
 

 

Chirravuri Research Foundation 

for Human and Global Reforms 
(A Section 8, Not-for-Profit Research Company)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

       https://www.crfhgr.org                       +91 – 9392035128                      communications@crfhgr.org 

1-8-702/31, Padma Colony, Nallakunta, Hyderabad, Telangana State – 500044. 

[Page 1 of 35] 

 Working Paper # 2  

 

 

 

Counting to Enabling 
Equity 

A Strategic Framework for India’s National Socio-
Economic Caste Census 

 
 

 
(Working Paper No. 2) 

October, 2025 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Authored by: 
Akhil Chirravuri 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.crfhgr.org/
mailto:communications@crfhgr.org


 

 

Chirravuri Research Foundation 

for Human and Global Reforms 
(A Section 8, Not-for-Profit Research Company)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

       https://www.crfhgr.org                       +91 – 9392035128                      communications@crfhgr.org 

1-8-702/31, Padma Colony, Nallakunta, Hyderabad, Telangana State – 500044. 

[Page 2 of 35] 

 Working Paper # 2  

Counting to Enabling Equity: A Strategic Framework for 
India's National Socio-Economic Caste Census 
 

 

Executive Summary 

This report establishes the logical and constitutional necessity of a nationwide 

Socio-Economic Caste Census (SECC) as an indispensable tool for evidence-based 

policymaking and the fulfillment of India's social justice mandate. The absence of 

contemporary, empirical data on caste has created a policy vacuum, forcing the state 

to rely on outdated, nearly century-old statistics for the implementation of 

constitutionally mandated affirmative action programs. This analysis demonstrates 

that a scientifically conducted SECC is not a divisive measure but a foundational 

requirement for targeted welfare, equitable resource allocation, and the rationalization 

of reservation policies, thereby strengthening India's democratic and constitutional 

framework. 

The report provides a retrospective analysis of the SECC 2011, distinguishing 

between its invaluable socio-economic findings—which paint a stark picture of rural 

deprivation and are actively used by the government for welfare targeting—and the 

critical failures of its caste component. The non-release of the 2011 caste data is 

traced to a combination of methodological flaws, stemming from a flawed 

administrative design, and significant political apprehensions. 

Valuable, actionable lessons are drawn from recent state-level surveys 

conducted by Bihar, Telangana, Karnataka, and Tamil Nadu. Bihar’s successful use 

of a pre-defined, closed-ended list of castes stands out as a key methodological 

correction to the errors of 2011. Conversely, the political volatility surrounding 

Karnataka’s survey underscores the necessity of managing community expectations 

and ensuring methodological transparency. These state-level exercises are 

collectively generating the empirical evidence needed to re-evaluate national policies, 

including the 50% ceiling on reservations. 

The report directly addresses the concerns of various social groups, particularly 

the apprehensions of upper-caste and general category members regarding social 
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polarization and the perceived threat to meritocracy. It proposes a balanced approach 

grounded in transparency, robust data privacy laws, and strategic communication that 

frames the census as an exercise in universal equity, designed to make both 

disadvantage and privilege visible. 

Drawing on international best practices from Brazil, South Africa, and the United 

States, the report highlights a global consensus on the principles of self-identification, 

the use of data for redressing historical injustices, and the need for methodologically 

evolving data collection systems. Based on this comprehensive analysis, the report 

culminates in a detailed, phased implementation blueprint for a future national SECC. 

The central recommendation is to amend the Census Act, 1948, to integrate caste 

enumeration into the decennial census under the authority of the Registrar General of 

India, utilizing a scientifically designed, state-specific, closed-ended questionnaire. 

This strategic framework is designed to be methodologically robust, legally sound, and 

socially inclusive, paving the way for a new era of evidence-based social justice in 

India. 

 

I. The Constitutional and Policy Imperative for a Caste Census 

The absence of contemporary, empirical caste data creates a fundamental 

contradiction in Indian governance: the state is constitutionally mandated to provide 

remedies for caste-based backwardness but is deprived of the primary tool to 

diagnose the problem accurately. This policy paradox undermines the efficacy of 

social justice programs and leaves them vulnerable to legal challenges, making a 

comprehensive Socio-Economic Caste Census (SECC) a matter of logical and 

constitutional necessity. 

Historical Context: From Colonial Enumeration to Post Independence 
Ambivalence 

The practice of caste enumeration in India has a long and complex history. The 

British colonial administration conducted the first detailed caste census in 1871-72, a 

practice that continued every decade until 1931(1). The 1931 Census, which recorded 
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4,147 distinct castes, remains the last comprehensive, publicly available dataset for 

communities other than Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs) (3). 

Following independence in 1947, India’s leadership, under Prime Minister 

Jawaharlal Nehru, made a conscious policy decision to discontinue full caste 

enumeration in the decennial census. This was rooted in the belief that officially 

counting castes would entrench social divisions and hinder the project of building a 

unified, casteless nation(2). Consequently, from the 1951 Census onwards, 

enumeration has been limited to SCs and STs, for whom special constitutional 

protections were provided(4). This decision, while well-intentioned, created a deep 

policy schism. The ambition of fostering a caste-blind nationalism was placed in direct 

conflict with the constitutional necessity of identifying and uplifting socially and 

educationally backward classes, leading to a decades-long governance challenge. 

The Constitutional Mandate for Social Justice 

The Constitution of India is not caste-blind; it is a transformative document that 

recognizes historical injustices and provides a framework for their redressal. Several 

articles form the bedrock of the state's responsibility to pursue social justice, implicitly 

requiring the data to do so effectively. 

● Article 340 explicitly mandates the President to appoint a Commission to 

"investigate the conditions of socially and educationally backward classes" and 

the difficulties they face, and to make recommendations to address them(3). This 

provision is not merely suggestive; it implies a constitutional duty to gather the 

necessary information to identify these classes and assess their conditions, a task 

impossible to perform scientifically without empirical data. 

● Articles 15(4) and 16(4) are enabling provisions that empower the state to make 

"special provisions" for the advancement of any socially and educationally 

backward classes of citizens (SEBCs), as well as for SCs and STs, including 

reservations in education and public employment(6). The effective and equitable 

implementation of these affirmative action policies is contingent on accurately 

identifying the target beneficiaries and ensuring that benefits are distributed fairly 
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among them. 

