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In the instance of the Food & Civil Supplies Department of the Andhra Pradesh 
state, often touted as the model showpiece of the UID project, the enrolment form 
is considerably more elaborate than the UID’s own sample enrolment structure, as 
are the number of mandatory fields. Here we have, as a part of what I am calling 
subjective data, my marital status, my disability status and my caste. Objective data 
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here includes my LPG connection number. It also includes my occupation, which here 
includes the categories of both beggar and rentier. Interestingly, Andhra Pradesh 
does not make bank information mandatory, mainly since in that state, the PDS 
system does not yet work with direct cash transfers. 
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Constituting Self-Interest: Clearly the problem of getting the bank account, the 
phone company and the UID to have my name spelled in the same way will take 
time. Equally clearly the only person who will get these to speak has to be me. This 
leads to my main question: what would be my interest in getting these databases to 
speak to each other seamlessly? Would my interest lie in getting these databases to 
coalesce, despite the fact that all information about me would be laid bare, or would 
my self-interest be to keep these disparate data bits about me separate? 

Let me revert to an important bit of fine print in the enrolment slip that has been 
already cited: the one where I have to sign that ‘I have/have no objection to the UIDAI 
sharing information provided by me to the UIDAI with agencies engaged in delivery 
of welfare services including financial services’. Let me suggest that, arising from this 
and other related data, the UID Authority relies on the concept of self-interest – that, 
indeed, it stands or falls by the contention that, with say a voter ID and a ration card, 
but against a NATGRID or, perhaps NPR registration, my self-interest lies in being 
registered with the Authority and, further, that this self-interest would – it is to be 
naturally expected – be enhanced by my saying ‘Yes’ to my information being shared 
with welfare and financial services. 

Effectively, when I say ‘yes’ to having my information shared, I am agreeing to having 
my subjective data tagged to my objective data. However, we have agreed that 
subjective data is fallible, and more important, can be elusive: for it depends on my 
voluntary self-description of myself which, in turn, depends on who I am describing 
myself to. There remains a key, and thin, dividing line between my voluntary 
submission of data about me on, say, Facebook or when I fill a questionnaire in order 
to receive a free gift at a department store, and my being coerced to surrender the 
same information by a state operation. While this has been discussed endlessly 
on numerous occasions – and conventionally attracts lines like, ‘Google has the 
information about me anyway, so what is wrong when a bank or an NPR asks for 
it’ – rarely, I suggest, has the fact of self-interest been adequately factored into the 
question of when, and why, it becomes necessary for me to surrender data about 
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myself in my self-interest.  

I want to suggest that the link tying my subjective data to objective data about 
me opens up a relatively recent area of human rights: one that locates the link to 
databases – and the beginning of what is now known as my ‘data shadow’, or what 
Wired magazine described as the ‘data we leave everywhere we go’: 

It’s not just our bank accounts and stock portfolios, or our itemized bills, listing every 
credit card purchase and telephone call we make. It’s automatic road-toll collection 
systems, supermarket affinity cards, ATMs and so on. It’s also our lives, our love 
letters and friendly chats and our personal e-mails and SMS messages. Our business 
plans, strategies and offhand conversations. Our political leanings and positions. And 
this is just the data we interact with. We all have shadow selves living in the data 
banks of hundreds of corporations’ information brokers – information about us that 
is both surprisingly personal and uncannily complete – except for the errors that you 
can neither see, nor correct. 
 
There is of course the practical aspect to this, which itself has been controversial 
– how does Vinay More modify his incorrect address on the UID database? My 
point is somewhat larger: that, assuming that the clutch of material that coalesces 
to become my data shadow, how do I modify and manage that shadow? Since the 
answer for many people will not be to not register with the UID, but rather to explore 
the conditionalities under which the clutch of data resources about me produce the 
objective data that ‘I’ can authorize, I want to explore the concept that Roger Clarke 
has usefully called ‘claim rights’ as against ‘liberty rights’: or situations where I can 
both own up to, as well as disavow, or refuse to provide, data about me based entirely 
on my perception of my self-interest. My link, then, is to a data shadow – and Clarke 
expands such a shadow to a series of situations that create what he calls ‘human-
artefact hybridisation’. This will include, for example, artificial links that supplement 
missing faculties within human bodies and machine faculties that add on to human 
ability, quality of life prostheses, access to matter-of-life-and-death prostheses, 

