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How India Plans to Count Caste This Time,
and What Went Wrong Earlier

= The Indian Express 20 August 2026 @

} INTERVIEW ANGLE

"The editorial contrasts the new caste-count methodology with the 2011 SECC's failures. What
made the 2011 SECC caste data unusable, and how does an open-ended question structurally

avoid that specific failure?"

(® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

Counting caste is the easy part. Coding what you counted into something usable is where the last attempt

collapsed.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

This editorial provides essential background on the methodology and historical precedent behind India’s caste
enumeration, a high-salience GS1/GS2 topic given the ongoing national debate on caste-based data and its

policy implications.
GS Paper 1: Indian society, caste as a social category, social empowerment.

GS Paper 2: Welfare-scheme targeting, government policies for vulnerable sections, Census methodology.

CONCEPT MEANING WHY IT IS TESTABLE

Socio-Economic and Caste A 2011 enumeration exercise attempting to capture =~ The precedent whose

Census (SECC), 2011 socio-economic and caste data alongside the failure this editorial
regular Census examines

Open-ended question A survey format allowing free-text response rather The current exercise’s key
than selection from a fixed list of options methodological change

Post-enumeration coding The process of classifying raw survey responses The stage where the 2011
into standardised categories after data collection SECC failed
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The 2011 Socio-Economic and Caste Census was conducted alongside the regular decennial Census to
capture both socio-economic indicators and caste data for the first time since the 1931 Census included full
caste enumeration. However, the caste component reportedly generated an unmanageably large, inconsistent
set of caste names due to inadequate coding infrastructure, and this specific dataset was never officially
released or used for policy purposes, unlike the socio-economic component, which was released and used for

welfare-scheme targeting.

THE ANALYSIS

1. The core failure was in classification, not collection. The 2011 SECC successfully gathered raw caste

self-reports at scale; its failure was in the downstream coding and standardisation process required to convert

millions of free-text responses into policy-usable categories.

2. An open-ended question format addresses respondent-side distortion, not coding-side
complexity. Allowing free self-reported response avoids forcing inaccurate categorisation at the point of data
collection, but the harder challenge, standardising the resulting diversity of responses into usable categories,

remains a separate, subsequent design problem.

3. Caste nomenclature’s regional variability is a structural challenge independent of question
format. The same caste group may use different names in different states or districts, meaning even a well-
designed open-ended question requires sophisticated regional coding expertise to produce genuinely

comparable national data.

4. Release protocol design matters as much as collection methodology. Since the 2011 SECC data
was collected but never released, this exercise’s ultimate success depends not just on better data quality but

also on a clear, transparent commitment to eventual release and use.

5. The stakes extend to welfare-policy targeting. Usable caste data has direct implications for
reservation-policy design, OBC sub-categorisation debates, and welfare-scheme targeting, making the

technical methodology question inseparable from significant downstream policy consequences.
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DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

PRELIMS-GRADE FACTS:

The last full caste enumeration in a decennial Census was in 1931; post-independence Censuses
enumerated only Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, not all castes, until the 2011 SECC’s caste
component.

The Socio-Economic and Caste Census, 2011, was conducted by the Ministry of Rural Development
(rural) and Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs (urban).

Do not assume the 2011 SECC’s socio-economic data and caste data share the same fate; the socio-economic
component was released and used (e.g., for identifying beneficiaries under various welfare schemes), while

only the caste component was withheld.

THE DEBATE

FOR (open-ended format is a genuine methodological improvement): Removing the constraint of a

pre-set caste list directly addresses a known source of self-reporting distortion from the 2011 exercise.

AGAINST (classification complexity remains the harder unsolved problem): An improved
question format does not by itself guarantee that the subsequent coding and classification process, where the

2011 exercise actually failed, will succeed this time.

