Affirmative Action In India

I. Meaning of Affirmative Action
II. Need for Affirmative Action in India
III. Constitutional Provision for reservation in India 
IV. Structure of Reservations in India
V. Domains of Affirmative Action
VI. Socio-economic effects of reservation in India
VII. Has Reservations succeeded in India?
VIII. Challenges in Reservation Policy and its Execution.

I. Meaning of Affirmative Action

Affirmative action is a policy framework designed to increase opportunities for groups that have been historically excluded or marginalized. It moves beyond "formal equality" (treating everyone the same) to "substantive equality" (recognizing that some people start with disadvantages and need specific support to reach the same level).

At its heart, affirmative action is proactive. While "anti-discrimination" laws simply tell people what not to do (e.g., "don't fire someone because of their race"), affirmative action tells institutions what they should do to ensure a diverse and representative environment.

It is often described through the "Equality vs. Equity" lens:
Equality: Giving everyone the same pair of shoes.
Equity: Giving everyone a pair of shoes that actually fits them.
	Country
	Term Used
	Target Groups
	Method

	India
	Reservations
	Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST), and OBCs.
	Quotas: A fixed percentage of seats in government jobs and universities are set aside.

	South Africa
	Black Economic Empowerment (BEE)
	Black, Coloured, and Indian citizens.
	Employment Equity: Incentives for businesses to hire and promote people from groups disadvantaged by Apartheid.

	United States
	Affirmative Action
	Racial minorities and women.
	Holistic Review: (Note: The Supreme Court recently restricted race-conscious admissions in colleges, shifting the focus to socio-economic factors).

	Norway
	Gender Quotas
	Women.
	Boardroom Quotas: Laws requiring 40% of board members of public limited companies to be women.

	Malaysia
	Bumiputera Policy
	Ethnic Malays and indigenous groups.
	Preferential Treatment: Special access to scholarships, housing discounts, and business licenses.









II. Need for Affirmative Action in India

1. Remedying Historical Injustice
For centuries, the caste system categorized people into a hierarchy where the "lowest" castes (Dalits/Scheduled Castes) and indigenous tribes (Adivasis/Scheduled Tribes) were denied basic rights.
Compensatory Justice: Affirmative action is seen as a "debt" society pays to these groups for generations of forced labor, exclusion from schools, and social "untouchability."
Breaking the Cycle: Poverty in India is often inherited. Without intervention, children of marginalized groups would remain trapped in the same low-income, low-status occupations as their ancestors.
2. Colonial Reinforcement of Inequality
Under British colonial rule in India:
· Administrative systems often solidified caste identities 
· Access to modern education and jobs remained elite-dominated 
Thus, independence did not automatically dissolve inequality—it inherited it.

3. Socio-Economic Need: Persistent Inequalities
Even after decades of independence:
· SC/ST communities have lower literacy rates 
· Higher poverty and landlessness 
· Underrepresentation in elite institutions 
Affirmative action is needed because market forces alone cannot correct historical disadvantage.
4. Representation Deficit: Democratic Justification
A key rationale is inclusive representation:
· Bureaucracy, judiciary, academia, and politics historically dominated by upper castes 
· Affirmative action ensures voice and participation 
This aligns with democratic theory:
Democracy is not just majority rule, but inclusive participation of all social groups.
5.Constitutional Vision and Directive Principles
The Indian state is constitutionally mandated to promote justice:
· Article 46: Promote educational and economic interests of weaker sections 
· Fundamental Rights + Directive Principles = social revolution through law
6.Social Integration and Stability
Affirmative action acts as a "safety valve" for social tension.
Preventing Radicalization: By providing a path for upward mobility through education and jobs, the state gives marginalized youth a stake in the system, reducing the likelihood of social unrest or insurgencies.
Promoting Inclusion: It forces different social groups to interact in universities and workplaces, slowly breaking down the social barriers and prejudices that have existed for millennia.
7.Economic Development
India cannot reach its full economic potential if a large percentage of its human resource remains underutilized due to social barriers.
Human Capital: Bringing SC, ST, and OBC individuals into the formal workforce increases the country's overall productivity.
Poverty Alleviation: A single government job for a person from a marginalized background often lifts an entire extended family out of poverty.

