Should the method of counting caste change? |
Explained

What are the two phases of the Census? Why has caste enumeration been included in the upcoming Census, according
to the Union government? What are the reforms the Census should undertake in order to facilitate data that will be
helpful for bringing the marginalised to the mainstream?
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Aschool teacher collects details from a woman as part of the caste census at Kandi in Sangareddy, Telangana. | Photo Credit: MOHD ARIF

The story so far:

iffofmatiomoemecastes. Can such a massive data exercise be made more useful through a restructuring of the existing
Census process?

How is the Census conducted?


https://www.thehindu.com/profile/author/K--Narayanan-Unni-13769/
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Why is caste being recorded?

The recording of an individual's caste was last done in the 1941 Census. However, that data could not be processed due to economic
constraints of the Second World War. Thus, effectively, the last Census to provide data on caste has been the 1931 Census that has
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takingiobringihemarginalisediandithioseleffbelindimeverytieldintonliemainstieany However, given the limitations of the
Census as a method of data collection as well as the design of the Census questionnaire, it is doubtful whether this objective can be
fulfilled. A restructuring of the Census questionnaires could make more useful data be made easily available to further the objectives
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SoffWareisediforelectronicidataicollectionidatalonicastesicambelcollected The practical difficulties of collecting data on castes is
not within the scope of this article. Information on specific castes can be ascertained through literacy/educational levels; age at
marriage; mother tongue and other languages known; status of the individual as the main worker, marginal worker or non worker;
seeking/available for work; broad classification of industry/occupation of the workers; place of birth/ previous residence; and data on
child birth and survival.

status of various castes, information on participation in economic activity and its broad classification may be of use. However, the
data on unemployment derived using the response to the question “whether seeking/available for work” suffers from conceptual
issues and lack of attention in data collection. For example, this question has a reference period of one year. However, it is not clearly
mentioned as to how long a person should be seeking/or be available for work to be classified as unemployed. Though this question
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However, in the 1981 Census, these questions were in the household schedule canvassed during the second phase of the census, that
is the population enumeration phase.

Transferring these questions from the house-list schedule to the household schedule would help linking information on quality of
housing, amenities and assets to other aspects of the population easier. As there is a time gap of six to nine months between the
house-listing and population enumeration phases, linking the information on the basis of house number, name of the head of the
household etc. may bring about error. Such errors may seriously impact the reliability of data, especially for small communities.

Taking the questions out of the house-listing schedule would also help enumerators to concentrate on the listing of all buildings, be
it residential, partly residential or non-residential along with the number of people living in them. Improved house-lists would help
in better coverage of the Census. This is very important in urban areas which have higher omission rates in most Censuses.

Such linkages or transfer of questions have not been adopted in either the 2011 Census or in the planning of the 2021 Census (which
was advanced due to the COVID-19 pandemic).

Without such data in the Census, it is not possible to answer questions like, “What is the literacy rate of persons living in kutcha
house without electricity and whether this is significantly lower than that of others” or “What proportion of the workforce in urban
areas live in kutcha houses?”, etc.

Should some questions be omitted?

The Census has been providing caste/tribe wise data on several socio-economic variables. It is doubtful whether this data have been
used to identify the most backward castes/tribes for similar exercises that could aid policy/program formulation. Hopefully, caste-
wise data thrown up by the upcoming Census would be used better in policy and program formulations, and be used beyond decisions
regarding the percentages for reservation.

The author is a retired officer from the Indian Statistical Service and a former Deputy Registrar General.
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