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Putting off caste census will only benefit the privileged groups 

The Allahabad High Court directed that local body elections be held in Uttar Pradesh 

without any 

reservation for the 

Other Backward 

Classes (OBC) as the 

State had not done 

enough to follow the 

“triple test formula” 

as suggested by the 

Supreme Court.  

The importance of 

caste data 

• First, caste elites 

generally believe 

that caste no 

longer matters in 

shaping 

opportunities and 

outcomes in the 

21st century. This 

caste blindness, or 

castelessness, obscures caste privileges and conceals sources of multi-generational 

structural advantage.  

• Many caste elites view the collection of caste data about anyone but the most 

disadvantaged as unnecessary and a misuse of public resources. This perspective both 

serves their own interests and ignores the relational nature of caste — that is, the same 

societal institutions, systems, and cultural norms that have led to historic and ongoing 

subjugation of oppressed castes have simultaneously empowered others.  

• To understand the full scope of disadvantage, we must also examine the full scope of 

privilege and advantage. 

• For instance, caste elites have a numerical and cultural stranglehold over the upper 

bureaucracy, despite more than 70 years of Central government reservations. In 2019, 

out of the 82 Secretaries to the Government of India, only four were SCs or STs.  
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• A full caste-wise enumeration will help to make visible privileges and resources that 

have become over time disassociated with caste, despite historical, sociological, and 

economic evidence to the contrary.  

• Updated data on the entire caste system, including its intersections with other identities, 

will provide a more complete picture of exclusion and inequality in India. 

The contours of inequality 

• The purpose for collecting caste-wise data in the decennial Census is to understand the 

contours of inequality. These data are crucial to understand how caste intersects with 

class, gender, and regionality to structure access to resources. The collected caste data 

should be publicly available for use.  

• In this regard, the caste data would continue the existing practice of the Office of the 

Registrar General of India to make Census data publicly available.  

• The Census has the legal standing, public trust, operational expertise, and resources to 

collect, analyse, and make public caste data. Caste data must be collected as part of this 

constitutionally required exercise.  

• While counting (or not counting) caste is political, the decision should not be reduced 

to immediate political contingencies i.e., the expansion of reservation policies, the 

caste-based mobilisation by political parties, etc.  

• In the absence of detailed caste data, we fail to name and confront major structural and 

foundational problems of society; leave space for opportunistic politicians to exploit 

each caste; and miss the opportunity to craft reasoned, data-driven, and inclusive public 

policies. 

Addressing concerns 

• Some progressive and anti-caste scholars fear that a full-caste count will further 

entrench caste identities. A caste census will require all households to think about, 

acknowledge, and speak about caste identities. Yet, historically outcast groups have 

already had to provide caste data in all postcolonial Censuses to implement 

reservations.  

• Another concern is that groups will misuse the caste data. But misuse of caste data 

already takes place. Private groups with access to money and power regularly collect 

caste data for their needs.  
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• Political parties map the caste and religious composition of neighborhoods, cities, and 

villages to mobilise votes. Collecting caste data in the decennial Census removes this 

private power by making caste data publicly available to all. 

Methodological and logistical challenges are real but surmountable: 

• Demographers in government agencies and universities have extensive experience 

working through these challenges. Sample surveys such as the India Human 

Development Survey have collected caste-wise data.  

• Census bureaus in the U.S., Brazil, and South Africa, as well as in other countries with 

long histories of white supremacy, collect detailed data on race and class to understand 

the current scope of inequality and develop justice-oriented policies.  

• Related to the discussion of castelessness, if a ‘no caste’ option is included in the 

Census, the caste count will likely undercount well-to-do caste elites.  

• Hence, the entire process requires external oversight if the data are to be usable and to 

minimise potential harm. Anti-caste organisations and public intellectuals, who have 

devoted their life’s work to challenging caste hierarchy, must provide oversight and 

input.  

 