Bruce Schneider, ‘Our Data’ 

Ourselves’, Wired, May 15, 

2008.  http://www.wired.com/

politics/security/commentary/

securitymatters/2008/05/

securitymatters_0515. 

http://www.rogerclarke.com/

SOS/CyRts-1003.html.
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orthoses for location, along with devices for tracking, such as, say, RFID chips, or any 
situation where I am tagged by a machine or have any link to any kind of digital 
version of myself. Some of the rights that emerge, Clarke says, relate to whether I 
want an intervention performed that in any way involves me, while others involve 
the rights of people who have been the subject of an intervention. I am especially 
interested in his division between claim rights and liberty rights when it comes 
to the area of tracking and surveillance. I have modified his statement to gesture 
towards the point I am trying to make: 
a claim right on the state, to receive quality-of-life support through digitally tracking 
me,
a liberty right to decline to be a part of such linkages, when they become 
totalitarian, such as RFID-anklets or chip-implants,
a claim right on service-providers, preventing the denial of access to services, 
a claim right on employers, for data links of a protective nature,
a liberty right to disconnect, 
a claim right on operators of facilities, to be able to use external, exo- and endo-
prostheses, 
a claim right on operators of security controls, to not be unduly discriminated 
against or subjected to demeaning procedures,
a claim right against others, to be able to utilise their enhanced functional capability, 
perhaps only within a particular context, but perhaps generally, and at least in some 
circumstances free from retributive justice,
a liberty right, to be able to observe, transmit and record behaviour of others – 
surveillance,
a liberty right to develop, experiment with and install prostheses and orthoses, and 
a liberty right to be free from imposed legal liabilities except where negligence is 
demonstrated. 
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III
constituting citizenship: universal rights versus targeted 
delivery

To see the objects of targeting as patients rather than as agents can undermine 
the exercise of poverty removal in many different ways. The people affected by 
such policies can be very active agents indeed, rather than languid recipients 
waiting for their handouts. Not to focus on the fact that they think, choose, 
act, and respond is to miss something terribly crucial to the entire exercise – 
Amartya Sen, ‘The Political Economy of Targeting’

My argument thus far is this: if we indeed take the concept of a ‘unique identity’ 
seriously, it would require us to attribute to it a uniqueness, literally: to therefore, 
assume that if indeed all human beings are unique, they also must be uniquely 
capable of both defining and acting upon their self-interest. How, I want to now 
ask, can such an idea of unique self-interest now be technologically reproduced? If it 
indeed can, then how would the concept of a person’s capability of acting upon his 
or her entitlements – as against the person being merely a being passive recipient of 
State benefit – be actually worked out in enumerative terms? 

One very specific area where the entitlements question, 
as an issue of State delivery, came to play itself out 
was around the concept of targeting, that several state 
governments introduced in their public distribution 
system (PDS) systems since June 1997. Targeting 
occurred through the creation of below poverty line 
(BPL) and above poverty line (APL) categories, after 
several complaints about the inefficiency of a universal 
PDS and the problems it was having with reaching out 
to the truly needy. This concept of targeting has found 
few takers among the new proponents of social rights. 

http://adatbank.transindex.ro/

html/cim_pdf384.pdfn. 
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Among the more trenchant attacks on targeting is by 
Himanshu and Abhijit Sen, who argue that not only 
does targeting increase inefficiency and leakage, but, 
crucially, that it violates constitutional rights. 

A universal PDS is the only option consistent fully with a rights-based approach, 
and feasible alternatives that are more universal and less targeted and are more 
likely to be effective in ensuring food security for the poor. Since a legal right must 
apply to all citizens with any exclusion defined precisely, targeting the ‘poor’ or 
‘priority’ will involve definition of these terms and possible litigation. (While) 
targeting was considered when the UPA government was enacting earlier landmark 
legislations, finally both the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act and the 
Right to Education Act, which govern schemes providing basic rights to citizens, are 
universal.

