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Abstract 

Since independence, India’s efforts to document and address caste-based disparities have been marked by both ambition 
and inconsistency. A comprehensive caste census promises to chart the true contours of social inequality, yet past efforts 
from colonial enumerations to the Socio-Economic and Caste Census of 2011 have stumbled over fragmented classiϔication 
systems, self-reporting errors and administrative gaps. This paper investigates the legal foundation, historical trajectories 
and operational hurdles of caste enumeration in India. Anchored in Article 340’s mandate for commissions on “socially and 
educationally backward classes,” we analyse landmark inquiries such as the Kaka Kalelkar and Mandal Commissions, 
alongside key Supreme Court judgments that shaped reservation policy. Through doctrinal research, archival sources and 
a critical review of census methodologies, the study reveals how divergent state and central caste lists, shifting self-
identiϔications and the absence of specialised veriϔication units have undermined data reliability. Our ϔindings underscore 
a pressing need for reform. First, we advocate the creation of a uniϔied, rigorously validated directory of castes and sub-
castes that reconciles state-speciϔic lists under a standardised coding system. Second, we recommend the establishment of 
dedicated training programs and onsite veriϔication cells to equip enumerators with the skills and oversight necessary for 
accurate data collection. Third, we propose embedding independent audit mechanisms, both statistical and judicial to 
detect and deter manipulation, ensuring that census outputs remain beyond political or bureaucratic interference. By 
implementing these measures, India can transform its next caste census from a contested bureaucratic exercise into a 
robust instrument of social justice. Accurate headcounts will enable policymakers to tailor afϔirmative action and welfare 
schemes with precision, reafϔirming the constitutional promise of equality and dignity for all citizens. 
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Introduction 

Since India’s founding, the question of how to measure and address caste-based inequality has loomed large 
over both scholarship and policy. A caste census, systematic headcounts that record each individual’s jāti 
afϐiliation, promises a clear snapshot of the country’s social architecture, yet it remains controversial and 
understudied. Early colonial censuses ϐirst turned caste into a ϐixed administrative category, entrenching 
divisions even as they documented them, and independent India’s successive surveys have either narrowed 
their scope to Scheduled Castes and Tribes or struggled with inconsistent classiϐications and overwhelming 
self-reported data. Today, policymakers and activists alike insist that only up-to-date, reliable caste ϐigures 
can guide afϐirmative action fairly, reϐine welfare programs, and uphold the constitutional mandate of 
equality. 

This paper examines the evolving legal, historical, and methodological dimensions of India’s caste 
enumeration. Drawing on constitutional provisions most notably Article 340’s requirement for 
commissions to investigate “socially and educationally backward classes” as well as landmark inquiries like 
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the Mandal Commission and the 2011 Socio-Economic and Caste Census, it traces how successive 
governments have both leveraged and lamented caste data. We assess the challenges of standardising caste 
lists across diverse states, the propensity for misreporting by respondents and enumerators, and the 
administrative gaps that leave vital statistics unusable. By weaving together doctrinal legal analysis, 
archival records, and critical studies of past surveys, the study reveals why a robust, contemporary caste 
census is not merely an academic exercise but an essential tool for realizing India’s promise of social justice. 

Definition of the Caste Census in India 

A caste census is simply the practice of recording each person’s Caste identity as part of the national 
headcount, creating a clear snapshot of how India’s myriad communities are distributed across the country. 
The very term “Caste” traces back to the Spanish word Casta, meaning race or lineage, which the Portuguese 
borrowed to describe the jāti system they encountered in India. As the renowned sociologist M. N. Srinivas 
observed, a Caste is essentially a hereditary, endogamous group usually tied to a traditional occupation that 
occupies a distinct place in the social order. By weaving these pieces together, a caste census offers us an 
organized, measurable way to understand and address the social realities tied to India’s historic Caste 
framework. 

Objectives of the Study 

The primary objective of this research paper is to critically examine the constitutional, legal, and 
administrative dimensions of conducting a caste census in India. It seeks to understand how accurate caste 
data can play a crucial role in shaping inclusive policies, ensuring social justice, and fulϐilling the 
constitutional promise of equality. The paper also aims to highlight the challenges associated with caste 
enumeration, such as inconsistent classiϐication, misreporting, and weak veriϐication and to propose 
practical solutions that can improve the credibility and utility of future caste censuses. Ultimately, this study 
aspires to contribute to the broader discourse on equity and representation by emphasising the importance 
of reliable data in addressing historical and structural inequalities. 

