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Why We Need Caste Census

Pavan K Varma
Benefits distribution needs finer social data. Upper caste angst no reason to stop the exercise

Let us assume you are obliged to help individuals, who claim to belong to one organisation, but are
visibly of different economic, social and educational status. Would you not like to know, before you part
with your money or assistance, who in that group should be helped in what manner, who among them
needs the benefits most, how has any assistance in the past been utilised, and whether your support
will actually reach the intended beneficiaries?

Due diligence demands that you should ask these questions. Following the implementation of the
Mandal Commission report in 1992, a law was passed to provide 27% reservations in government jobs
(and central educational institutions from 2006), for the socially and educationally backward castes —
known as Other Backward Classes (OBCs).

These reservations were in addition to the 23% reservations for Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled
Tribes (STs). If affirmative action for OBCs is the law of the land, should not the state ask the same
questions —as it does for SCs and STs — that an individual would ask when mandatorily obliged to assist
a group of people?

The reasonable answer, | think, should be a resounding ‘yes’. That is why a caste-based decennial Census
is essential. It will reveal the numerical size of the OBCs, along with a wealth of micro demographic
details, including the economic and educational backgrounds of individuals in the plethora of castes
that are a part of the OBCs.

It would, for instance, reveal whether some specific OBC castes are garnering all the benefits of
affirmative action, and identify those that are being excluded. This is what is revealed about the SCs
and STs, helping policymakers to understand how to fine-tune policies so that benefits can be optimally
and equitably delivered.

It is for this reason that the National Commission for Backward Classes — a constitutional body — has
recommended a caste-based Census. That is also why the parliamentary committee of the ministry of
social justice has endorsed this request. But the BJP government is opposed to such a move, or at best
ambivalent.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi recently received an all-party delegation of leaders from Bihar —
including political adversaries Nitish Kumar and Tejashwi Yadav — to hear their arguments in favour of
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an OBC caste-based Census. We are told that he is mulling over a response, although the minister
concerned stated categorically in Parliament that the government is not going to implement such a
Census.

What could be BJP’s reasons for opposing this eminently reasonable request? One argument is that it
would mean a procedural nightmare. This argument is hardly tenable. If you can enumerate the SCs
and STs, you can enumerate the OBCs. At best it would mean the addition of one more column in the
Census questionnaire.

A second argument is that it would create social strife. This is even more untenable. Dr BR Ambedkar
spoke of “annihilation of caste” as a desirable goal; he did not say that caste does not exist, nor that if
it does, we should shut our eyes to it.

His apprehension, as stated in 1947, was that in a caste-based Census the SCs would be made “a
common victim for the satisfaction of the combined greed of the other communities who through their
propagandists or enumerators are able to control the operations and the results of the Census”. That
was a procedural not substantive apprehension, which today can be rectified by an impartial and
objective Census.

BJP's second argument is ideological. RSS has long espoused the utopia of a sans-caste Hindutva
monolith, uniting all Hindus. It is perhaps a worthwhile goal. But the reality of India is very different,
and nobody knows it better than the eminences of BJP-RSS, who have made a fine art of caste-based
calculations during elections.

The third reason is linked to this. Although BJP has in recent times wooed OBCs, and today commands
about 44% of the OBC vote, it is still disproportionately dependent on the support of the upper castes,
some 60% of which vote for it. BJP wants OBC votes but not at the cost of losing its upper caste support
base, since the latter would, as in the past, oppose any further affirmative action for OBCs, should that
be the outcome of a caste-based Census.

The truth is that, more than seven decades after affirmative action, upper castes, which constitute but
20% of the population, broadly occupy about 80% of the nation’s positions of power and privilege. A
caste-based enumeration of the OBCs could threaten this entitled citadel, and rightly so.

The last caste-based Census was conducted as far back as 1931. The state cannot irrationally give up
an important tool to efficaciously evaluate its welfare programmes. Other countries have a detailed
Census precisely for this reason.

The US enumerates its citizens on the basis of their ethnicity. The UK enumerates immigrants by their
origin. In an incorrigibly unequal society, a caste-based Census is an administrative necessity, providing
the government a wealth of vital information. The time has come to put an end to the opacity and lack
of transparency in this exercise.
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The Econovic Tives
Democracy Holds Cure for Terror

Editorial
Force of arms can kill terrorists, not terror

Twenty years after 9/11 and the War on Terror it triggered, terror based on faith is alive and kicking,
both as ideology that can incite lone-wolf attacks, and organised violence of the kind seen in Africa’s
Maghreb and Sahel regions. It is also part of the armoury of statecraft in the case of a country like
Pakistan. After the US departure from Afghanistan, handing the country back to the Taliban, to rout
whom they had invaded 20 years ago, what is clear is this: the force of arms can kill terrorists but not
faith-based terror as an ideology. For that, we need democracy to take root, pervade social life and
liberate them from the need to have organised faith as a crutch in a life of crippling material deprivation.

America’s war on terror was launched against violence justified in the name of jihad. But, today, white
supremacist and anarchist terror pose a more potent threat to the US than jihad. Donald Trump was
narrowly defeated in his attempt to gain a second term, but got more votes than he had in his first
election. That man has praised Confederate General Robert E Lee, who led the south’s army to defend
the right to own black people as property. Such defence of white supremacy sows the seeds of violence
and anarchy, just as surely as jihadist preaching in the Muslim world. Religions have both divided people
and unified them, depending on how it has been deployed. The Crusades not just pitted Christian armies
against Muslim armies, but created the stereotypes of Muslims and Christians as irreconcilable
opponents. Vivekananda in India saw religious divisions as essentially insignificant, as all of them pursue
the same spirituality, just as all rivers flow separately but wend their way to the same ocean. The Sufi
saints saw and preached unity of humanity and in love and god. Philosophers of Advaita (nondualism)
preach the selfsame metaphysical unity of all things animate and inanimate, what to speak of people
of different faiths. But religious reform on its own is not a solution. Functional democracy holds more
promise.
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