In contrast to such universality requirements, the National Advisory Council’s final 
proposal for the National Food Security Act (NFSA) has been to provide subsidised 
food grains to 75 per cent of the total population of the country, covering 90 per cent 
of the rural and 50 per cent of the urban population. These are to now be further 
divided into two categories: a ‘priority’ group’ comprising 46 per cent of rural and 
28 per cent of the urban population and a ‘general’ group which would comprise 44 
per cent of the rural and 22 per cent of the urban population. If this is not complex 
enough, the roll-out is expected to be even more complex:  benefits will vary with 
household position on a below poverty line (BPL) list and a quarter will be ineligible 
for food security. This could be an administrative nightmare, say Himanshu and Sen, 
with no easy way to find credible criteria that can exclude half the urban population 
and also divide the included rural population into two halves for very different 
entitlements. 

The other recent area, which also centrally takes on 
the question of entitlement, and targeted benefit, is 

Himanshu and Abhijit Sen, ‘Who 

not a Universal Food Security 

Legislation?’, Economic & Political 

Weekly, v 46 No. 12 March 19 - 

March 25, 2011, pg. 38-47. 

The PDS was universal in 1993-

94 but targeted in 2004-05, and 

NSS data for these years show 

what happened to leakages. 

In 1993-94, leakage in rice was 

19% which increased to 40% in 

2004-05; in wheat, it went up 

from 41% to 73% and for rice and 

wheat together, it increased 

from 28% in 1993-94 to 54% in 

2004-05. Per capita per month 

consumption of PDS rice and 

wheat remained unchanged 

(0.99 kg in 1993-94 and 1.01 kg in 

2004-05) although PDS offtake 

doubled and subsidy increased 

even more. If feasibility is 

judged on the ability to stabilise 

food prices and in terms of 

physical and financial leakage, 

as the RC does, the targeted PDS 

scores very poorly against the 

universal PDS by past official 

assessments.

Despite criticisms such as 

these which have been voiced 

since the early 2000s, the 

government has sought to 

expand targeting to include, 



Th
e 

La
st

 C
ul

tu
ra

l M
il

e 
A

sh
is

h 
Ra

ja
dh

ya
ks

ha

200
213

of course the caste census. India has seen this debate 
rage around whether we should or should not include 
caste data in the 2011 Indian Census that is presently 
underway. Among the most extreme attacks on the 
very idea of a caste census has been precisely the one 
around targeting: in the claim that such data would 
fix identities, and whether such fixity – in the name 
of targeted benefit – can benefit anyone. The most 
trenchant advocate of this argument, Pratap Bhanu 
Mehta, claims that such a census would ‘condemn us to 
the tyranny of compulsory identities’ so that we could 
from now on never escape caste. ‘Our identities are 
not something we can choose; they are given as non-
negotiable facts which we can never escape. The state 
has legitimised the principle that we will always be our 
caste... Is there not a deeper indignity being inflicted on 
those to whom emancipation is being promised? You 
will be your caste, no matter what’. 

Upendra Baxi makes a counter-argument: he proposes, instead, that the transition 
from OBC enumeration to counting all castes could potentially inaugurate a shift 
away from ‘targeted’ to ‘non-targeted’ developmental approaches, so that we may 
in fact be moving away from fixed identities, not towards them. In the process, and 
while proposing that the logics of ‘development’ require an equal regard for the OBC 
as well as non-OBC impoverished, Baxi also links this debate up with the one on BPL 
targeting, and to Jean Dreze’s attack on a targeted PDS. For Dreze, creating awareness 
of rights alongside creating accountability mechanisms was crucial, since not only 
did targeting undermine the notion that PDS entitlements are a matter of right, 
since no one can have a ‘right’ to a BPL card, but it also weakened the ability of BPL 
households to enforce their rights. 

in 2005, dual pricing schemes 

for kerosene, power and even 

for petrol, with Indian Oil 

Corporation proposing cheaper 

petrol and dedicated pumps 

for two-wheelers. ‘Targeting 

in Theory’, Business Standard, 

December 08, 2005, http://

www.business-standard.com/

india/news/targeting-in-

theory/231031/. 

Pratap Bhanu Mehta, ‘My Caste 

and I’, Indian Express, May 12, 

2010, http://antireservation2007.

sulekha.com/blog/post/2010/05/

my-caste-and-i-pratap-bhanu-

mehta.htm.

Upendra Baxi, ‘Caste Census and 

Constitutional Justice’, Economic 

& Political Weekly,,vol xlv no 37, 

September 11, 2010, pg 25-28. 
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How does such a definition of implementable self-interest square with an anti-
targeting stance? Are people so targeted willing to be so ‘named’, or is there (as 
Amartya Sen has suggested) a stigma associated with such naming? Clearly on the 
caste question there sometimes is a stigma, as V.K. Natraj points out, when he shows 
that students applying for engineering or medical college education often do not 
mention the name of their caste fearing that they may attract the ‘creamy layer’ 
barrier.  