Research Methodology 

This research adopts a doctrinal methodology, focusing on the critical analysis of constitutional provisions, 
statutory frameworks, judicial decisions, and government reports relevant to the issue of caste enumeration 
in India. The doctrinal method enables a thorough examination of legal texts and principles to understand 
how caste has been treated within the Indian legal system and how that understanding has evolved over 
time. All references and citations in this research paper follow the APA 7th Edition style to maintain 
consistency, clarity, and academic integrity throughout the text. 

Historical Background 

The roots of India’s social organisation stretch back to the Indus Valley Civilisation (circa 3300–1900 BCE), 
where settlements reveal a sophisticated but undifferentiated community life. It was only in the Vedic era 
(circa 1500–600 BCE) that society began to crystallise into four varṇas Brāhmaṇas (priests and scholars), 
Kṣatriyas (rulers and warriors), Vaiśyas (traders and agriculturists) and SƵ ūdras (artisans and labourers) 
initially linked to one’s occupation, which in theory permitted movement between groups. By the later Vedic 
age, however, varṇa became hereditary, and localized jāti identities gradually supplanted broader varṇa 
afϐiliations, entrenching social hierarchies and opening the door to systemic discrimination. Under British 
rule, the colonial censuses (beginning in 1871 and culminating in the detailed 1931 Census) catalogued 
castes as administrative units, both codifying existing divisions and hardening their boundaries.1 After 
independence, the 1951 Census deliberately ceased enumerating most caste categories beyond Scheduled 
Castes and Tribes, reϐlecting a policy shift toward national unity; yet the legacy of historical deprivation 
remained. In the 1980s, the Mandal Commission drew on the 1931 caste data to recommend quotas for 
“Other Backward Classes,” reigniting debates over afϐirmative action and social justice. Throughout the late 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, reformers—from Gopal Baba Walangkar and Iyothee Thass to Sree 
Narayana Guru, Periyar, and Dr. B.R. Ambedkar mobilized against caste oppression, ultimately shaping the 
framers of our Constitution to enshrine the Right to Equality and empower the state to implement 
reservations and other remedial measures against centuries of exclusion.2 
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 The Mandal Commission (1979–80) famously leaned on the 1931 census to estimate that OBCs 
made up roughly 52% of India’s population, arguing that only fresh caste data could lend scientiϐic 
rigor to its recommendation of a 27% quota for backward classes. 

 The Nathani Commission similarly underscored the inadequacy of decades-old ϐigures, insisting 
that an updated caste enumeration was vital to calibrate welfare schemes and reservations 
accurately. 

 The National Commission for Backward Classes (established in 1993) has repeatedly called for 
periodic caste data collection, noting that without current numbers policymakers are forced to rely 
on guesswork. 

 Together, these bodies have made clear that a comprehensive, contemporary caste census is not a 
mere academic exercise but a prerequisite for fair representation and evidence-based social justice. 

Role of the British in Initiating Census Based on Caste 

From the late nineteenth century, it was the British administration that ϐirst turned caste into a ϐixed 
category through their decennial headcounts. Although India’s very ϐirst imperial census appeared in 1872, 
it wasn’t until 1901 that enumerators began jotting down people’s castes alongside their religion, and by 
that time, they had also added tribes and racial labels to their questionnaires. Yet, and somewhat 
astonishingly, they never settled on formal deϐinitions, treating caste as a catch-all label for any mutually 
recognised group. As J. H. Hutton, the 1931 Census Commissioner, wryly observed, the same Caste might 
claim Brahman status in one province and Rajput standing in another, underscoring just how ϐluid these 
social divisions could be. The 1931 count was also the last to capture every known community across 
British India; post-independence, the national census only recorded Scheduled Castes and Tribes, leaving 
Other Backward Classes ofϐicially unmeasured. It was this very gap bridged only by the Mandal 
Commission’s reliance on decades-old data to estimate that OBCs made up roughly 52 per cent of the 
population and deserved a 27 per cent quota, that reignited calls for a full caste enumeration. Those calls 
echoed through policy debates in the 1990s and 2000s, culminating in the 2011 Socio-Economic and Caste 
Census, which for the ϐirst time in over seventy years tried once more to map India’s complex web of 
communities.3 

