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Caste-Based Census, Development Illusion and Way Ahead

Jharkhand dekho/
desk :The notion of
caste is so ubiquitous
in India’s political field
that it has several
ramifications. It is the
basis of understand-
ing several concepts,
categories, assertions
and conflicts in histori-
cal, social, economic,
political and adminis-
trative contexts. Dalit,
tribe, untouchability,
pure-impure  notion,
harijan, reservation
claims, caste repre-
sentation, marriage
sphere and several
others are common
idioms having caste
at the root. At the
same time, caste fac-
tor, wherever it is pre-
sent, is not accepted
without reference to
its problematic side. In
fact, several emerging
socio-economic prob-
lems of our country
are attributed to caste
factor. Nevertheless,
caste retains its hold
to the extent of al-
lowing politicians to
manipulate it to their
advantage. The topic
of caste-based census
can be cited as an ex-
ample. The exercise
was undertaken by
the British in 1931 be-
fore Manmohan Sigh
Government reintro-
duced it in 2011 cen-
sus under the heading
Socio-Economic  and
Caste Census, 2011.
Caste census was pub-
lished in 2014, but got
entangled in political
wrangling. The pur-
pose was to identify

families below pov-
erty line for govern-
ment interventions;

political parties, how-
ever, attached impor-
tance on caste cen-
sus for political gain.
The same demand is
renewed  vigorously
with recent advocacy
of caste based census
by the Congress and
supported by Nitish
Kumar and several
other political parties.
Even intellectuals are
in two minds on the
utility of caste-based
census. Interestingly,
category based cen-
sus, with caste as the
basis does not end
here. Demand for in-
clusion of transgender
as a category is gain-

ing currency. Future
will stand witness to
demand for inclusion
of emerging categories
which nobody knows
at present. It should be
mentioned that socio-
economic and caste
based census could
be used to perpetu-
ate category-based
reservation benefits,
though only socio-eco-
nomic census could be
used to achieve the
same goal without the
complexity of caste
factor. When more are
the categories, greater
is the opportunity of
manipulation and mis-
leading by politicians
and other vested inter-
ests.

Questions arise: Is
caste-based census
beneficial to  socio-
economically back-
ward people’s up-
lift? Or will it benefit
politicians more than
the people? What is
its strength to fight
against casteism? Can
there be a more effec-
tive means other than
caste census to reflect
the nature and extent
of people’s backward-
ness? Can there be
alternative means to
remove backwardness
by overcoming disad-
vantages which pre-
sent reservation policy
suffers from?

In the Constitution,
castes have been pre-
sented in categories:
Scheduled Castes,
Other Backward Castes
under ‘Other backward
class’ and General
Castes. In caste-based
census, how mean-
ing of ‘caste’ will be
interpreted needs an
objective scrutiny. Will
it consider individual
castes or a generic
category like SC, OBC,
etc. A generic cate-
gory, necessarily con-
structed with unequal
socio-economic  and
cultural groups, will
suffer from the same
weakness as in existing
ones. Similarly, consid-
eration of individual
castes carry some em-
pirically  constraints;
the list will be too long
to manage comfort-
ably; and a caste has
different names in dif-
ferent states and re-
gions. To overcome the

confusion, name of oc-
cupation may be used
to designate a caste.
But in which language
will be a controversy,
as language politics is
not unknown in our
country. The propor-
tion of population of
a caste to total popu-
lation may vary from
one state to another.
In that case the quota
of reservation will dif-
fer across the state for
the same caste. If quo-
ta is fixed on the basis
of percentage share
of the population at
national level, then
what will happen in a
state with few castes?
Reservation benefit is
likely to be less than
100!

There are some other
complexities. What'’s
about the tribes who
use the term jati as
identity marker? Will
use of the term caste
be confined to the
colonial time created
groups? Then what
will happen to such
groups who are now
designated as STs?
What will happen to
groups like the Ahom
who do not use caste
or tribe designation till
they were granted ST
status? How to tackle
the confusion prevail-
ing in the use of de-
notified, nomadic and
semi-nomadic cat-
egories? The generic
category is Denotified
Nomadic and Semi-
Nomadic Tribes and
the Commission s
named after the cat-
egory. The communi-
ties covered by the
generic category have
fluid identity as sever-

al of these are spread
across SC, ST and OBC
categories. The cat-
egory therefore is not
an exclusive construct
of communities in it.
It is to be further men-
tioned that the word
‘tribe” is replaced by
communities and the
category is designated
as Denotified Nomadic
and Semi-Nomadic
Communities; but the
name of Commission
retains the old no-
menclature. In
Maharashtra govern-
ment, a ministry exists
in the name of Ministry
of  Vimukta Jati.
Interestingly, the word
‘tribe’ is more fre-
quently used in differ-
ent quarters than the
word ‘community’. In
Hindi the designation
Vimukta Jati is used;
the English render-
ing of jati is caste, not
tribe or community.
Obviously, ambiguity
in categorisation and
use of words in English
and Hindi having dif-
ferent  connotations
could not be taken as a
standard tool in caste-
based census. Priority
demands removal of
confusions and setting
the ground in order.
Unfortunately, politi-
cal priority is laid on
caste based census,
but not on the priority
of determining a caste
without any confusion.
It is therefore argued
that a caste based
census without any
ground work will be
an occasion of open-
ing a Pandora’s Box’ of
problems.