III. Constitutional Provision for reservation in India 
ARTICLE 15: SOCIAL JUSTICE IN EDUCATION AND ACCESS
(A) Article 15(1): Formal Equality
· Prohibits discrimination on grounds of caste, religion, sex, etc.
(B) Article 15(4): Corrective Provision (1951 Amendment)
Enables the State to make special provisions for:
· Socially and educationally backward classes (SEBCs) 
· Scheduled Castes (SCs) 
· Scheduled Tribes (STs)
(C)Article 15(6): EWS Reservation (103rd Amendment, 2019)
· Provides 10% reservation for Economically Weaker Sections (EWS) 
· Applies to groups not covered under SC/ST/OBC
Social vs. Economic
It is important to note that  the original intent was Social and Educational backwardness. This was because the authors of the Constitution believed that caste-based social exclusion was the root cause of poverty, not just a lack of money. This distinguishes "Social Reservations" (SC/ST/OBC) from the more recent "Economic Reservations" (EWS).
ARTICLE 16: AFFIRMATIVE ACTION IN PUBLIC EMPLOYMENT
(A) Article 16(1): Equality of Opportunity
· Guarantees equal opportunity in state employment 
· Reflects merit-based framework 
(B) Article 16(4): Reservation Clause
State can provide reservation for:
· “Backward classes” 
· Not adequately represented in state services
(C)Article 16(4A): Reservation in Promotion (77th Amendment, 1995)
· Allows reservation for SC/ST in promotions
DIRECTIVE PRINCIPLES: MORAL FOUNDATION
Article 46
· Directs the State to: 
· Promote educational and economic interests of weaker sections 
· Protect SC/ST from exploitation 
Though non-justiciable, it acts as:
A normative mandate for social justice policies


POLITICAL REPRESENTATION 
Articles 330–342: Political Affirmative Action
(A) Articles 330 & 332
· Reservation of seats in: 
· Parliament 
· State Assemblies 
(B) Articles 243D & 243T
· Reservation in: 
· Panchayats 
· Municipalities 
Includes:
· SC/ST reservation 
· Women’s reservation (33% or more)
CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY DEBATES
Three Major Positions:
1. Merit-Based Critique
· Reservation would: 
· Reduce efficiency 
· Create sectional divisions 
2. Structural Skepticism
· Reservation alone cannot: 
· Remove deep inequalities 
· Transform society 
3. Social Justice Argument (Dominant View)
Led by B. R. Ambedkar:
· Historical oppression requires institutional compensation 
· State must act as an agent of social transformation 
This view prevailed.


IV. Structure of Reservations in India
RESERVATION FOR SCs AND STs
Historical Origin: The Poona Pact
The origin of reservation for Scheduled Castes (SCs) can be traced to the Poona Pact.
· B. R. Ambedkar demanded separate electorates so that depressed classes could elect their own representatives independently. 
· Mahatma Gandhi opposed this on the grounds that it would fragment Hindu society. 
The compromise resulted in:
· Reserved seats for SCs in legislatures within a joint electorate system. 
This indicates that reservation began as a mechanism of political representation and inclusion, rather than welfare.
Present Structure
In central government educational institutions:
· 15% reservation for Scheduled Castes 
· 7.5% reservation for Scheduled Tribes 
Total: 22.5%
These proportions broadly correspond to their demographic share at the national level.

6. Why SCs and STs Specifically?
Reservation for SCs and STs is based on historical and structural exclusion, not merely economic disadvantage.
Scheduled Castes (SCs):
· Subjected to untouchability and rigid caste-based exclusion 
· Denied access to education, property, and public spaces 
Scheduled Tribes (STs):
· Geographically and socially isolated 
· Experienced economic marginalization and displacement 
· Limited integration into mainstream institutions 
Thus, reservation addresses both:
· Social stigma (in the case of SCs) 
· Structural isolation (in the case of STs)
Reservation for SCs and STs is a structural mechanism designed to counter long-standing patterns of exclusion. It ensures that equality is not merely formal but is translated into actual access, participation, and dignity within society.

V. Domains of Affirmative Action
1. PUBLIC EMPLOYMENT (Most Important Domain)
The most significant form of affirmative action is in government jobs.
Constitutional Basis
· Article 16(4) of the Constitution of India 
· It allows the State to provide reservation in jobs for: 
· Backward classes 
· SCs and STs 
· When they are not adequately represented 

Where does this apply?
Reservation is given in:
· Civil services (IAS, IPS, etc.) 
· Government departments 
· Public sector undertakings (PSUs) 
· Statutory and semi-government bodies 

Important Concept
Affirmative action in employment is not only about reserving seats.
It also includes supportive relaxations, such as:
· Relaxation in age limits 
· Lower cut-off marks or qualifying criteria 
· Representation in selection committees 
· Separate or supportive recruitment processes
2. EDUCATION
Education is the second major domain of affirmative action.

Constitutional Basis
· Article 15(4) of the Constitution of India 
This allows the State to make special provisions for educational advancement of:
· SCs 
· STs 
· OBCs 

What does it include?
· Reservation of seats in: 
1. Government educational institutions 
1. Government-aided institutions 
· Additional support measures: 
2. Scholarships 
2. Fee concessions 
2. Free books and uniforms 
2. Stipends 
2. Free coaching 
2. Financial support for academic activities
3. POLITICAL REPRESENTATION
The third domain ensures participation in political decision-making.

