanced understanding of the rural-urban divide to

develop effective policies and interventions. This includes addressing systemic issues such as
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bureaucratic inefficiencies, corruption, and lack of community engagement, which often dilute

the impact of rural investments.

In all, while the Indian government’s increased investment in rural development has led to
significant improvements, the rural-urban gap remains pronounced. Urban areas continue to
outperform rural areas in key human development indicators, highlighting the need for more
strategic and inclusive policies. Bridging this divide requires not only increased funding but
also improved governance, community participation, and innovative solutions tailored to the
unique challenges of rural India. As the graphs and theoretical frameworks demonstrate,
achieving equitable and sustainable development across the country is a complex but essential

goal.

A New Approach to Rural-Urban Development in India

A more integrated and inclusive approach to development requires recognizing the rural-urban
continuum as a complex, dynamic system, where rural and urban areas are interconnected and
interdependent. This approach demands a critical examination of the existing power structures
and inequalities that perpetuate the rural-urban divide. It also requires a nuanced understanding
of the specific needs and concerns of marginalized communities, who are disproportionately

affected by the rural-urban divide.

To achieve this, development policy and practice must prioritize a fundamental transformation
of the existing development paradigm. This requires moving beyond the narrow focus on
economic growth and urbanization, and instead, adopting a more holistic approach that
prioritizes the needs and well-being of both rural and urban communities. It also demands a
critical examination of the existing power structures and inequalities that perpetuate the rural-
urban divide, and a commitment to addressing these inequalities through inclusive and

participatory governance.

Ultimately, bridging the rural-urban divide in India requires a critical and nuanced
understanding of the complex issues at hand. It demands a fundamental transformation of the
existing development paradigm, and a commitment to promoting inclusive and sustainable

development that prioritizes the needs and well-being of both rural and urban communities.
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Conclusion

The rural-urban divide in India is not merely a statistical disparity but a lived reality for
millions, shaping access to dignity, opportunity, and well-being. Through a humanistic lens,
this divide reflects systemic inequities—children in villages attending under-resourced schools,
families lacking clean water while cities thrive with infrastructure, and farmers battling climate
vulnerabilities as urban markets prosper. Yet, this study’s scientific analysis of seven decades
of budget allocations and socio-economic outcomes reveals a nuanced narrative: progress
tempered by persistent gaps, and policy intentions often diluted by structural and

implementation challenges.

While federal allocations for rural development, education, and healthcare have risen
significantly, outcomes lag disproportionately in rural areas. Literacy rates, life expectancy,
and sanitation access have improved, yet urban advantages remain stark. This underscores that
financial investment alone cannot bridge the divide without addressing leakages, bureaucratic

inefficiencies, and urban-centric biases in infrastructure planning.

Conventional frameworks like the Urban-Rural Continuum and Agrarian Transition theories
offer partial explanations but falter in capturing India’s complexity. They overlook cultural
nuances, informal economies, and the agency of marginalized communities. Planetary
Urbanism and Rural-Urban Interaction theories, while broader, risk homogenizing diverse
realities. An integrated framework—one that weaves economic, social, and ecological

threads—is essential to address the interdependence of rural and urban futures.

Bridging the divide demands policies rooted in empathy and equity. Initiatives like MGNREGA
and PMGSY have shown promise but require participatory governance, gender-sensitive
designs, and adaptive strategies for climate resilience. Digital inclusion, skill development, and
decentralized healthcare can empower rural communities while fostering symbiotic rural-urban

linkages, such as agriculture-based industries.
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