Such a refusal to be named, Baxi proposes, could very well also lead us to an 
opposite and more enabling conclusion. While caste is like language and religion, 
an identity that one inherits, it is both possible for one to value this inheritance 
and to want to adhere to one’s caste – in which case this would represent agency 
rather than an imposition of any compulsory identity – or of course to change, or 
repudiate, this identity by consciously defying caste norms and taboos. One may 
even acquire a different caste identity by choice, as has happened among religions 
through collective acts of conversion. If in this context, asks Baxi, as subjects rather 
than objects of governance, the worst-off peoples may justifiably feel so offended 
to answer questions about their caste, to the point of foregoing any census-based 
privileges, why should such self-chosen under-inclusion be a problem for honest 
governance practices? Do these acts of agency not point to any alternate ways of 
measuring indices of deprivation, consistent with respect and dignity of self-chosen 
identities of the respondents?’ 

Such new indices, says Baxi tellingly, would need to find ways to move away from 
the concept of identity as a substance and into practices of ‘identification’ that would 
see identities as flows or as processes. 

What would it take for a technology of enumeration to build this kind of flexibility 
into it, as technology would have to do if it remained true to the concept of self-
interest or, as Baxi has it, see identity as a flow or a process rather than as something 
fixed. It is of course a commonsense that databases themselves work with fixed 

V.K. Natraj, ‘Why the Census 

Should Not Count Caste’, 

Economic & Political Weekly, vol 

xlv no 31, July 31, 2010, pg 79-80.  
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structures, so we would need a great deal of technological ingenuity to arrive at a 
database that can handle ambiguities such as these. And then there is of course the 
rights question, on whether both tagging and targeting violate human rights. 

Several concerns around the UID’s possible link with  
caste enumeration are expressed in a letter to The 
Hindu on August 13, 2010. The authors, well known 
social scientists, are entirely in favour of a Caste 
Census, arguing that such a Census can better enable 
the distribution of national resources and opportunities, 
giving policymakers essential information on, say, sex-
ratios, literacy, life expectancy, occupation, household 
assets, and so on, crucial evidence without which ‘all 
the problems that are blocking the implementation 
of social justice policies will remain unsolved’. 
‘Enumerating castes has compelling benefits for 
our society’ since it ‘will invigorate our social justice 
policies; provide the credible evidence demanded by 
our judiciary; allow the revision of beneficiary group 
listings; and help profile India’s social diversity’. 

However, they are completely opposed to the way the government is going about it, 
since such a way will, they feel, end up defeating the very purpose of enumerating 
caste. Their problem directly hits at the UID: the caste census is expected to take 
place ‘in conjunction with the National Population Register (NPR) process at the 
biometric data capture stage’. To this they object: firstly, because data can be 
compromised because it would be tagged on to the biometric documentation 
of about 84 crore Indians. This has serious constitutional-legal issues around 
the crucial question of confidentiality. The Census Act 1948 had provided strong 
protection for all data collected by the census, and so historically, although the 
Indian census necessarily collects individual information, it has always released only 

 Letter published in The Hindu on August 13, 2010, by Dr. M. 

Vijayanunni, former Registrar General and Census Commissioner 

of India, Justice M.N. Rao, Chairperson, National Commission 

for the Backward Classes, Prof. Sukhadeo Thorat, Chairperson, 

University Grants Commission, Prof. Satish Deshpande, 

Department of Sociology, Delhi School of Economics, Prof. 

Yogendra Yadav, Political Scientist, Centre for the Study of 

Developing Societies, Prof. S. Japhet, Director, Centre for the Study 

of Social Exclusion, National Law School of India, Bengaluru, 

Dr. Chandan Gowda, Associate Professor, Centre for the Study 

of Social Exclusion, National Law School of India, Bengaluru, 

Prof. Valerian Rodrigues, Political Scientist, Jawaharlal Nehru 

University, Prof. Ravi Varma Kumar, Senior Advocate and former 

Chairperson, Karnataka Backward Classes Commission. http://

www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/article568602.ece. 
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aggregated and anonymised data. Such protection to individuals is now removed by 
the Citizenship Rules of 2003 which govern the NPR and the biometric data capture 
process, and hence, there is every chance of the confidentiality of caste data being 
breached. And there is of course also the fact that ‘outside agencies’ are likely to be 
involved in the process of data collection, whose bonafides are suspect. 

