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Sub-categorisation of OBCsprovides an opening to ensure social justice works better

SONALDE DESAI

Regardless of the political impulse
that led the government to announce
creation of a committee to look into
sub-categorisation of Other Back-
ward Classes (OBC), it provides an
opening to ensure social justice in an
efficient manner. The biggest chal-
lenge India faces is that the groups
perceived to be disadvantaged con-
sist of a very large segment of Indian
society, while public policies are'
highlylimited in scope.

The jobs-claimants mismatch
Some illustrative statistics are eye-
opening. The National Sample Sur-
vey (NSS)data from 2011-12show that
about 19%of the sample claims to be
Dalit, 9% Adivasi, and 44% OBC.
While some of these claims may be
aspirational rather than real, this
totals a whopping 72%. Among the
population aged 25-49, less than 7%
have a collegedegree. Bymost estim-
ates, less than 3%of the whole popu-
lation is employed in government
and public-sector jobs. Since reserva-
tions cover only half the college seats
and public-sector jobs, the mismatch
is obvious. A vast proportion ofthe
population eligible for reservations
must still compete for a tiny number
of reserved and non-reserved cat-
egory jobs. It is not surprising that
there is tremendous internal compet-
ition within groups.
Ifwe want reservations to make a

significant difference in the lives of
the marginalised groups, there are
only two options. Either the govern-
ment must drastically increase avail-
ability of government jobs and col-
lege seats or it must reduce the size
of the population eligible for these
benefits. While the Supreme Court
would not allow reservations to ex-
ceed 50%, frankly it does not matter.
Whether available public sector jobs
cover 1.5%of the population or 3%,
these will only offer opportunities to
a minuscule fraction of individuals in
reserved categories. Hence, the only
viable option is to reduce the size of
the eligible population, possibly
along the lines of sub-categorisation
proposed by the government.
However, while the media and

claimants to the coveted OBCstatus
such as Iats, Kapus and Patels are
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busy arguing over the merits of this
proposal, very little attention is paid
to the practical challenges facing
sub-categorisation. How will we
know which castes are the most dis-
advantaged? At the moment, the
only reputable nationwide data on
caste comes from the 1931colonial
Census and some of the ad hoc sur-
veys conducted for specific castes.

Lack of credible data
The Socio-Economic Caste Census
(SECC) of 2011 was supposed to
provide up-to-date comprehensive
data. However, the results remain
shrouded in mystery. When releasing
poverty and deprivation data from
the SECCin 2015, it was found that
about 4.6 million distinct caste
names, including names of gotra,
surname and phonetic variations
were returned, making the results al-
most impossible to interpret. For
nearly 80 million individuals, caste
data were believed to be erroneous.
Since then we have heard little about
the quality of caste data in SECCand
even less about its results. In 2015,
the then NITIAayog Vice Chairper-
son, Arvind Panagariya, was asked to
head a committee to chair the caste
classification using SECCdata. Little
seems to have come of it.
It is not surprising that SECCdata

have not een abl to shed lig t on
socio-economic disadvantages faced
by different caste groups: addition of
caste information was an ill-con-
ceived graft on what was supposed to

be a Below Poverty Line (BPL)sur-
vey. This patchwork solution had to
be adopted because in spite of wide-
spread demands to include caste
data in the Census of 2001 and 2011,
the Office of the Registrar General
was reluctant to add this burden to
the decennial exercise. As a way of
appeasing the OBClobby, it was de-
cided that the BPLcensus would in-
corporate caste information.
After the probable failure of this

effort, it would make sense to rethink
collection of caste data in Census.
Preparations for Census 2021are on-
going. There is still time to create an
expert group to evaluate the method-
ology for collecting caste data and in-
clude it in the Census forms. Losing
this opportunity would leave us
hanging for another 10years without
good data for undertaking sub-cat-
egorisation of OBCquota or evaluat-
ing claims to OBCstatus by groups
like Iats and Patels.

Address caste-based inequalities
A broader issue, however, focusses
on whether we want to radically re-
think our approach to affirmative ac-
tion. What would it take to eliminate
caste-based disadvantages in next
three or four decades? A two-
pronged approach that focusses on
eliminating discrimination and ex-
panding the proportion of popula-
tion among the disadvantaged
groups that benefits from affirmative
action policies could-be a solution.
The present policies focus on pref-

erential admission to colleges and
coveted institutions like IITs and
IIMs. But these benefits may come
too late in the life of a Kurmi or Guj-
jar child. Their disadvantage begins
in early childhood and grows pro-
gressively at higher levels of educa-
tion. The India Human Development
,Survey of 2011-12found that among
families where no adult has com-
pleted more than Class X, 59% chil-
dren from the forward castes are
able to read a simple paragraph
while the proportion is only 48%for
OBCs,41%for Dalits and 35%for Adi-
vasis.Weknow little about what goes
on in schools to create these disad-
vantages but improving quality of
education for all, including those
from marginalised groups, must be a
first step in addressing caste-based
inequalities.
The second line of attack must fo-

cus on ensuring that benefits of re-
servations are widely spread. It
makes little sense for a young man to
obtain admission to a prestigious col-
lege, get admitted to a postgraduate
course, get a job as an assistant pro-
fessor, and be promoted to the posi-
tion of a professor using the same
caste certificate. It would make even
less sense if his children are also able
to obtain preferential treatment us-
ing the same caste certificate. Thus,
use qf the OBCquota must be limited
to once in a person's lifetime, allow-
ing for a churn in the population be-
nefitting from reservations. Linking
the Aadhaar card to use of benefits
makes it possible that individuals use
their caste certificates only once,
spreading the benefits of reserva-
tions over a wider population.
The present move by the govern-

ment to rethink OBCquota creates a
wedge that could potentially be used
to ensure that we have better data on
caste-based disadvantages for future
discourse. It is somewhat dishearten-
ing to think that even after 70 years
ofIndependence, we still must rely
, on a colonial Census to tell us about
the condition of various castes in In-
dia. It also indicates a mood that
wants to ensure that the benefits of
reservation are widely spread. In-
creased attempts at linking benefits
to Aadhaar allowus with an option to
ensure that reservation benefits are
not captured by a few.Let us use this
opportunity to reshape the nature of
afflrmativeaction in India.
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