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It is undeniable that the Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of electoral rolls pursues a legitimate
aim, both for the Election Commission of India (ECI) and for the State. Where doubts exist about the
integrity of electoral rolls—as opposition parties themselves have alleged—it would be imprudent
to keep on conducting elections without addressing those deficiencies. In this sense, the ECI is well
within its constitutional and statutory mandate in insisting on corrections to the rolls in accordance
with voter eligibility under Article 326 of the Constitution and Sections 16–19 of the Representation
of the People Act, 1950. These provisions explicitly require citizenship as a condition for enrolment.
However, an Electoral Registration Officer (ERO) is not vested with adjudicatory powers to finally
decide questions of citizenship. Moreover, the crucial question is: can such determinations be made
reliably, fairly, and constitutionally?

Assessing voter eligibility—particularly citizenship—is inherently complex. Indian citizenship
is a legally defined political status, initially fixed by the Constitution and thereafter governed al-
most entirely by Parliamentary law under Article 11, primarily through the Citizenship Act, 1955.
The Act specifies multiple, time-dependent conditions for citizenship by birth, as well as provi-
sions for acquisition by descent, registration, naturalisation, and incorporation of territory. While
the legal framework is precise in principle, it is exceedingly difficult to operationalise. Systemic
weaknesses in birth registration, particularly in earlier decades, mean that many individuals lack
reliable documentation of their own birth or that of their parents. Similar deficiencies exist in death
registration and in tracking internal migration. As a result, processes of deletion, de-duplication,
and verification necessarily operate under persistent informational uncertainty. For many citizens,
direct documentary proof of citizenship is simply not available in practice.

Faced with the limits of direct documentation, the ECI has turned to indirect verification based
on cross-referencing and triangulation. Under the prescribed enumeration process, electors must
submit forms containing basic personal details such as date of birth, mobile number, Aadhaar num-
ber (optionally), and details of parents or spouse where applicable. Crucially, voters are expected to
furnish their own Elector’s Photo Identity Card (EPIC) numbers, or those of close relatives, to es-
tablish continuity with earlier electoral records—particularly the SIR conducted between 2002 and
2005. Based on this exercise, a draft electoral roll is to be prepared, with notices issued to “doubt-
ful” electors. Upon request, such electors may produce one or more documents from a notified list
of supporting evidences. A provision for appeal exists at the final stage.

The apparent procedural detail, however, does not ensure correctness. In formal analysis of
protocols and processes, correctness is often analysed through the twin properties of completeness
and soundness. Completeness requires that all true cases are recognised; soundness requires that
only true cases are recognised. Applied to electoral rolls, completeness demands that no eligible
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citizen is disenfranchised, while soundness demands that no ineligible person is included. Although
not logically incompatible, these goals frequently come into tension in real-world systems operating
under uncertainty. Poorly designed procedures can force trade-offs that raise serious ethical and
constitutional concerns.

Given how kāghaz works in India, the ECI’s process risks failing on both counts of complete-
ness and soundness. Granting local officials broad discretion to label voters as “doubtful,” with-
out clearly defined and uniformly applied criteria beyond linkage to a previous SIR, introduces
arbitrariness and uncertainty, undermining completeness. At the same time, identity and eligibil-
ity documents–including past electoral rolls–are not always verifiable with any certainty, and may
threaten soundness. Procedural efficacy cannot be secured through assertion alone. These ground
realities raise a fundamental question about the ECI’s primary obligation: whether it is to ensure that
every eligible voter is able to vote, or to prevent any ineligible voter even at the cost of excluding
some eligible voters.

These concerns are compounded by the ECI’s claim that a post-facto right to challenge wrongful
deletion constitutes sufficient procedural protection. Such an approach reverses basic principles of
natural justice by allowing deprivation of the franchise without prior notice or hearing, shifts the bur-
den of proof onto the citizen, and imposes disproportionate barriers on those least able to overcome
them. Given the rigidity of election timelines, post-deletion remedies are often illusory. Errors that
exclude eligible voters cause far greater democratic harm than the temporary inclusion of some inel-
igible ones; yet the insistence on a predominantly challenge-based model privileges administrative
convenience over constitutional proportionality, equality, and effective political participation.

Establishing deduplicated identity and citizenship by verifiably building a network of trust re-
quires more than procedural checklists. It demands careful protocol design, clarity about system
properties, and rigorous analysis of failure modes—an exercise that calls for sophisticated insti-
tutional and computational thinking. Therefore, the ECI’s current approach must be implemented
without rigidity, with empathy and sensitivity at every stage, and through transparent, accountable
decision-making supported by adequate time and on-the-ground investigations.

For SIR to have democratic legitimacy and constitutional fidelity, it is imperative to privilege
completeness over soundness: to accept the inclusion of some additional voters among India’s 1.4
billion, while strengthening border management and long-term registration systems in parallel.