Constitutional and Legal Framework 

Under the Constitutional and Legal Framework, India’s supreme law not only prohibits Caste-based 
discrimination (Article 15) but actively empowers the state to uplift marginalized communities through 
afϐirmative measures in education, employment and political representation. Articles 16 and 17 guarantee 
equal opportunity and abolish untouchability, while Directive Principles like Article 46 call for the 
promotion of socio-economic interests of SCs, STs and other backward classes. Crucially, Article 340 
provides the machinery for a caste census by mandating a presidential commission to investigate and 
recommend steps for the advancement of socially and educationally backward groups. 

Constitutional Assembly Debates 

During the Constituent Assembly debates, the framers were acutely aware that India’s socially 
disadvantaged groups required more than abstract guarantees of equality; they needed concrete safeguards 
to overcome centuries of exclusion. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, as Chairman of the Drafting Committee, warned that 
both majority and minority communities could perpetuate discrimination if left unchecked, and he pressed 
for measures that would secure real and lasting protection for weaker sections. Championing this cause, 
P.S. Deshmukh urged the Assembly to ensure “fair proportion” of representation for all classes and 
communities, insisting that legislative bodies reϐlect India’s diverse social fabric rather than favour any 
single group. 

From the perspective of the Scheduled Castes themselves, leaders like H.J. Khandekar, speaking from 
personal experience made it clear that reservations were not benevolent handouts but rightful 
compensation for past injustices, while also cautioning that sub-caste divisions could create new 
hierarchies even within protected categories. Ultimately, these deliberations gave rise to what the 
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Constitution dubs “protective discrimination”: political reservations under Articles 330 and 332 for 
Scheduled Castes and Tribes, education-sector quotas under Articles 15(4) and 29(2), and employment 
safeguards under Articles 16(4), 320(4), 333, and 335 all designed to translate the promise of social justice 
into tangible opportunity.4 

Constitutional Perspective on Caste Census  

A Caste-based enumeration, far from being a mere statistical exercise, is a vital instrument for fulϐilling the 
Constitution’s promise of equality, dignity and justice. By systematically uncovering the true demographic 
weight of each community, it empowers policy-makers to tailor afϐirmative measures that secure the 
substantive guarantees under Articles 14 (equality before the law) and 21 (protection of life and personal 
liberty). At the same time, India’s own Constitution explicitly envisages such an inquiry in Article 340, which 
directs the President to appoint a commission for investigating the socio-economic condition of “socially 
and educationally backward classes” and recommending remedial steps. Landmark bodies like the Kaka 
Kalelkar Commission (1953) and the Mandal Commission (1979) exemplify the transformative impact of 
such constitutionally-mandated fact-ϐinding exercises.5 

While the rationale for a caste census is ϐirmly rooted in our constitutional text and objectives, its 
effectiveness depends fundamentally on the integrity of the data collected. Inaccurate self-reporting or 
deliberate manipulation could skew the distribution of reservations and welfare schemes, thereby inϐlicting 
what might reasonably be called a “constitutional tort” a breach of the State’s duty to enact laws only on the 
basis of reliable, objectively veriϐiable information. Moreover, policies derived from ϐlawed data risk running 
afoul of the “due-process” principles articulated by the Supreme Court (notably in Maneka Gandhi v. Union 
of India6), which require that every law be fair, just and reasonable rather than arbitrary or capricious. If 
mishandled, a caste census might undermine the very rights it seeks to protect; yet if deferred indeϐinitely, 
it would leave deep-seated inequities unaddressed and betray the State’s solemn commitment to promote 
the human rights of its most vulnerable citizens.7 

Below is a concise outline of the principal constitutional provisions that intersect with a caste-based 
enumeration: 

India’s Constitution lays a comprehensive foundation for social justice that directly underpins the case for 
a caste census. Article 15 prohibits discrimination on grounds such as caste while expressly empowering 
the state to make “special provisions” for the advancement of backward classes, thereby legitimizing caste-
based afϐirmative action.8 Article 16 guarantees equal opportunity in public employment and similarly 
permits reservations to ensure that historically marginalized communities can participate meaningfully in 
government service.9 By abolishing untouchability in Article 17, the Constitution signals the State’s duty to 
dismantle centuries-old stigma.10 As a Directive Principle, Article 46 further charges the State with 
promoting the educational and economic interests of Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and other 
backward classes, shielding them from exploitation.11 