Such coupling caste Census with biometric data and with the NPR can, they argue, 
actually set back what is already a very complex exercise of enumeration. Even 
the most strident advocates of a Caste Census recognize that it is not an easy 
proposition. For them, the only answer is for the new technologies of biometrics to 
stay away from this. The only agency in India capable of handing such an exercise is 
the Office of the Registrar General, and this Office would be crippled if it has to now 
start collecting caste data at the stage of biometric capture. And what purpose would 
be served by such a process anyway? If the main reason to couple the caste census 
with biometrics is to eliminate inflation of numbers and to protect the integrity of 
the head count, there are other ways round the roadblock: for example, household 
population totals (along with gender breakup) that have already been collected in 
the house-listing and housing census schedule can be used as a check on the caste 
data at the enumeration stage.

The above argument has significant similarities with Usha Ramanathan’s position 
as mentioned earlier in this chapter: a first statement opposing the initiative on 
foundational principle (‘I do not accept this’), followed by a second position, ‘It won’t 
work’, and a third ‘Why rock the boat when you have a functioning system?’. My 
interest is slightly different, and slightly more speculative: assuming for purposes of 
argument that people’s claim rights would want them to be listed on a caste census, 
are there alternative technological ways by which to measure – as Baxi wants – 
indices of deprivation that are consistent with the respect and dignity of self-chosen 
identities of the respondents? This question, rather than any opposition or support, is 
what I want to try and explore further around what could be an exemplary way to 
conduct caste enumeration. 
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What would any such exemplary system of enumeration of caste, one that could 
respect self-chosen identities, look like? Let us return to the idea of self-interest 
and the possibility of falsifying data, either through a refusal to give it, as Natraj 
suggests, or because one may have acquired a different identity, as Baxi points out. 
Deshpande and John’s major essay on the census tends to dismiss the excessive 
importance given to falsification, or to the possibility that this could undermine 
the value of the data being gathered. Such fears, they say, are exaggerated and not 
thought through carefully. Deshpande and John agree that people may answer 
the question, ‘What is your caste?’ differently on different occasions depending on 
who’s asking, when they are looking for a bride for their son, seeking a favour from 
someone, or deciding who to vote for. In the present instance, of course, the person 
asking is the enumerator who has arrived at their doorstep and they have effectively 
nothing to gain by lying, since whatever caste you name in the census entitles you 
to nothing, given that caste certificates (on which reservations depend) are entirely 
unrelated to the census. The question of respondents not knowing the correct 
answer is also unlikely to happen, say Deshpande and John, since typical Indian 
respondents are ‘not likely to be in any fundamental existential doubt about their 
caste’, given that such a luxury is only available only to an upper caste urban elite. 

Given that the census is counting what people would like to be counted, its main 
purpose is precisely to perform this act of aggregation that no individual or group 
can do. In this sense, the census is indeed about that elusive level of reality called the 
social, which emerges into view only through aggregation. Though comprised only 
of individuals, this aggregate turns out to be much larger in social significance than 
the sum of its parts. Given all this, it is somewhat beside the point to worry about 
‘false information’; indeed, it is hard to figure out what ‘false’ and ‘true’ might mean 
here. In this sense, and with respect to variables like caste or religion, the census is 
something like a mandatory opinion poll.

Viewing the census as an opinion poll is clearly a curious argument. Is a census 
indeed nothing more than a gigantic market research survey? What would happen, 

Satish Deshpande and Mary 

E. John, ‘The Politics of Not 

Counting Caste’, Economic & 

Political Weekly, June 19, 2010 

vol xlv no 25, pg 39-42. 
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one wonders, if such an aspirational logic – of people answering, not factually what 
is, but what they would like their answer to be – were applied to all questions on the 
census? 