● Article 46, a Directive Principle of State Policy, directs the state to "promote with 

special care the educational and economic interests of the weaker sections of the 

people, and, in particular, of the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes, and 

shall protect them from social injustice and all forms of exploitation" (6). Fulfilling 

this directive requires a clear understanding of who constitutes the "weaker 

sections" and the nature of the injustices they face. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Judicial Imperative for Quantifiable Data 

The demand for a caste census has evolved from a purely political appeal to a 

quasi-judicial requirement. The judiciary, led by the Supreme Court, has consistently 

emphasized the need for empirical data to uphold the constitutional validity of 

reservation policies. 

The landmark 1992 judgment in Indra Sawhney v. Union of India, which upheld 

the 27% reservation for Other Backward Classes (OBCs), also laid down critical 

guidelines. The Court stressed the importance of objective criteria for identifying 

backward classes and mandated the periodic revision of reservation lists to exclude 

groups that have ceased to be backward(4). The judgment explicitly noted that a caste 

census should be conducted periodically to ensure that the identification of 

backwardness is based on current realities, not historical assumptions(4). 

In subsequent years, High Courts and the Supreme Court have repeatedly 

struck down or questioned state-level reservation policies due to the absence of 

"quantifiable data" to justify the extent of the quotas or the inclusion of specific 

communities(8). This judicial insistence on empirical evidence has provided a powerful 

legal impetus for data collection, shifting the debate from "whether" a census is needed 

to "how" it must be conducted to meet constitutional and legal standards. 

The Policy Vacuum: Governing in the Dark 

The post-independence policy of selective enumeration has resulted in a 

significant information vacuum, forcing policymakers to govern in the dark. The most 
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glaring example is the Mandal Commission (1979-80), which, in the absence of 

contemporary data, was compelled to rely on projections from the 1931 Census to 

estimate the OBC population at 52%(3). Formulating national policy in the 21st century 

based on data from the early 20th century is both administratively unsound and legally 

precarious. 

This data deficit has several severe consequences: 

1. Invisibility and Ineffective Planning: Many marginalized communities, 

particularly smaller sub-castes within the OBC category, remain "invisible in 

official statistics," which prevents effective planning and targeted delivery of 

welfare services in education, healthcare, and employment(11). 

2. Elite Capture of Benefits: The lack of granular, sub-caste data allows for "elite 

capture" within reserved categories. More dominant and politically organized 

groups within the OBC bloc tend to monopolize the benefits of reservation, while 

the most deprived sub-castes are left behind. The Justice Rohini Commission's 

preliminary findings, which suggested that a small fraction of OBC sub-castes 

corner a vast majority of jobs and educational seats, underscore this problem(6). 

3. Arbitrary Policymaking: Without robust data, the inclusion or exclusion of castes 

from the OBC list becomes a function of political pressure rather than objective 

assessment of backwardness, leading to social conflict and endless litigation. 

The policy of not counting caste, intended to foster a casteless society, has had 

the paradoxical effect of making the state blind to the very inequalities it is 

constitutionally obligated to remedy. While the state remains fully aware of the 

conditions of SCs and STs through the census, its understanding of OBCs and other 

groups is frozen in 1931. This selective blindness has perpetuated inequality by 

hampering the design of targeted, evidence-based interventions and allowing the 

socio-economic consequences of caste to fester in an information vacuum. 

 

 

https://www.crfhgr.org/
mailto:communications@crfhgr.org


 

 

Chirravuri Research Foundation 

for Human and Global Reforms 
(A Section 8, Not-for-Profit Research Company)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

       https://www.crfhgr.org                       +91 – 9392035128                      communications@crfhgr.org 

1-8-702/31, Padma Colony, Nallakunta, Hyderabad, Telangana State – 500044. 

[Page 7 of 35] 

 Working Paper # 2  

II. The 2011 Socio-Economic Caste Census: A Retrospective 

Analysis 

The Socio-Economic and Caste Census (SECC) of 2011 was a landmark, albeit 

deeply flawed, attempt to bridge the data deficit that has plagued Indian policymaking 

since independence. As a dual-mandate exercise, it succeeded in generating an 

invaluable dataset on socio-economic deprivation that continues to inform welfare 

targeting. However, its failure to produce a reliable and publicly accepted caste count 

offers critical lessons for any future endeavour. 

A Dual-Mandate, Multi-Agency Exercise 

The SECC 2011 was fundamentally different from the decennial Population 

Census in its objectives, legal framework, and implementation structure. 

● Objectives: The exercise had two distinct goals: first, to rank all households in 

India based on a range of socio-economic parameters to identify beneficiaries for 

state support; and second, to conduct a comprehensive caste-wise enumeration 

of the population for the first time since 1931(8). 

● Implementation Structure: Unlike the decennial census, which is the sole 

responsibility of the Registrar General and Census Commissioner of India (RGI) 

under the Ministry of Home Affairs, the SECC 2011 was a fragmented, multi-

agency effort. The Ministry of Rural Development (MoRD) was responsible for the 

rural component, the Ministry of Housing and Urban Poverty Alleviation 

(MoHUPA) for the urban component, and the RGI was tasked with the technical 

aspects of the caste enumeration(13). This administrative structure was a critical 

departure from established census protocols and proved to be a primary source 

of the project's subsequent failures. 

● Legal Framework and Data Confidentiality: A crucial distinction lay in the legal 

backing of the exercise. The SECC 2011 was not conducted under the Census 

Act, 1948(3). This decision had two profound consequences. First, unlike the 

mandatory nature of the Population Census, information disclosure by citizens for 

the SECC was voluntary(16). Second, the data's confidentiality provisions were 
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reversed. While individual data in the Population Census is strictly confidential, 

the personal information gathered in the SECC was intended to be made public 

for use by government departments to grant or restrict benefits(12). This 

necessitated a transparent process for public verification and grievance redressal, 

which led to over 1.41 crore objections and caused significant delays in data 

finalization(17). 

Socio-Economic Findings: A Stark Portrait of Rural Deprivation 

Despite the failure of its caste component, the SECC 2011's socio-economic 

survey was a resounding success in creating a granular, multi-dimensional picture of 

poverty and deprivation, particularly in rural India. It was the country's first paperless 

census, utilizing handheld electronic devices for data capture(12). 