Political representation is secured through Articles 330 and 332, which reserve seats in the Lok Sabha and 
state assemblies for SCs and STs,12 while Article 335 balances their claims for promotion in public services 
with the need for administrative efϐiciency. Crucially,13 Article 340 empowers the President to appoint a 
commission to investigate the condition of backward classes this is the very mechanism that has given rise 
to landmark inquiries such as the Kaka Kalelkar and Mandal Commissions.14 Finally, Articles 341 and 342 
deϐine who qualiϐies as SCs and STs, the demographic categories whose true numbers and socio-economic 
realities a caste census must accurately record.15 Together, these provisions create not only a legal 
obligation but a moral imperative: only by knowing exactly who and where India’s most marginalized 
citizens are can the state design fair policies, target resources effectively, and fulϐil the promise of equality 
and dignity enshrined in its supreme law. 

A properly conducted caste census, backed by rigorous supervision and independent veriϐication, would 
not only reafϐirm India’s commitment to the rule of law and due process but also guide the ϐine-tuning of 
reservation and welfare policies so that they truly reach those most in need. Conversely, any erosion of data-
integrity mechanisms risks converting an instrument of justice into a source of new inequities an outcome 
the Constitution forbids. 
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The Need for a Contemporary Caste Census 

A comprehensive Caste census has become indispensable because, nearly three-quarters of a century after 
independence, we still lack reliable, up-to-date ϐigures for Other Backward Classes and countless smaller 
communities. While Scheduled Castes and Tribes are regularly counted, policymakers ϐly blind when it 
comes to the very groups that reservations were meant to uplift. The 2011 Socio-Economic and Caste 
Census (SECC) tried to ϐill this void but ϐloundered: by allowing respondents to write in any caste name, it 
produced an unwieldy and often contradictory list, as the National Commission for Backward Classes 
(NCBC) noted, making the data virtually unusable. A fresh Caste enumeration, with a standardised and 
exhaustive list, promises to correct these ϐlaws, yielding the kind of clean, comparable data crucial for 
crafting and evaluating social-welfare programs.16 

Armed with accurate headcounts, the government could revisit reservation quotas and afϐirmative-action 
schemes on solid empirical footing. The last ofϐicial measure of India’s backward classes, a 1931 count 
estimating OBCs at roughly 52%, underpinned the Mandal Commission’s 1980 recommendations, but 
today’s demographics have undoubtedly shifted. Take Bihar’s 2023 caste survey, for example: it found that 
OBCs and Extremely Backward Classes together account for over 63% of the state’s population, 
reinvigorating calls for a nationwide tally. Detailed caste data would also allow for the sub-categorization 
of broad groups (as the Rohini Commission urged in 2017), preventing the better-off among OBCs from 
monopolising beneϐits. Beyond reservations, such data carries profound political and electoral weight—
better knowledge of community distributions can lead to fairer representation and would shine a light on 
how caste intersects with poverty, region, and gender. In short, a rigorously conducted caste census is not 
just a statistical exercise but a critical step toward evidence-based, inclusive policymaking in India.17 

Demand for Caste Census  

Over the past decade, calls for a fresh caste count have moved from the fringes into the mainstream of Indian 
politics. Regional parties with large OBC constituencies—such as the RJD in Bihar, the Samajwadi Party in 
Uttar Pradesh, the DMK in Tamil Nadu, and the JDU have long insisted that reliable caste ϐigures are vital to 
secure fair representation and design welfare schemes that actually reach their intended beneϐiciaries. Even 
the Congress, after years of equivocation, publicly backed a caste enumeration ahead of the 2024 Lok Sabha 
elections, sensing its political resonance. 