The other aspect, apart from the one of aspirational identity, is the elusive aspect 
of caste names: themselves, in their sheer proliferation, clearly a further aspect of 
the elusiveness of identity. Deshpande and John suggest further methodologies 
for working this out. Firstly, the standards of census accountability must be 
determined with reference to its role and function. It would be absurd to make the 
census accountable in the same way and to the same extent that an individual 
ethnographer is held accountable for her data. For each produces ‘truths’ that the 
other cannot and one does not falsify the other. Secondly, one way out is to give 
the local enumerator who arrives at my doorstep some additional responsibilities: 
for example, follow-up questions like ‘is your caste known by any other names in 
your locality?’, or ‘is your family surname different from yours’? They argue that 
synonyms for caste names are centripetal rather than centrifugal, that is, they will 
be tightly concentrated around a central core rather than diverging greatly from it. 
Local enumerators are almost certain to be able to recognize a family resemblance 
common to synonyms. 

Sonalde Desai takes on similar questions, but deepens the technical aspect through 
an innovative solution for how the database should be structured. In 2001, when 
data was last collected on SC/ST, enumerators were given official state-specific lists 
of SCs/STs and were asked to check whether the caste identification provided by the 
household matched the list; and so people enumerated would be marked as being 
SC or ST only if their caste or tribe was included in the list. The list only included 
Hindus, Sikhs and Buddhists as being SC. Inevitably, several problems arose. Castes 
noted by enumerators did not match the caste list, and so several tribes went 
under-enumerated, leading to fears of their impending extinction. There was the 
enumerator’s tendency to cut corners from an extremely unwieldy list by simply 
counting many households as belonging to forward castes in order to avoid having 

Sonalde Desai, ‘Caste and 

Census: A Forward Looking 

Strategy’, Economic & Political 

Weekly, vol xlv no 29, July 17, 

2010, pg. 10-13. 
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to look through the entire list for elusive caste names. 

What can be a solution for these kinds of problems? Could the census replace the 
highly structured approach presently followed with a more flexible approach, in 
which households are asked to provide their caste identification that enumerators 
could write down and then classify at the data entry phase? Not easy, and a potential 
classification nightmare. One possible strategy, says Desai, may be to adapt a form 
used in 2004 for industrial and occupational classification systems called the 
National Classification of Occupations (NCO-04), the system contained the following 
hierarchical structure: division (10), subdivision (30), group (116), family (439), 
occupations (2,945). Under this scheme, a bidi furnace operator, for example, would 
be classified with a code 7,416.45, where the major division is seven (craft and related 
workers), subdivision is 74 (craft and related workers excluding metal workers, 
building workers and textile and printing workers), group is 741 (food processing 
and related workers), family is 7,416 (tobacco preparers), and occupation is 7,416.45 
(bidi furnace operator). However, says Desai, if the respondent were to say that he 
engages in some highly specialised task within bidi preparation that is not included 
in the list (for example, counting and making bidi bundles), he could be classified as 
7,416.90, or ‘tobacco worker not elsewhere classified’. 

A possible analogous process for caste could therefore, be the following: you start 
with a list of jatis residing through the length and breadth of India, from NSS, NFHS 
or other surveys, augmented from other sources where caste data are available, 
such as marriage advertisements, or lists of caste associations. This list could then 
be classified by anthropologists into some kind of classification scheme, with sub-
castes grouped within broader castes, and allowing space for the possibility of the 
enumerator encountering a caste for which no predefined category is specified. 

Such a list should then be sorted by district. The enumerator can therefore, have 
two lists: one containing about 100 castes most frequently found in the district, 
and a second containing all castes found throughout India. Given the geographic 
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clustering of castes and tribes in various regions of India, it seems likely that in 
about 80 per cent of the cases, most respondents would find their caste within the 
first, shorter list: Garasias will only rarely be found in West Bengal but frequently in 
Gujarat and Rajasthan.

Once such a classification list is developed, it could be tested through large 
nationwide sample surveys, and then possibly incorporated in the 2021 Census. Desai 
points out that if we don’t start work on creating a full list of jatis and subjatis and 
including it into an enumeration system, we will not be ready even by 2021. 

Such a data structure clearly has advantages, in that it can work with relatively 
minute sub-classifications with relative ease. It does not however, begin to address 
the question of elusive self-interest, or what Baxi wants: indices of deprivation that 
are ‘consistent with respect and dignity of self-chosen identities of the respondents’. 
If we are to produce a database that can properly handle the caste census, it 
would need to take on the larger question of identity as Baxi speaks of it – caste as 
potentially a valuable inheritance and thus, an instrument of agency as against an 
imposition of a compulsory identity. 