The methodology for rural areas involved a three-step process to rank households: 

1. Automatic Exclusion: Households meeting any of 14 parameters (e.g., owning 

a four-wheeler, having a government employee, earning over ₹10,000/month) 

were automatically excluded from welfare benefits(19). 

2. Automatic Inclusion: Households meeting any of five parameters of destitution 

(e.g., households without shelter, manual scavengers) were automatically 

included(19). 

3. Deprivation Index: Remaining households were ranked based on seven 

indicators of deprivation(19). 

The findings revealed a stark portrait of widespread hardship in rural India: 

● Pervasive Deprivation: Out of 17.91 crore rural households, 10.69 crore (59.6%) 

were identified as deprived based on at least one of the seven indicators(12). 

● Livelihood Crisis: An overwhelming 51.14% of rural households reported 

manual casual labor as their primary source of income, while only 30.10% relied 

on cultivation, highlighting a structural shift away from agriculture as a sustainable 

livelihood(12). 

● Widespread Landlessness: 56% of rural households owned no agricultural land, 
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underscoring the precarious economic existence of a majority of the rural 

population(12). 

● Income Poverty: A staggering 74.5% of rural households had a highest-earning 

member with a monthly income of less than ₹5,000(12). 

● Educational Deficit: 23.52% of households had no literate adult above the age 

of 25, and only 3.4% of households had a member who was a graduate, pointing 

to severe barriers to social mobility(16). 

This rich dataset has become the backbone for targeting beneficiaries in major central 

government schemes, including the National Food Security Act and the Pradhan 

Mantri Awas Yojana, demonstrating the immense policy value of a comprehensive 

socio-economic survey(12). 

Table 1: Key Socio-Economic Indicators from SECC 2011 (Rural India) 

Deprivation Indicator 
Number of 

Households 
(Crore) 

Percentage of 
Rural 

Households 

Overall Deprivation   

Households with at least one deprivation (12) 8.69 48.5% 

Income & Livelihood   

Main income from Manual Casual Labour (12) 9.16 51.14% 

Landless deriving income from manual labour 

(20) 5.37 29.97% 

Highest earner's income < ₹5,000/month (12) 13.34 74.5% 

Land Ownership   

No agricultural land (12) ~10.00 56% 

Education   

No literate adult above 25 years (20) 4.21 23.52% 

Housing   
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One room with kuccha walls and roof (16) 2.37 13.25% 

Social Category   

SC/ST Households (20) 3.86 21.53% 

 

The Unreleased Caste Data: A Tale of Flaws and Fears 

While the socio-economic data was released and utilized, the caste data 

collected in SECC 2011 was never made public, mired in controversy over its quality 

and political implications. 

● Official Justification – Methodological Flaws: The central government's official 

position, reiterated in an affidavit to the Supreme Court, is that the caste data is 

riddled with errors and is "unusable for any purpose whatsoever" (9). The survey 

reportedly threw up a ludicrous figure of over 46 lakh unique caste names, a result 

of enumerators recording variations in spelling, sub-castes, clan names (gotras), 

and surnames as distinct castes(4). The government cited a total of 8.19 crore 

errors found in the caste particulars, making accurate classification and analysis 

impossible(6). 

● Root Cause of Flaws: The methodological failure was not accidental but was a 

direct consequence of the administrative and design choices made at the project's 

inception. The decision to conduct the survey outside the robust legal and 

institutional framework of the Census Act, 1948, and to entrust it to ministries like 

MoRD and MoHUPA, which lacked the deep institutional experience of the RGI in 

conducting complex sociological surveys, was the foundational error(3). This lack 

of expertise led to a critical design flaw: the questionnaire asked an open-ended 

question about caste, allowing respondents to state any name, without providing 

enumerators with a standardized, pre-compiled list of castes for reference and 

categorization(7). This technical choice directly caused the data chaos that was 

later used to justify withholding the results. 

● Underlying Political Apprehensions: Beyond the genuine technical issues, 

there was profound political hesitation to release the data. There were fears that 
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the numbers could reignite "Mandal" style OBC politics, potentially fracturing the 

broader "Hindutva" political consolidation by highlighting internal caste-based 

grievances and disparities(9). The release of data showing a large OBC population 

could fuel demands for expanding reservation quotas, challenging the 50% ceiling 

set by the Supreme Court and potentially leading to social unrest and political 

polarization(6). Despite the government's official stance, key officials involved in 

the SECC 2011 project have publicly contested the claim that the data is entirely 

unusable, suggesting that political calculations, rather than purely technical 

limitations, were the primary reason for its non-release(9). 

The stark socio-economic findings of SECC 2011, while valuable, implicitly 

reinforce the need for the very caste data that was suppressed. The data shows what 

deprivation looks like – landlessness, low wages, poor housing – but without the caste 

dimension, it cannot fully explain who is most affected and why. Social justice 

advocates argue that these deprivations are not randomly distributed but are deeply 

correlated with historical caste hierarchies. Therefore, the socio-economic data 

creates an urgent imperative to collect accurate caste data, which is essential for 

moving from broad welfare schemes to precisely targeted interventions that can 

dismantle structural inequality. 

 

III. State-Level Caste Surveys: A Crucible of Learnings and 

Challenges 

In the absence of a national caste census, several states have undertaken their 

own socio-economic and caste surveys, driven by judicial imperatives for quantifiable 

data and political compulsions. These pioneering efforts by Bihar, Telangana, 

Karnataka, and Tamil Nadu serve as a valuable crucible, offering critical lessons on 

methodological best practices, implementation challenges, and the political 

management of a socially sensitive exercise. 

Bihar (2023): The Methodological Correction 

The Bihar Caste-Based Survey of 2023 stands out for having directly addressed 
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the primary methodological failure of the SECC 2011. 

● Methodology: The survey was conducted in two phases. The crucial innovation 

was in the second phase, where enumerators were equipped with a pre-defined, 

closed-ended list of 214 state-specific caste names, with a 215th option for "Other" 

(15). This simple but effective design choice eliminated the ambiguity of an open-

ended question, preventing the data chaos of millions of caste name variations 

that plagued the SECC 2011. 