Beyond electoral calculations, the National Commission for Backward Classes has formally petitioned the 
government since 2021 to incorporate OBC data into the national headcount. And while multiple public 
interest litigations pressing for a caste census rest before the Supreme Court, the highest bench in 1992 had 
already hinted during the Mandal Case that periodic caste enumeration was constitutionally desirable. Yet 
as recently as 2024, the Court demurred, deeming the matter best left to the executive’s judgment.18 

In the absence of clear central directives, a handful of states have taken matters into their own hands. 
Bihar’s 2023 survey, Karnataka’s delayed but comprehensive study released in 2025, and Telangana’s 
whirlwind 50-day enumeration each underscore the appetite for granular social data. By moving to include 
caste questions in the next all-India Census, the Centre is ϐinally acknowledging what these regional 
experiments have made clear: accurate, up-to-date caste ϐigures are no longer optional they are essential 
for informed governance and equitable politics. 

Recent Caste Enumerations in India 

Several large-scale Caste surveys have sought to map India’s complex social landscape beyond the decennial 
headcount. Here’s a closer look at the most prominent ones: 

Socio-Economic and Caste Census (SECC), 2011: Commissioned separately from the regular population 
census, the SECC set out to document household living standards, assets, income, education and capture 
each family’s caste afϐiliation. Its goal was to pinpoint deprivation and ϐine-tune welfare delivery. Although 
the raw ϐiles made their way to the Ministry of Social Justice, the caste component has never seen the light 
of day. Enumerators recorded castes exactly as people reported them, leading to an astonishing 4.6 million 
distinct caste entries, far too many to sort into meaningful categories and the results remain locked away.19 
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Bihar Caste Survey, 2023: In early 2023, Bihar’s government undertook its own state-level headcount, 
gathering caste, landholding, income, and educational data at the household level. Its headline ϐinding that 
Other Backward Classes and Extremely Backward Classes together comprise 63.13 percent of Bihar’s 
population, while ‘upper’ castes are just 15.52 percent upended long-held assumptions about the state’s 
social balance. Although advocates called for boosting reservations in government jobs and college seats to 
65 percent, legal battles stalled any new quotas, and many proposed welfare schemes have yet to reach 
beneϐiciaries.20 

Karnataka Socio-Economic and Education Survey, 2025: Originally launched in 2015, Karnataka’s 
survey ϐinally published its caste ϐigures in 2025. It reported that OBC communities account for nearly 69.6 
per cent of the state’s residents, while traditionally dominant groups like the Vokkaligas and Lingayats 
appeared smaller than expected. The commission behind the survey recommended expanding OBC quotas 
and carving out a fresh “Most Backward Classes” bracket, but mass protests by various communities have 
so far kept policymakers from enacting any substantial changes. 21 

Telangana’s Comprehensive Caste Survey, 2024–25: Telangana raced through its Socio-Economic, 
Educational, Employment, Political, and Caste Survey in just 50 days, touching almost 97 percent of 
households. The ϐindings 56.33 percent Backward Classes, 17.43 percent Scheduled Castes, 10.45 percent 
Scheduled Tribes, and 12.56 percent Muslim population sparked immediate action. Telangana became the 
ϐirst state to introduce sub-quotas for Scheduled Castes and to sharply raise reservations for Backward 
Classes, demonstrating how political resolve can turn caste data into policy in record time.22 

Challenges in Conducting an Accurate Caste Census 

Conducting a reliable Caste census in India faces several intertwined obstacles. First, there simply isn’t a 
single, authoritative roster of castes and sub-castes. Central and state governments each maintain their own 
lists sometimes overlapping, often diverging which makes it nearly impossible to apply a uniform code 
across the country. When the Socio-Economic and Caste Census (SECC) of 2011 tried to let people write in 
their own caste names, it ended up with a staggering 4.67 million unique entries and millions of obvious 
mistakes, underscoring how hard it is to classify India’s complex social tapestry in a neat, consistent way.23 

Self-reporting adds another layer of uncertainty. Throughout history—and even today—individuals have 
reasons to shift their stated identity, whether it’s to claim a more prestigious status or to become eligible 
for reserved quotas. In colonial times, entire communities would alternate between Kshatriya, Rajput or 
Brahmin on successive counts. Now, some who wouldn’t traditionally qualify as OBC seek to list themselves 
under that category, while others might insist on a lower-ranked identity to access welfare beneϐits. Such 
ϐluidity, varying not only from person to person but also from one region to another, makes any raw 
headcount suspect. 