Such an initiative could be a worthwhile object of any ‘unique identity’ project, 
but there appears no evidence in the immediate future of any data resource even 
beginning to comprehend the technical problems of working with this level of 
ambiguous identity. I will conclude by drawing attention to the fact that neither the 
NPR’s database nor the AP Food & Civil Supplies Department’s KYR-Plus database, 
and the two that I have come across registering caste, have even begun attempting 
anything of the sort. KYR-Plus simply lists out SC, ST, BC, OC and Others from a pull-
down menu. And NPR does not even go that far. 
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governance:

While something like caste does throw up challenging, perhaps crippling, questions 
to any form of biometric self-identification, it does appear that there have been other 
flanks opened up on how to deal with popular self-interest that is more compatible 
with UID-type measurement. As we have already seen through the book, while 
the deployment of technology to facilitate governance has changed radically, the 
concept of governance has not always kept pace. We have already explored some 
of the failures of e-governance (Chapter 1), and briefly encountered some new 
initiatives of technologically-informed governance initiatives. I want to conclude my 
argument in an open-ended way, by providing perhaps the most innovative recent 
example by which new governance initiatives appear to want to be able to take on 
the technological challenges of flexible interest-based self-identity. 

The recent TAGUP (Technology Advisory Group on Unique Projects) Report published 
in early 2011 outlines a protocol for IT systems for what the government considered 
‘mission critical’ projects that possessed ‘immense transformative power (to) 
change India’s growth trajectory’. The purpose behind TAGUP (briefly mentioned 
in Chapter 1) was to ‘find ways to rapidly roll out these complex systems, to achieve 
project objectives and sustain high levels of reliable performance’: the focus being 
on Tax Information Network (TIN), New Pension Scheme (NPS), National Treasury 
Management Agency (NTMA), the Expenditure Information Network (EIN), and the 
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Goods and Service Tax (GST). TAGUP had fashioned its solution on the assembly of a 
National Information Utilities (NIU), a class of institutions that would be meant to 
handle all aspects of IT for complex governmental projects. It would be a clutch of 
‘private companies with a public purpose’, making available essential infrastructure 
for public service. NIUs would compete for government contracts, and the 
government, as a paying customer, would be free to take its business from one NIU 
to another. Basically, an NIU would make available essential infrastructure for public 
service: for government functions to be carried out efficiently, allowing feasible 
projects to be designed. While NIUs were defined mainly through a set of negations – 
that they would not be the former State, but rather represent a new and benevolent 
governance that would directly radiate from the technology itself, no longer riddled 
by an absence of leadership, outdated recruitment processes, or an inability to 
pay market salaries for specialised skills. It should have total private ownership 
of at least 51 per cent, with governmental ownership at least 26 per cent: and so, 
NIUs should compete for government contracts, and the government, as a paying 
customer, should be free to take its business from one NIU to another, if necessary. 

On the one side, the NIU has the standard checklist of virtues, defined entirely 
through negation. So it will not be the former State; it will therefore, not have the 
negatives associated with State sloth. The new form of benevolent governance 
will directly radiate from the technology itself. The NIU will no longer be riddled 
by an absence of leadership, outdated recruitment processes, or an inability to 
pay market salaries for specialized skills. It will no longer lack opportunities and 
variety in assignments, or avenues of continued enhancement of professional skills 
and career growth opportunities. It will no longer produce a non-conducive work 
environment, outdated performance evaluation systems preferring seniority over 
merit, or untimely transfers of officers posted to handle certain project functions. 
This NIU should have a net worth of at least Rs. 300 crore, to ensure that it is well-
capitalized, can hire the best people at competitive salaries, and invest adequately 
in infrastructure, so that it can manage large-scale national projects. NIUs should be 
capable of self-financing their operations and providing for their sustenance in the 
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near future; they should make ‘reasonable profits’, and levy reasonable charges on 
users without abusing their dominant position; they should not maximize profit or 
valuation. Salaries of employees should not be linked to profits. The salaries should 
be competitive and market driven, to ensure that the best quality of people for the 
job can be hired.