● Key Findings: The survey revealed that Other Backward Classes (OBCs) at 

27.12% and Extremely Backward Classes (EBCs) at 36.01% collectively form a 

commanding 63.13% of Bihar's population(24). The accompanying socio-

economic data exposed deep-seated inequalities, finding that over a third of all 

families (34.13%) were poor, with the incidence of poverty being highest among 

SCs (42.93%) and EBCs (33.58%) (26). 

● Impact and Challenges: Armed with this empirical data, the Bihar government 

moved to increase its reservation quotas for SCs, STs, EBCs, and OBCs to a 

combined 65% (in addition to the 10% EWS quota), directly challenging the 50% 

reservation ceiling set by the Supreme Court(25). The survey faced significant legal 

challenges questioning the state's legislative competence to conduct a "census" 

and raising concerns about privacy. However, the Patna High Court ultimately 

upheld the survey's validity, affirming the state's power to collect data for the 

purpose of formulating welfare policies(27). 

 

 

Telangana (2024): The Comprehensive Approach 

Telangana's survey aimed for a highly detailed and comprehensive socio-

economic profile of its population. 

● Methodology: Titled the Social, Educational, Employment, Economic, and 

Political Survey (SEEEPC), it was a door-to-door enumeration using an extensive 

57-question form that covered 75 distinct fields, including caste, religion, income, 

employment, assets, and even political affiliation(29). The exercise achieved an 
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impressive 96.9% household coverage (31). 

● Key Findings: The survey reported that Backward Classes (BCs), including BC 

Muslims, constitute 56.33% of the state's population (30). However, these figures 

sparked immediate controversy, with some BC organizations and political parties 

alleging a significant undercounting of their population compared to previous 

estimates, and questioning the overall population figure which did not seem to 

reflect decadal growth (33). 

● Impact: The state government has declared its intention to use the data to 

enhance reservation quotas in local body elections, education, and 

employment(29). An expert committee, headed by a former Supreme Court judge, 

was appointed to analyze the data and recommend policy measures (32). 

 

 

Karnataka (2015 & 2025): A Study in Political Volatility 

The experience of Karnataka provides a cautionary tale about the immense 

political challenges involved in conducting and releasing a caste census, especially 

when the findings threaten to upend the established social and political order. 

● Methodology: The first Socio-economic and Educational Survey was conducted 

in 2015 under the H. Kantharaj Commission(35). However, due to intense political 

controversy, the report was never officially released, leading the new government 

to initiate a fresh survey in 2025(37). 

● Findings (Leaked 2015 Report): Leaked portions of the 2015 report allegedly 

showed a significant decline in the population share of the state's two most 

dominant communities, the Lingayats and Vokkaligas, while indicating that SCs, 

STs, and Muslims formed a much larger demographic bloc than previously 

assumed (39). 

● Impact and Challenges: The leaked findings triggered a massive political 

backlash from powerful Lingayat and Vokkaliga community leaders and 

organizations, who vehemently rejected the report as "unscientific" and 

demanded it be junked (35). This sustained political pressure effectively shelved 

the report for nearly a decade. The controversy also highlighted methodological 

issues related to self-identification, where members of various sub-castes, who 
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are eligible for different reservation categories, may not have identified with the 

larger Lingayat or Vokkaliga community identity during the survey, leading to the 

contested population figures (35). 

 

 

Tamil Nadu: The Commission-Based Approach 

Tamil Nadu has adopted a more cautious, preparatory approach, prioritizing 

legal and methodological soundness. 

● Methodology: In 2020, in response to political demands and the legal necessity 

of defending its 69% reservation quota, the state government established a 

commission led by retired Justice A. Kulasekaran. Its primary mandate was not to 

conduct a survey immediately, but to first examine and determine the appropriate 

methodology for collecting caste-wise data (45). 

● Progress and Stance: The commission's work has been deliberative (47). More 

recently, the Tamil Nadu Assembly passed a unanimous resolution urging the 

Union government to conduct a national caste census. The state's leadership has 

argued that only data collected by the central government under the Census Act 

carries the necessary legal weight and authority to withstand inevitable judicial 

scrutiny, a lesson learned from the legal battles faced by other states (48). 

 

Comparative Analysis and Key Learnings 

The diverse experiences of these states offer invaluable insights for designing 

a national SECC. 

Table 2: Comparative Analysis of State-Level Caste Surveys 

Feature Bihar (2023) 
Telangana 

(2024) 
Karnataka 

(2015) 
Tamil Nadu 

(2020 onwards) 

Methodology Two-phase 
survey with a 
pre-defined, 
closed list of 
215 castes. 

Comprehensiv
e door-to-door 
survey with a 
57-question 
form covering 
75 fields. 

Door-to-door 
survey with 
open-ended 
questions. 

Appointed a 
commission to 
first determine 
the 
methodology. 
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Key 

Demographic 

Finding 

OBCs + EBCs 
= 63.13% 

BCs = 56.33% Leaked data 
showed SCs, 
STs, Muslims 
as a larger 
bloc; Lingayats 
/ Vokkaligas 
reduced. 

Data collection 
pending; aims to 
justify 69% 
reservation. 

Socio-

Economic 

Data 

Detailed data 
on poverty, 
employment, 
education, 
etc., collected 
and released. 

Extensive 
socio-economic 
data collected; 
analysis 
pending by 
expert 
committee. 

54 data points 
collected, but 
report not 
officially 
released. 

Data collection 
methodology yet 
to be finalized. 

Legal/Politica

l Outcome 

Upheld by 
High Court; 
led to 
increased 
reservation 
quota. 

Data intended 
to increase 
reservation; 
faced criticism 
of 
undercounting. 

Report shelved 
for years due to 
intense 
backlash from 
dominant 
castes. 

Urging Union 
govt to conduct 
census for legal 
sanctity. 

Key Learning A pre-defined 
caste list is 
crucial for 
data accuracy 
and reducing 
ambiguity. 

Comprehensiv
e socio-
economic 
profiling is 
possible but 
can lead to 
data disputes. 

Failure to 
manage the 
political 
expectations of 
dominant 
communities 
can derail the 
entire exercise. 

Legal 
defensibility of 
data is a primary 
concern; a 
preparatory 
commission can 
be a cautious 
first step. 