Finally, there’s the sheer administrative burden. Unlike basic population counts, a caste census demands a 
robust coding and veriϐication setup, but no dedicated unit exists for that purpose. Without specialised 
teams to cross-check entries, standardise codes and train enumerators in the nuances of social 
classiϐication, any new caste enumeration risks repeating the same errors we saw in 2011 errors that could 
skew reservation policies and fuel fresh disputes rather than resolve them.24 

Role of Judiciary on Caste Based Census 

The Mandal judgment in Indra Sawhney & Others v. Union of India25 marked a watershed moment for 
reservation jurisprudence. When the Mandal Commission chaired by B.P. Mandal recommended in 1980 
that Other Backward Classes (OBCs) receive 27% reservation and Scheduled Castes and Tribes (SCs/STs) 
22.5%, the report lay dormant for a decade. In 1990, the Centre issued an ofϐice memorandum to implement 
27% direct recruitment for OBCs. Petitioner Indra Sawhney challenged this on the grounds that extending 
caste-based reservations violated the constitutional guarantee of equal opportunity and threatened 
administrative efϐiciency. On November 16, 1992, the Supreme Court upheld the 27% quota for OBCs, 
recognized caste as a valid indicator of backwardness, and afϐirmed the recruitment order while capping 
total reservations at 50%. Today, that ceiling is breached by the 103rd Amendment’s 10% quota for 
economically weaker sections, renewing debates over the proper limits of afϐirmative action.  
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In K. Krishna Murthy & Ors. v. Union of India26delineates a three-fold framework that underscores both 
the promise and the limits of caste-based afϐirmative action. First, it entrusts the executive with the 
empirical task—under Article 340—of rigorously identifying backward communities through periodic, 
specialist commissions, recognizing that accurate, up-to-date data are the bedrock of well-calibrated 
reservation policies. Second, it cautions against a one-size-ϐits-all approach across education, employment, 
and local governance, since political marginalization often springs from distinct obstacles that demand 
bespoke policy responses. Third, it champions a proportional reservation norm for local bodies—yet 
reafϐirms the Court’s 50% ceiling on all vertical quotas, insisting that no community’s advancement should 
eclipse the constitutional balance. 

Beyond policy debates, the reliability of census data has come under judicial scrutiny. In Rajendra Soren v. 
State of Jharkhand,27 the High Court confronted allegations that poorly trained enumerators ϐilled 
questionnaires themselves, leading to ϐlawed district-level ϐigures. Courts have noted that respondents, too, 
may misstate their age, income or social status to gain access to beneϐits, casting doubt on data used to 
allocate sensitive quotas. Although Section 11(d) of the Census Act, 1948, penalises intentional falsehoods, 
it prescribes only a nominal ϐine. More serious offences under Section 177 of the Indian Penal Code cannot 
be invoked here, because Section 13 of the Census Act makes the special law exclusive, thus precluding 
harsher punishment and reϐlecting the legislature’s intent to avoid double jeopardy. The Supreme Court 
clariϐied in Sharat Babu Digumarti v. Government of NCT of Delhi28that when two statutes prescribe the 
same offence, the special law prevails over the general law, reinforcing that only the Census Act’s penalties 
apply.  

In State of Maharashtra v. Union of India,29 the Supreme Court reafϐirmed that the power to enumerate 
caste identities through a formal census is exclusively vested in the Union under the 1948 Census Act. By 
striking down Maharashtra’s attempt to carve out a Maratha-speciϐic count, the Court underscored that 
piecemeal, state-led exercises in caste enumeration—if styled as “censuses”—erode the uniformity, 
methodological rigour, and legal sanctity of the decennial national headcount. This insistence on centralized 
data collection reϐlects a constitutional commitment: only a pan-Indian, standardized process can yield the 
reliable caste metrics necessary to underpin just and consistent reservation policies.  

In the case Youth for Equality Ors. v.  State of Bihar30 Caste survey upheld ϐirst by the Patna High Court 
and then left undisturbed by the Supreme Court demonstrates that states retain meaningful leeway to 
gather caste information for targeted welfare planning. By distinguishing Bihar’s initiative as a “survey” 
rather than a “census,” the courts validated a more ϐlexible, policy-driven approach that sidesteps the 
procedural strictures of the Census Act. From a social-justice standpoint, this dichotomy acknowledges two 
imperatives: one, that India needs a robust, legally anchored census to set the nationwide framework for 
quotas; and two, that subnational governments may lawfully undertake their own fact-ϐinding exercises to 
address local disparities, provided they do not usurp the central government’s statutory domain. Together, 
these judgments carve out a constitutional and policy pathway whereby caste data, centralised for 
constitutional entitlements, yet decentralised for innovative welfare design, can serve as both the bedrock 
and the ϐine-tuning instrument in India’s ongoing quest for equitable inclusion. 