This, I have suggested, is by itself not new. What is new, perhaps, is the capacity 
of the concept to accommodate a democratic dimension of citizen self-interest, 
and, arising from that, to find a technological solution for the expression of that 
self-interest. So, in a chapter titled ‘Openness’, the TAGUP report says that the 
government, as a producer of public goods, should release data in well-defined 
formats electronically, when possible, as prescribed by the Right to Information 
Act, 2005. This is not only being provided because people should have access to it as 
a right, but also because it could help innovative firms and individuals to combine 
various types of data to glean new information that may not have been possible from 
the individual datasets. Such data, importantly, would be both produced and received 
by the new citizen: so that citizens would suddenly be entities capable of having 
their say in the processes of this production. 

There is a need of a much greater scale of release of unencumbered data, placed 
into the public domain, of information created within government. There can 
be economic data, map data, census data, pollution data, water data, soil quality 
data, climate data, PIN code data, administrative boundaries data, health data, 
government accounts data, etc., which is released by the relevant ministries. Early 
international experiences of releasing open data using open file formats have 
resulted in mashups, which combine data from multiple sources and present it in 
ways that yield new insight, have been encouraging. 

While this too is in not, in itself a new concept, what is new here is the way citizens 
are envisaged as both recipients and producers of such data: further, as entities 
capable of having some say in the processes of this production. The system should 
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therefore have a ‘self-cleaning’ mechanism that is directly linked to citizen self-
interest:  

The system (should be) self-cleaning because it is in the resident’s interest to ensure 
that the system has correct data, in absence of, which he cannot authenticate his 
own identity. (TIN has seen a gradual increase in data quality over time, as taxpayers 
realized the benefits of electronic filing and electronic payments). Further, clean data 
can be ensured by standardization of processes, matching and verifying information 
in workflows, simple and well defined open data formats, electronic payments 
and processing, instant feedback to customers, incentives for compliance, and 
penalization for non-compliance. It is through incentives that data quality can be 
managed, rather than micromanagement of stakeholders.

There is considerable gloss on what are now named ‘self-corrective forces’ derived 
from society itself: under the chapter titled ‘Accountability, Transparency and Self-
corrective Forces’, the report claims that: 

A transparency portal for an IT project in government works as a positive 
feedback loop. The fact that such a portal is implemented means that analytics 
about the performance of the project are generated immediately. As a result, 
any deviation from expected behaviour is detected quickly and rectified. In 
case such a portal is not well thought out, potential problems may manifest 
themselves much later, and may turn out to be difficult to fix. A transparency 
portal leads to monitoring and feedback at various levels: within the service 
provider, within government, and by citizens at large. A contact centre 
(therefore) closes the feedback loop of self-corrective forces. It establishes 
multiple channels of communication with all stakeholders, including end-
users, for purposes of gathering information and reporting grievances. An 
effective contact centre is tightly integrated with the IT systems, so that 
queries and complaints can be dealt with effectively, and information is 
recorded and updated on a real-time basis. Some of the key features of such a 
contact centre are as follows:
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1. Provide services in multiple languages
2. Provide inbound channels of communication such as voice, fax, letters, 
e-mail, and a web portal
3. Provide outbound channels such as voice, fax, letter, e-mail, and SMS 
messages
4. Available during working hours, or on a 24-by-7 basis, depending upon the 
nature of the project
5. Deploy key technologies such as a Customer Relationship Management 
application (CRM), Interactive Voice Response System (IVRS), Automatic Call 
Distribution (ACD), Computer Telephony Integration (CTI), call logging, quality 
management system, email response system, and scanning solutions for 
letters and faxes.

And arising from this, the new emphasis on crowd-sourcing as a direct feature of 
e-democracy: 

Enabling citizens and beneficiaries of public schemes to directly provide 
feedback using web and mobile phone-based platforms is a powerful way 
of involving citizens in improving public accountability. It unlocks the 
potential of collective wisdom. In addition, the ability to combine spatial and 
financial data can provide very powerful maps to track the progress of various 
initiatives and schemes.

Among the other schemes of government, according to TAGUP, to use successful 
crowd-sourcing means are the Ushahidi, Transparent Chennai, Environment 
Sustainability Index, Pollution Index, and e-Government’s foundation projects.

Interestingly, openness does not always include open source: while open data, it is 
recommended, should use open source operating systems wherever possible, there 
was need to recognize that the NIU would have to have intellectual property over its 
source codes and that ‘it may be counter-productive to the business planning and 
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profitability of the NIU to release all source code as open source’. 

Could such a structure be able to answer the questions raised by caste census? The 
jury is still out on this one.
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