 

The state-level surveys demonstrate that methodological rigor is a prerequisite 

for political acceptance. Bihar's use of a closed-ended caste list provided a stronger 

technical foundation for its data, making it more difficult for opponents to dismiss it as 

entirely "unscientific" compared to the fate of the Karnataka report, which was 

undermined by disputes over sub-caste classification. 

Furthermore, these surveys are collectively shifting the national conversation 

on affirmative action. The consistent finding in states like Bihar and Telangana that 

backward classes constitute a population far exceeding 50% is generating the very 
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"extraordinary situations" that the Supreme Court has indicated might justify a re-

examination of the 50% reservation ceiling. By producing fresh empirical data, these 

states are creating a series of legal and political test cases that will inevitably force a 

systemic review of the national reservation framework. 

 

 

 

IV. Navigating the Social Fabric: Addressing Apprehensions and 

Balancing Interests 

A national Socio-Economic Caste Census is a politically charged endeavour 

that evokes strong apprehensions, particularly among upper-caste and general 

category members. Acknowledging, deconstructing, and proactively addressing these 

concerns is not peripheral but central to building the broad social consensus required 

for the exercise to be successful and constructive. 

Deconstructing the Concerns of Upper-Caste & General Category 

Members 

The opposition to a caste census is typically articulated through three main 

arguments, each rooted in a mix of principled belief and underlying anxiety. 

● Argument #1: "It will reinforce and perpetuate caste identities." 

This is a moral argument which posits that the very act of officially asking for and 

recording caste will entrench these identities, working against the constitutional 

ideal of a casteless society (49). The fear is that it forces a regressive identity upon 

citizens, particularly younger, urban generations who may feel disconnected from 

caste, thereby reversing progress toward social cohesion (10). However, this 

perspective often conflates the diagnosis of a problem with its cause. As scholars 

have pointed out, a census counts many social ills—such as illiteracy, disease, or 

adverse sex ratios—not to legitimize them, but to measure them for the purpose 

of eradication (52). Casteism and caste-based inequality will not disappear simply 

by refusing to count caste; on the contrary, such willful ignorance allows structural 

disadvantages to persist unmeasured and unaddressed (8). The census is a mirror 

to an existing social reality, not the creator of it. 
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● Argument #2: "It will lead to social divisiveness and political polarization." 

This is a pragmatic concern about the potential for social and political fallout. 

Opponents fear that the data will be weaponized for divisive "vote-bank politics," 

fueling a cascade of demands for increased reservation quotas from various 

groups (7). This could spark social unrest, inter-caste conflict, and a backlash from 

communities that perceive their influence and opportunities to be diminishing (6). 

The tumultuous period following the implementation of the Mandal Commission 

recommendations is often cited as a cautionary precedent (6). While the political 

mobilization of caste data is a real possibility, the absence of data fosters a 

different, perhaps more insidious, form of polarization based on speculation, myth, 

and exaggerated claims of numerical strength by competing groups (10). Objective, 

empirical data can serve to ground political debates in fact, providing a rational 

basis for policy discussions and potentially curbing arbitrary reservation demands 

from politically powerful communities that lack the demographic numbers to 

support them (8). To blame the census for revealing deep-seated inequities is to 

mistake the messenger for the message (52). 

● Argument #3: "It is a prelude to expanding reservations, which undermines 

merit." 

At its core, this argument reflects a fear that the primary motive behind the census 

is to justify an expansion of reservation quotas, potentially breaching the 50% 

ceiling, which is viewed as an assault on meritocracy and a reduction of 

opportunities for those in the general category (10). 

This perspective often emanates from a position of "caste-blindness," a 

worldview that is itself a form of privilege enjoyed by those whose caste identity 

has historically provided them with an advantage in accumulating the very capital 

– educational, social, and economic – that is now defined as "merit" (51). The most 

profound resistance to the census may stem from the fact that it threatens to make 

privilege as visible as disadvantage. A comprehensive SECC would not only 

enumerate backward classes but also the so-called "upper castes," correlating 

caste with indicators of wealth, land ownership, and over-representation in 

positions of power (e.g., corporate boards, judiciary, media) (51). This would 
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provide an official, data-backed challenge to the narrative of pure meritocracy, 

highlighting the role of inherited structural advantages. It forces a national 

conversation that moves from abstract debates to a data-driven accounting of who 

benefits from the current socio-economic structure. 

 

 

A Framework for Building Consensus and Balancing Interests 

To mitigate these concerns and ensure the SECC is a tool for unity rather than 

division, the government must adopt a framework built on transparency, security, and 

inclusive communication. 

● Transparent and Inclusive Process: The entire exercise must be conducted 

with maximum transparency. This begins with broad consultations during the 

design phase, involving not just government agencies but also independent 

sociologists, anthropologists, state governments, civil society organizations, and 

representatives from all major community groups to build trust in the methodology 

(11). 

● Robust Data Privacy and Anonymization: A stringent legal framework, possibly 

through specific amendments to the Census Act or regulations under the Digital 

Personal Data Protection Act, must be established to govern the use of caste 

data. It must be made unequivocally clear that individual-level data will be kept 

confidential and all publicly released data will be aggregated and anonymized to 

prevent the profiling or targeting of individuals (6). This is critical to addressing 

legitimate fears of data misuse. 

● Strategic Communication and Framing: The government must lead a national 

communication campaign that frames the SECC not as a divisive exercise in 

reservation politics, but as a foundational project for achieving equitable 

development for all Indians. The narrative should emphasize its role in improving 

the targeting of universal welfare schemes like Ayushman Bharat or PM Awas 

Yojana, ensuring benefits reach the poorest households, regardless of their caste 

category (6). 

● Focus on Universal Equity and Intra-Group Disparities: The analysis and 

application of the data must focus on a universal principle of equity. This means 
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using the data to identify and address deprivation wherever it exists. Highlighting 

inequalities within broad categories – such as the disparities between different 

OBC sub-castes, or the economic stratification within the general category – can 

demonstrate that the objective is to uplift the most marginalized, not to engage in 

inter-group conflict. A comprehensive SECC that collects socio-economic data on 

upper castes would, for the first time, provide an empirical basis for policies like 

the Economically Weaker Section (EWS) reservation, which was introduced 

without any supporting data (15). By quantifying poverty within the general 

category, as the Bihar survey did (26), the SECC can be shown to be a tool that 

benefits the poor in all communities, thereby broadening its base of support. 