These legal and administrative gaps compound India’s broader statistical challenges. In 2011 the RBI 
governor publicly questioned the government’s export data after a US$9.4 billion overstatement due to 
misclassiϐication and entry errors; indices such as the IIP and WPI have likewise drawn criticism. Even basic 
population ϐigures sometimes defy logic: Nagaland’s census showed over 60% growth between 1981–2001, 
then a 0.47% decline by 2011 an implausible shift with no evident cause. Such inconsistencies underscore 
the judiciary’s crucial role in ensuring that policy decisions, especially those as sensitive as reservation rest 
on accurate, trustworthy information. 

Conclusion 

A reliable caste census does more than ϐill government ledgers it shines a light on the real contours of 
inequality and empowers us to correct course. When every community is counted correctly, policy-makers 
can channel education grants, job reservations and welfare schemes to the places and people who need 
them most, rather than relying on guesswork or outdated assumptions. 
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Building on lessons from colonial surveys and the 2011 SECC, India must establish a uniϐied, state-aligned 
caste directory, invest in hands-on training for enumerators, and set up independent audit cells to catch 
errors or manipulation early. These steps transform the census from a politically fraught ritual into a 
credible tool for change. In doing so, we uphold the Constitution’s guarantees of equality and dignity making 
sure that no citizen remains invisible and every social disadvantage is met with a thoughtful, evidence-
based response. 

Suggestions 

Based on the insights outlined earlier, these suggestions offer a roadmap for conducting a more reliable and 
transparent caste census: 

Moving beyond ad hoc headcounts, India needs a clear roadmap for conducting a truly robust Caste 
census—one that lays the groundwork for genuinely evidence-based social justice rather than politics by 
guesswork. First, we must agree on a single, standardised Caste list (including sub-castes) developed in 
consultation with state governments and the Registrar General of India. This common vocabulary will 
prevent the chaos of millions of write-in entries, as seen in SECC 2011, and ensure every community knows 
where it stands in the ofϐicial framework. 

Second, the process itself must be open and participatory. Civil-society groups, scholars, and 
representatives of marginalised communities should help design the questionnaire, oversee ϐieldwork, and 
audit the results. Transparency at every stage right from how categories are deϐined to how data is 
published, will guard against political meddling or biased classiϐications. 

Third, we must build in rigorous data-cleaning and validation from the outset. Modern tools like machine-
learning algorithms trained to spot duplicates, spelling variants, or implausible entries can instantly ϐlag 
inconsistencies for human review. In this way, we can be conϐident that when we say “X per cent of India’s 
population belongs to Community Y,” it’s a fact, not wishful thinking. 

Fourth, the point of gathering caste data is to tailor policies where they’re needed most. Once the census 
delivers its ϐindings, reservation quotas, welfare schemes, and development programs should be 
recalibrated to reϐlect today’s realities, not outdated estimates from 1931 or tribal recollections from 
decades ago. Just as you couldn’t fairly distribute food to a hungry crowd without ϐirst knowing who’s 
starving, we cannot achieve distributive justice unless we know exactly which groups are most deprived 
and by how much. 

Fifth, the legal foundation for this exercise must be crystal clear. Whether by amending the Census Act of 
1948 or enacting fresh legislation, Parliament should explicitly authorise caste enumeration and spell out 
how the data will and will not be used, keeping within the 50 per cent reservation ceiling established by the 
Supreme Court. 

Finally, we must insulate the entire endeavour from transient electoral interests. A neutral, statutory 
authority staffed by experts and accountable to Parliament—should oversee how caste data informs policy, 
ensuring that ϐigures aimed at social uplift aren’t repurposed for vote-bank calculations. At every step, 
public education campaigns must explain why the census matters, how personal information will remain 
conϐidential, and how accurate data ultimately serves the goal of a more equitable India. 
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