Balanced verdict: The methodological shift is a necessary improvement but not sufficient on its own; the
real test will be whether the coding, classification and release protocols adopted after data collection avoid

repeating the specific failure that doomed the 2011 SECC’s caste data.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

When evaluating whether a revised policy exercise will succeed where a prior attempt failed, identify precisely
which stage of the process failed previously, collection, classification, or release, and verify that the revision
specifically targets that stage, not just the exercise in general. A fix aimed at the wrong stage can leave the

actual point of failure unaddressed.
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DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

1. Collection 2. Classification 3. Release
2011: succeeded 2011: FAILED here 2011: never occurred

Current Exercise’s Fix

Open-ended question at Stage 1
Real test: Stage 2 coding quality

TAKEAWAY BOX

Counting caste is the easy part. Coding what you counted into something usable is where the last attempt

collapsed.
SECC 2011; last full caste Census 1931; open-ended question format.

Should the state collect caste data at all if there is a risk it entrenches rather than dissolves caste identity

over time?
Connects to past UPSC Mains questions on caste-based reservation policy and OBC sub-categorisation.

“Improved data collection methodology alone cannot guarantee usable caste data.” Examine with reference

to the 2011 Socio-Economic and Caste Census.

Source: How India Plans to Count Caste This Time, and What Went Wrong Earlier — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC &
State PCS Editorial Analysis
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® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

Indian Express explains that India’s current caste enumeration,
conducted as part of the ongoing Census, has shifted to an open-
ended caste question, a deliberate methodological change
addressing the specific classification and coding failures that
made the 2011 Socio-Economic and Caste Census (SECC) caste
data unusable and led to its data never being officially released.

v SUPPORTING

* The 2011 SECC reportedly recorded an implausibly large number of distinct caste and sub-
caste names, running into the lakhs, due to unstandardised, uncoded self-reporting, making

the raw data effectively unusable for policy purposes without extensive, contested post-hoc
classification.

* An open-ended question format, while still requiring careful post-enumeration coding,
avoids forcing respondents into a pre-determined, potentially incomplete or inaccurate list
of caste categories, which can itself distort self-reported data.

A COUNTER

A counter-view holds that even a well-designed open-ended methodology cannot fully
resolve the deeper challenge of caste classification, since caste identity is regionally variable,
contested, and does not map cleanly onto a single national coding taxonomy, meaning
methodological improvements alone may not guarantee usable, policy-ready data.

- WAY FORWARD

The editorial’s implicit position is that methodological rigour in data collection is a necessary
but not sufficient condition for usable caste data; the coding, classification and eventual
release protocols adopted after enumeration will determine whether this exercise avoids
repeating the 2011 SECC's core failure.
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-g,é\ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
Examine the methodological differences between the 2011 Socio-Economic and Caste Census and India's

current caste enumeration exercise, and discuss why the earlier exercise's caste data was never officially
released. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

Indian Express examines the methodological shift in India’s current caste enumeration exercise, explaining
how an open-ended caste question is designed to avoid the classification failures that rendered the 2011

Socio-Economic and Caste Census caste data unusable and unreleased.

BODY

The 2011 Socio-Economic and Caste Census (SECC) attempted to capture caste data through India’s
decadal enumeration process but reportedly recorded an unmanageably large number of distinct, often
overlapping or inconsistently spelled caste and sub-caste names, a consequence of unstandardised self-
reporting without adequate coding infrastructure. This data quality failure meant the SECC caste findings
were never officially released or used for policy purposes, despite the considerable administrative effort
invested in collecting them, a widely cited example of a data-collection exercise undermined by inadequate
downstream processing design.

India’s current caste enumeration, integrated into the ongoing Census process, adopts an open-ended
question format, allowing respondents to self-report caste identity in their own words rather than selecting
from a constrained pre-set list, paired with what the editorial implies is a more robust post-enumeration
coding and classification methodology designed specifically to avoid the 2011 SECC's core failure mode.
However, the editorial’s framing acknowledges that caste classification remains inherently complex, given
significant regional variation in caste nomenclature and the contested nature of caste categorisation itself,
meaning the ultimate test of this methodological shift will be whether the resulting data proves usable for

policy purposes, a test the 2011 exercise conspicuously failed.

CONCLUSION

A complete Mains answer should distinguish between data-collection methodology and data-usability
outcomes, since the 2011 SECC demonstrates that even a large-scale, resource-intensive enumeration
exercise can fail to produce usable results if the classification and coding design is inadequate, making
methodological rigour at every stage, not just collection, essential.
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