 

V. Global Benchmarks in Ethnic and Racial Data Collection 

The debate over a caste census in India is not unique; many diverse, 

multicultural nations grapple with the challenge of collecting and utilizing data on race 

and ethnicity. An examination of international principles and practices offers valuable 

benchmarks for designing a robust and rights-respecting SECC. 

United Nations Principles and Recommendations 

International bodies like the United Nations provide a guiding framework for the 

collection of ethnocultural data. 

● Context-Specific Definitions: The UN Statistical Division acknowledges that 

concepts like ethnicity and race are social constructs that vary widely across 

nations. Therefore, it does not recommend a single, universal set of categories. 

Instead, it advises that "the definitions and criteria applied by each country...must 

therefore be determined by the groups that it desires to identify" based on its 

unique national circumstances (56). The criteria can be based on a combination of 

factors including ethnic nationality, race, colour, language, religion, or tribe (57). 

● Human Rights-Based Approach: The Office of the UN High Commissioner for 

Human Rights (OHCHR) advocates for a human rights-based approach to data 

collection, which is built on six core principles: participation (involving 
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communities in the process), data disaggregation (to reveal inequalities), self-

identification (the right of individuals to define their own identity), transparency 

(in methodology and use), privacy (protecting personal data), and accountability 

(using data to hold institutions accountable) (58). 

● Purpose of Data Collection: The overarching purpose, from a UN perspective, 

is to make inequalities visible. Data disaggregated by race or ethnic origin is 

considered essential for designing evidence-based anti-racism policies, 

identifying areas where special measures are needed, and objectively monitoring 

progress toward equality and the fulfillment of human dignity and rights of all the 

historically depressed and downtrodden communities (58). 

Case Study 1: Brazil - Self-Identification and Affirmative Action 

Brazil's experience is particularly relevant to India due to its history of deep-

seated racial inequality and its use of census data to implement affirmative action and 

upliftment of historically depressed and downtrodden individuals and communities. 

● Methodology: The Brazilian census employs a system of self-identification, 

asking respondents to choose from five "race-color" (cor ou raça) categories: 

branco (white), preto (black), pardo (brown/mixed-race), amarelo (yellow/Asian), 

and indígena (indigenous) (60). 

● Policy Linkage: This data is directly and explicitly linked to public policy. Since 

the early 2000s, individuals who self-identify as preto or pardo are eligible for 

affirmative action quotas in public universities and government jobs (60). 

● Impact and Challenges: The introduction of race-based affirmative action has 

had a profound social impact. It has led to a "re-valorization" of Black identity, 

reversing a historical trend where individuals would "whiten" their identity. Recent 

censuses have seen a significant increase in the number of people self-identifying 

as preto, suggesting that state recognition and policy incentives can shape how 

people choose to declare their identity (60). This highlights the dynamic interplay 

between census categories and social consciousness. 

 

Case Study 2: South Africa - Data for Redressal in a Post-Apartheid State 

South Africa's approach to racial data collection is shaped by its urgent need to 
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dismantle the legacy of apartheid. 

● Methodology: Following the end of apartheid, South Africa made a decisive shift 

from a system of state-imposed racial classification to one based entirely on self-

reporting (62). In the 1996 and 2001 censuses, enumerators were given strict 

instructions not to challenge a respondent's self-identification, even if it seemed 

counter-intuitive (62). 

● Policy Linkage: The continued collection of racial data is explicitly justified as a 

necessary tool for "transformation" and for measuring progress in redressing the 

deep economic and social inequalities created by decades of institutionalized 

racism. The data is used to monitor the effectiveness of policies aimed at Black 

Economic Empowerment and other redressal measures (62). 

● Debate: While its utility is currently accepted, there is a forward-looking debate in 

South Africa about the eventual phasing out of racial data collection. The argument is 

that once race is no longer a primary predictor of social outcomes after controlling for 

other socio-economic factors like class and education, continuing to collect it risks reifying 

the very categories the country is trying to move beyond (62). 

 

 

Case Study 3: United States - Evolving Methodologies 

The U.S. Census has a long history of collecting data on race and ethnicity, and 

its methodology has continuously evolved to reflect changing social norms and self-

perceptions. 

● Methodology: The U.S. has been moving away from asking separate questions 

for Hispanic origin (an ethnicity) and race, as research found this format confusing 

for many respondents (63). The Census Bureau's extensive research has 

concluded that a single, combined race and ethnicity question, which allows for 

multiple responses and includes detailed checkboxes for specific origins (e.g., 

Chinese, Mexican, Samoan) along with a dedicated category for "Middle Eastern 

or North African (MENA)," yields higher quality and more accurate data (63). 

● Policy Linkage: Racial and ethnic data are critical for a wide range of applications 

in the U.S., including the enforcement of voting rights and other civil rights 

legislation, monitoring and addressing disparities in health outcomes, and 
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ensuring equitable allocation of government resources (59). 

 

 

Lessons and Best Practices for India 

The global experience offers a clear set of principles that can and should be 

adapted for the Indian context. 

Table 3: International Best Practices in Ethnic Data Collection 

Country Methodology Pros (Policy 

Linkage) 

Cons 

(Challenges) 

Relevance to 

India 

Brazil Self-

identification 

with 5 race-

color 

categories 

(branco, preto, 

pardo, etc.). 

Directly used 

for affirmative 

action quotas 

in education 

and jobs. Has 

encouraged re-

valorization of 

marginalized 

identities. 

Fluidity of 

identity; 

categories may 

not capture full 

complexity. 

Potential for 

strategic self-

identification. 

Emulate: The 

principle of 

self-

identification is 

paramount. 

Linking data to 

affirmative 

action is the 

core purpose 

of the Indian 

SECC. 

South Africa Post-apartheid 

shift to 

complete self-

identification. 

Essential for 

monitoring 

progress in 

overcoming the 

legacy of 

apartheid. Data 

used for 

redressal and 

transformation 

policies. 

Risk of reifying 

racial 

categories. 

Ongoing 

debate on 

when to phase 

out data 

collection. 