What can be inferred
is that a generic caste

category may not have
communities at equal
levels and individual
castes may not have
equal quota access
across the states. A
caste category with
communities at differ-
ent  socio-economic
levels will be an ide-
al condition for the
growth of inequality
within. Growing ine-
quality will further the
feeling of casteism.
Arguably, demand for
caste-based census
agrees with the propo-
sition that the demand
has political interest at
the core than real feel-
ings for the people.

After the murder
of Atig Ahmad, the
criminal turned politi-
cian and his brother,
it is appalling that the
Muslim community
in several states glo-
rify him and demand
martyr status. People
also took out a candle
march in his support.
The saddened part of
it is that a few politi-
cal persons of differ-
ent communities sup-
port the demand. In
a nation when some
people or communi-
ties do not recognise
crime of a person (be-
ing clearly defined
in Indian penal Code
and several acts and
regulations) as crime,
because the criminal
belongs to the same
community, the fate
of the nation is well
predicted. Strangely,
news agency like BBC
is so biased that its re-
porters compare Atiq
as Robinhood and a
man with the charac-
ter of Dr. Jekyll and Mr.
Hyde. The BBC along

with some newspa-
pers like New Yorks
Time, the Guardian

reports him as law
maker. These agen-
cies are far from the
reality because they
see an event through
the lens of ideologi-
cal category, political,
religious or the like or
are paid for such news.
Communities are blind
to the crime of its
members, so also ideo-
logically fundamental-
ists. When some per-
sons or communities
admonish an event
happened in a differ-

ent ideological or com-
munity context, they
glorify such events
within. For them na-
tional interest is com-
munity or ideology’s
interest. Such categor-
ical perspectives have
several implications.
A community stands
against the other in
one way or other. The
sense of mutuality and
co-existence turns into
violence and hatred.
Recent call of boycott-
ing shops of some re-
ligious communities
in Jagdalpur and re-
action of these com-
munities are result of
continuous fanning
fire of categories after
Independence for po-
litical gain. Another ex-
ample is more appall-
ing. Vivek Agnihotri,
a film maker, had
to shift the event of
book-signing of Urban
Naxals from Quest
Mall to Starmark Book
Shop, South City Mall
on the ground that the
former falls in Muslim
dominated area.
Violence, killing, stone
pelting etc. have be-
come order of the day
between categories.
When existing catego-
ries threaten nation’s
integrity, how far it is
wise to create anoth-
er category through
caste-based census in
which political interest
seems predominant?

How the notion of
caste has been mis-
used by politicians
is @ common knowl-
edge in India. Political
parties  shamelessly
declare caste affilia-
tion. One silver lining
is that rigidity of caste
system is in decline in
real life through inter-
caste marriages, oc-
cupations, dropping
of titles, etc. Children
of parents who are
working in different
states do not know
their castes till they
are required to pro-
duce caste certificate.
Many examples are
there where the rigid-
ity of the caste is ab-
sent even if they know
their castes. The caste
system is also fluid in
a different context.
Within a state people
with same surnames
belong to different

castes. Persons of one
state do not know the
caste of persons with
same surname, and
many of them do not
show interest to know.

Identification of a
caste from the naming
pattern of South India
is beyond the com-
prehension of almost
all common people in
other parts. Of course
there are casteists,
but they have no cour-
age to ask about the
caste directly. In work
places, except rare
individual cases, un-
touchability on the ba-
sis of caste differences
is not acute like ear-
lier days. A dalit Hindu
does not give impor-
tance to the individual
caste while asserting
dalit identity. In reli-
gions like Buddhism,
Christianity, Sikhism,
Islam, the caste sys-
tem, as is presented
existing in case of
Hindus, is absent; and
in Hindu society it is in
decline.

Under such a chang-
ing ambiance, institu-
tionalisation of castes
through caste certifi-
cate and caste-based
census amounts to
perpetuating evils of
caste system which
the Constitution fights
against. Always politi-
cians aim their gun in
the name of people’s
interest for their own
political gains. The illu-
sion of benefit and the
trend of inequality in
a category due to the
development model
create sub-categories.
Assertion of categories
in recent years such
as dalit Christians and
dalit Muslims within
the respective religious
groups which have
been claiming egali-
tarianism is an exam-
ple. Evidently, nation
suffers when category
interest is held above
national interest. The
problem in a category
has political and devel-
opmental weakness.
Unless categories link
with national interest
neither nation nor the
category will achieve
development  goals.
In view of this, caste
based-census will
prove another means
to exploit people’s

hopes and aspirations
in the name of posi-
tive discrimination and
affirmative action to
raise their standard.
It is just like shifting
the ladder from one
place to another with
the promise of an al-
ternative easy climb
towards goal achieve-
ment which is never
reached; people sim-
ply remain confused

but with unending
hope of achieving the
target.

Then what is alter-
native to category
based development

exercise for positive
discrimination and af-
firmative action? As it
is argued at different
guarters, family based
socio-economic cen-
sus could prove to be a
better strategy as caste
will be delinked and
inequality between
castes will not be the
cause of accentuat-
ing further inequality.
Backwardness will be
perceived as a nation-
al phenomenon be-
yond any caste lens. It
should be kept in mind
that no strategy is hun-
dred per cent flawless.
Backwardness indica-
tor suggested within
the all India category
also has its problems,
but less complicated
than as perceived
through various cat-
egories. The proposed
single category may in-
clude vario