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TOPIC:POPULATION

A census is nor abour counting sheep

mong the best uses of a census

amywhere in the world was perhaps

what happened in the Unired States

when, in I250 and 1860, and-slavery
campaigners used numbers from fwo consecu
national censuses to build support for the
abolition of slavery. They showed the number of
enslaved people in the U.S. to be rising — comtrary
o arpuments made by pro-slavery politicians.
There have been numerous imstances of such
revelations using the census.

A case of the missing census
India's Census was held m 1872, conducred
non-synchronously in different parts of the
country. After that. India has held its decadal
censuses regularly from 1881 to 2011, despéze
diseases, world wars, Pardtion and oths
instances of irmoil. Citing COVID-19 as an excuse
for its postponement now runs thin, as the
Gowernment thought it fit to allow large election
rallies in the middle of a deadly second wave of
the pandemic, thar was crimminally mi.
But there is no tradition of anyone being
answerable and explaining why the largest
democracy, once held in awe for its ability o
make its people count regularly, is not doing so
now. As there is no official reassurance that India
will not skip its decadal Census, we can declare
that we have a case of the missing census.

The best of sample surveys find it impossible
o beat a census. '[1. carries the promise of
counting each and every Indian. The Government
cou.ld]u_n_l-\ for the first dme, a survey recording

ditures in 200718, and
state

hard hide or duck from the data. out
age, Ca c stams, religion

Tamny wields information of another
order, making it a treasure trove of findings and

Censuses in India — well before the term Big
Data became commonplace — have provided
great amounts of reliable numbers over time.
They enable neat, inter-temporal comparabilicy
to where India stands vis-@-vis its own record.
Important metrics such as the sharp decline in
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The Census in
India is about
many things

it must be
made a priority
and used to
affirmn a sense
of comradeship
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the gender rafio in India between the Censuses of

Some unfounded ideas, flowing from bigotry
and prejudice, have been slayed by

headoounts. Consider the data-free assertion that
india is heading for a population explosion due to
Muslim reproductive rates. This has been

between city and
urban divorce rate (0.89%) is almost equal to the
rural rate (0.8296).

Contentious issues
Well before the novel coronavins pandemic, the
Census was entangled in a battle when thousands
ook to the streets and bitter protests broke out.
The turnming of the Census into a gateway for a
nation-wide, contentious Mational Register of
Citizens (NRC), with the names of genuine
citizens” of India made a headcount issue o be
one of attempting to revisit who was an Indian
and who was not. The Census, If conducted along
with the preparation of a National Population
Register, a register of all the usual residents which
includes citizens and non-citizens, suddenly
began to be seen “as the first step towards [the]
creation of [a] Mational Register of Indian Cinizens
(NRIC) by verifying the citizenship status of every
resident™ — this is exactly what the Union
government said in an official release on
MNovember 26, 2014, Along with larnge sections of
the citzenry Insecure abwout their ability to
provide the right paperwork, several State
Assemblies issued resolutions that they would not
conduct a census loaded with gquestions not
asked before. The experience of the NRC in
Assam severely damaged trust in the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) nationwide. Despite its
completion, the NRC has been deemed by the BIP
as not being the “right” list. That it would be a bad
faith exercise till some idea of a right Hst is
eventually arrived ar is a valid concern.

The BJP has been wary of assertive demands
for a caste census. The Census has often been key
to the formation and afirmation of identities over
time. But there is now official squeamishness
about recording idendues thar want to
counted and identified. India had its last caste
census in 1931, In 2011, after the last

. It is clear that the
and the privileges

population may be so stark that it may upend the
BIF's Hindutva applecart which talks of
adjustment but wants a complete abandonment

of the social justice plank.

Relentless data gathering
The Democratic Republic of the Congo completed

ability to hold a census
coercively. has been lJ'le ha].irnaﬂc ‘of a chvilised
state and state of affairs. It would speak volumes
if India were to join the ranks of some other
countries which have been without a census since
1990; they include Afghanistan (1979). Lebanon
1932, Somalia (1985), Uzbekistan (1989). and the
Western Sahara (1970). Pakistan ook nearly 20
years to conduct a census after the one in 1998, It
managed one in 2017. The gap s of its
dysfunction and inabilities, and also of no desire
o hear the muth that the facts LEP WO

ey,
it is not as if the Covernment of India does not
want data. Even as it has made the future of the
Census a state secret, its drive to gather and
vacuum the data of its citizens for its own
purposes has been on and without a framework
of rules and rights to gowvern the process of
sucking up citizen data.

A law now allows electoral rolls to be linked

has just notified the Criminal Procedure
{Id.enﬂﬁcal:lon} Rules, 2022, even as two High
courts are hearing the chal_lenge to the Act.
Controversial, these rules outline the procedure
for taking of body measurements (it enables
enforcement agencies to collect biological
samples, retina scan, biometrics and behavioural
anributes of convicted, arrested or detained
persons). This data hunger sits in perfect contrast
o events Personal Data

rupily
That too, after hours of deliberation and
sugpestions for 81 changes. All n all, the missing
Census is accompanied by extensive desire to
mine the data of citizens, not ina wayt.hal offers
theam anybeneﬁls ursecl:rll:y, Just goes omto
make their Gns'h‘lp EOVeTTITeTI

The Census is about mmany things. But,
fundamentally., it is a way in which the state, by
at all doors, displays its desire o
connect with the people who ultimarely comprise
the nation. It is no wonder that Vikram Seths
classic, A Suitable Boy, set in 1951, makes space
mmuast be made a
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v'Population Census is the total process of collecting, compiling, analyzing and disseminating
demographic, economic and social data pertaining, at a specific time, of all persons in a country or

a well-defined part of a country.
v'It also provides the trends in population characteristics.

v'The decennial Census is conducted by the Office of the Registrar General and Census

Commissioner, Ministry of Home Affairs.
v'Census is conducted under the provisions of the Census Act, 1948

v'The population census is a Union subject under Article 246 of Seventh Schedule in India

Constitution
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