Adapt: The 

justification for 

data collection 

as a tool for 

redressing 

historical 

injustice is 

directly 

applicable to 

the Indian 

https://www.crfhgr.org/
mailto:communications@crfhgr.org


 

 

Chirravuri Research Foundation 

for Human and Global Reforms 
(A Section 8, Not-for-Profit Research Company)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

       https://www.crfhgr.org                       +91 – 9392035128                      communications@crfhgr.org 

1-8-702/31, Padma Colony, Nallakunta, Hyderabad, Telangana State – 500044. 

[Page 23 of 35] 

 Working Paper # 2  

caste system. 

United States Evolving from 

separate 

race/ethnicity 

questions to a 

single 

combined 

question with 

detailed sub-

categories 

(e.g., MENA). 

Used to 

enforce civil 

rights laws, 

monitor health 

and economic 

disparities, and 

ensure fair 

representation. 

Categories are 

social 

constructs and 

constantly 

debated. 

Increasing 

complexity with 

multi-racial 

identities. 

Apply: The 

learning that a 

single, well-

designed 

question with 

clear, pre-

defined sub-

categories 

(analogous to 

a state-specific 

caste list) 

yields better 

data than 

separate or 

open-ended 

questions is 

highly relevant. 

 

A crucial, overarching lesson from these international examples is that self-

identification is a non-negotiable, fundamental principle. Across diverse political 

and historical contexts, the consensus is that the state's role is to record an individual's 

identity as they declare it, not to impose or verify it. This stands in stark contrast to 

India's colonial history of external classification and even the verification mechanisms 

built into the SECC 2011. For a future Indian SECC to have democratic legitimacy and 

align with global human rights standards, it must be unequivocally grounded in the 

principle of self-declaration. 

Furthermore, the experiences of the U.S., Brazil, and South Africa show that 

data collection is a dynamic process that must evolve with society. It is not a static, 

one-time exercise. This implies that India should aim to build an institutional capacity 

for periodic methodological review and refinement, ensuring that the census remains 
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a relevant and accurate tool for understanding the country's evolving social landscape. 

 

VI. A Strategic Blueprint for the National SECC Implementation 

Synthesizing the lessons from the SECC 2011, state-level surveys, and 

international best practices, this section outlines a concrete, phased, and actionable 

blueprint for conducting a national Socio-Economic Caste Census. This framework is 

designed to ensure methodological rigor, legal soundness, and broad political and 

social acceptance. 

Phase 1: Legal and Preparatory Framework (T-24 to T-12 Months) 

This foundational phase focuses on creating the necessary legal and 

administrative architecture before any fieldwork begins. 

● Amend the Census Act, 1948: The most critical first step is to pass a legislative 

amendment to the Census Act, 1948, to explicitly include caste as a mandatory 

parameter for enumeration in the decennial census (3). This single action achieves 

three vital goals: it removes the ambiguity of executive discretion, provides the 

exercise with unimpeachable legal sanctity, and places the entire operation under 

the authority of the Registrar General and Census Commissioner of India (RGI), 

the country's most experienced and credible institution for this task. 

● Constitute an Expert Sociological/Anthropological Committee: A national-

level expert committee should be constituted under the aegis of the RGI or the 

National Commission for Backward Classes (NCBC). This committee must be 

composed of leading sociologists, anthropologists, demographers, and state 

government representatives (8). Its primary mandate will be to undertake the 

painstaking work of preparing draft state-specific lists of all castes, sub-castes, 

and their known synonyms and phonetic variations. This approach directly 

incorporates the key lesson from the success of the Bihar survey and is the most 

effective way to prevent the data-quality failure of the SECC 2011's open-ended 

question (15). 

● Public Consultation and Finalization of Lists: Transparency and participation 

are key to building trust. The draft state-specific lists must be published online and 
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in other accessible formats for a defined period of public consultation (8). 

Feedback, corrections, and suggestions should be invited from community 

organizations, academic experts, and the general public. This participatory 

process will not only improve the accuracy and comprehensiveness of the final 

lists but also grant them greater social legitimacy. 

 

Phase 2: Methodological Design and Technological Integration (T-12 to T-

6 Months) 

This phase focuses on designing the tools and processes for data collection. 

● Questionnaire Design: A single, integrated SECC questionnaire should be 

developed, combining socio-economic parameters with the caste question. The 

caste question must be a closed-ended, multiple-choice item based on the 

finalized state-specific list (11). To ensure no one is left out, it should include an 

"Other" option with a write-in field, which can be classified later by the expert 

committee. Following international best practices and the learnings from state 

surveys, the questionnaire should also allow for nuanced identification by 

including fields for sub-caste or synonyms where relevant (52). 

● Technology and Tools: The enumeration should be entirely digital, leveraging 

secure handheld devices (tablet PCs), as was successfully pioneered in SECC 

2011 (12). The enumeration software must be custom-built with the finalized state-

specific caste lists pre-loaded in a user-friendly, searchable drop-down menu 

format. This is a critical technical safeguard to eliminate spelling errors, 

inconsistencies, and the proliferation of caste names. 

● Pilot Testing: Before a nationwide rollout, the entire system—questionnaire, 

software, hardware, and training modules—must be rigorously pilot-tested in 

several demographically diverse districts across different regions of India (e.g., a 

district in Uttar Pradesh, one in Tamil Nadu, one in Gujarat) (11). The results of the 

pilot test should be used to refine the process and troubleshoot any logistical, 

human / bureaucratic capacity, or any technical issues. Experience indicates that 

human capacity building i.e., training of enumerators will be the single biggest 

challenge. Hence, care must be taken to keep the instruction sets simple. 
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Phase 3: Enumeration and Data Collection (T-0) 

This is the implementation phase where data is collected from every household. 

● Training of Enumerators: A massive, standardized, and high-quality training 

program must be delivered to the millions of enumerators (typically government 

teachers and staff). The training curriculum must place special emphasis on the 

cardinal principle of self-identification. Enumerators must be explicitly and 

repeatedly instructed to record the respondent's declared caste without 

questioning, challenging, or attempting to verify it, in line with global best practices 

(62). 

● Data Collection Protocol: The SECC enumeration should be conducted 

concurrently with one of the phases of the decennial census (e.g., the house-

listing phase) to leverage the well-established administrative machinery and 

logistics of the RGI. The principle of self-declaration must be strictly enforced in 

the field to ensure the integrity and legitimacy of the data. 

 

 

Phase 4: Data Processing, Security, and Dissemination (T+1 to T+18 

Months) 

This final phase deals with turning the raw data into a usable and secure public 

resource. 

● Data Cleaning and Classification: The expert committee should oversee the 

data processing, particularly the classification of responses recorded under the 

"Other" category. The methodology used for this classification must be 

transparent and made public to maintain trust in the final dataset. 

● Establish a Robust Data Protection Framework: Before any data is released, 

specific regulations must be enacted, either under the amended Census Act or in 

alignment with the Digital Personal Data Protection Act, to govern the storage, 

access, and use of SECC data. The framework must guarantee the confidentiality 

and anonymization of individual-level data (6). 

● Phased and Transparent Release: To prevent political maneuvering and delays, 

there should be a pre-announced schedule for data release. The raw, aggregated 

https://www.crfhgr.org/
mailto:communications@crfhgr.org


 

 

Chirravuri Research Foundation 

for Human and Global Reforms 
(A Section 8, Not-for-Profit Research Company)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

       https://www.crfhgr.org                       +91 – 9392035128                      communications@crfhgr.org 

1-8-702/31, Padma Colony, Nallakunta, Hyderabad, Telangana State – 500044. 

[Page 27 of 35] 

 Working Paper # 2  

demographic figures (i.e., the population count of each caste) should be released 

first and promptly (11). This should be followed by the phased release of detailed, 

cross-tabulated reports correlating caste with the various socio-economic 

indicators. 

● Data Access for Policy and Research: To maximize the utility of this national 

resource, a secure data enclave should be established. This would allow 

government departments, policymakers, and vetted academic researchers to 

access anonymized micro-data for evidence-based policy formulation, monitoring, 

and academic research, under strict security and privacy protocols. 

Table 4: Proposed Implementation Framework for National SECC 

Phase Key Activities 
Lead 

Agency 
Supporting 
Agencies 

Timeline 

(1) 

Legal & 
Preparatory 

Amend Census Act, 
1948 to include 
caste. 

Ministry of 
Home 
Affairs 

Parliament, 
Ministry of Law 

T-24 
Months 

Constitute National 
Expert Committee on 
Caste Classification. 

RGI / 
NCBC 

Sociologists, 
Anthropologists 

T-20 
Months 

Develop and publish 
state-specific draft 
caste lists for public 
consultation. 

Expert 
Committee 

State 
Governments, 
Civil Society 

T-15 
Months 

(2) 
Design & 

Technology 

Finalize state-
specific caste lists 
and questionnaire 
design (closed-
ended). 

RGI / 
Expert 

Committee 

NIC, Technical 
Experts 

T-12 
Months 

Develop and secure 
digital enumeration 
application with pre-
loaded lists. 

NIC / RGI 
Cybersecurity 

Agencies 
T-9 

Months 
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Conduct multi-state 
pilot census to test 
methodology and 
technology. 

RGI 
State Census 
Directorates 

T-6 
Months 

(3) Enumeration 

Nationwide training 
of enumerators on 
SECC questionnaire 
and self-identification 
principle. 

RGI 
State 

Governments 
T-3 

Months 

Conduct SECC 
enumeration along 
with decennial 
census house-listing. 

RGI 
Field 

Enumerators 
T-0 

4. Processing & 
Dissemination 

Data cleaning, 
validation, and 
classification of 
'Other' responses. 

RGI / 
Expert 

Committee 
NIC 

T+6 
Months 

Enact specific data 
protection and 
privacy rules for 
SECC data. 

Ministry of 
Home 

Affairs / 
MeitY 

Ministry of Law 
T+9 

Months 

Release of 
provisional, 
aggregated 
demographic (caste 
population) data. 

RGI 
Government of 

India 
T+12 

Months 

Release of final, 
cross-tabulated 
socio-economic data 
and reports. 

RGI 
Government of 

India 
T+18 

Months 

Establish secure 
data enclave for 
research and policy 
access. 

RGI / NIC 
NCBC, 

Academic 
Institutions 

T+24 
Months 
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VII. Conclusion: Towards Evidence-Based Social Justice 

This report concludes that the question before India is no longer if a Socio-Economic 

Caste Census is needed, but rather how it can be executed in a manner that is scientifically 

robust, socially sensitive, and politically constructive. The decades-long policy of ignoring 

caste in official enumeration, undertaken with the noble goal of fostering a casteless society, 

has proven to be counterproductive. It has allowed the deep-rooted structures of inequality to 

persist and fester in an evidence-free environment, rendering the state's social justice 

apparatus partially blind. To govern is to measure; what is not measured cannot be effectively 

managed, and what is not managed cannot be remedied. 

The path forward is illuminated by a confluence of lessons. The administrative and 

methodological failures of the SECC 2011, the corrective success of state-level surveys like 

Bihar's, and the principled guidance of international best practices provide a clear and 

comprehensive roadmap. A future national SECC, conducted with the full legal and 

institutional backing of the Census Act, grounded in the inviolable principle of self-

identification, and utilizing a methodologically sound, closed-ended questionnaire, is both 

eminently feasible and constitutionally necessary. 

Addressing the legitimate concerns about data misuse and social polarization is not an 

obstacle but a core design requirement. This demands an unwavering commitment to 

transparency at every stage, the establishment of a formidable legal framework for data 

privacy, and a political narrative that unequivocally frames the census as a tool for universal 

equity. It must be presented not as an instrument of division, but as a mechanism to make 

both disadvantage and privilege visible, thereby creating a common, fact-based ground for a 

mature and informed national conversation on social justice. 

Ultimately, a successful SECC is not an end-in-itself. It is the foundational first step 

toward a more rational and just public policy regime. It is the key to rationalizing affirmative 

action, ensuring that benefits are targeted to the truly deprived, and fulfilling the profound 

constitutional promise of a society where justice – social, economic, and political – is a lived 

reality for every citizen. A caste census is the necessary diagnostic tool – the MRI scan for the 

Indian social body – without which any policy intervention remains a hopeful shot in the dark. 
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