Constitutional Basis
· Articles 330, 332, and 334 of the Constitution of India 
These provide:
· Reservation of seats for SCs and STs in: 
1. Parliament 
1. State Legislative Assemblies 
· Similar provisions exist in: 
· Panchayats and Municipalities (local bodies) 
	Domain
	Function

	Public Employment
	Economic empowerment

	Education
	Capacity building

	Political Representation
	Voice and decision-making







VI. Socio-economic impact of Reservation

1. Positive Socio-Economic Effects
Affirmative action acts as a catalyst for moving people across social classes and improving national development.
Improvement of Social Status: * It creates a "ladder" for the Struggle Class (low income/minority) to move into the Middle Class and eventually the High Class.
Fact: The rise of the "Middle-class Dalit" is directly attributed to better access to education and jobs provided by reservation.
Encouraging Education: * Historically, marginalized groups lacked confidence, fearing they wouldn't get jobs even if they studied.
Guaranteed seats in employment act as a motivator, encouraging students from disadvantaged backgrounds to invest in their studies.
Economic Development & Poverty Reduction:
Literacy: Higher participation in education leads to a more skilled "Human Capital," which increases per capita income.
Income Gap: By giving respectable salaries to the backward classes, the "vicious cycle of poverty" is broken.
Concrete Data: In 1978-79, roughly 51.32% of backward classes lived below the poverty line. By 1993-94, this number dropped significantly to 35.97%.
2. Negative Assumptions and Challenges
While the goals are positive, the implementation creates specific tensions within society.
Reverse Discrimination: * While trying to stop discrimination against the oppressed, the policy can inadvertently discriminate against the Affluent/General Class.
Because seats are limited, high-scoring candidates from the majority group may lose opportunities to lower-scoring candidates from reserved groups. This creates resentment and a feeling that "working hard doesn't matter."
Lack of Meritocracy: * Efficiency Loss: Critics argue that "merit" (choosing the most capable person for a high-ranking role) is sidelined to meet quotas. This can lead to less efficient government machinery.
Demotivation: * For the Majority: They may stop striving for excellence if they feel the system is rigged against them.
For the Beneficiaries: Some argue that "easy access" via quotas might discourage students within the reserved categories from pushing themselves to achieve true excellence.

	Feature
	Positive Effect
	Negative Risk

	Social Structure
	Increases the size of the Middle Class.
	Creates "Reverse Discrimination" for the majority.

	Motivation
	Encourages marginalized kids to go to school.
	May discourage "General" students from working hard.

	Economy
	Reduced poverty (from 51% to 35%).
	Potential depletion of efficiency in administration.

	Health/Awareness
	Literate citizens follow better health/family planning.
	Social friction between reserved and unreserved groups.




VII. Has Reservation Succeeded in India?
The success of the policy is a "mixed bag." While it has fundamentally altered the face of the Indian middle class, it has not yet eliminated the root of caste-based inequality.
1. Goal: Creating a Representative Leadership 
The Success: This is the biggest win. Before 1947, the "corridors of power" were almost 100% occupied by a few upper castes. Today, because of political reservations (Articles 330/332), the Parliament and State Assemblies are incredibly diverse. You have Dalit and OBC leaders who have become Chief Ministers and Presidents.
The Reality: It forced the "General" category to share power, which changed the DNA of Indian democracy.
2. Goal: Social Mobility & Poverty Reduction 
The Success: As your text noted, poverty among backward classes dropped from 51% to 35% in just 15 years. It created the "Dalit Middle Class." Millions of families moved from manual labor to "white-collar" office jobs because of that one government appointment.
The Failure: The "Creamy Layer" problem. Often, the children of those who already got the benefit (the "top layer") keep using the quota, while the poorest person in a remote village remains unaware of how to even apply. The benefits are "clumped" at the top.
3. Goal: Eliminating Caste Discrimination 
The Failure: This is where the policy struggled. Affirmative action was supposed to make caste irrelevant over time. Instead, it has arguably made caste more relevant.
The Side Effect: Because you need a caste certificate to get a job or a seat, people cling to their caste identity tighter than ever.
Social Friction: It created deep resentment in the "General" category, leading to the "merit vs. reservation" toxic debates you see on social media and in staff rooms. Instead of a "melting pot," we sometimes see a "battlefield."
4. Goal: Educational Upliftment (Grade: C+)
The Success: Enrollment of SC/ST/OBC students in higher education has skyrocketed.
The Failure: Getting into the college is only half the battle. Your text mentioned the "confidence" issue. Many students get the seat but face "campus casteism" or struggle with English-medium instruction, leading to high dropout rates or mental health crises. The system provides the seat, but often fails to provide the support system to help them graduate at the top.
The "Real" Summary
Has it succeeded? If the goal was to prevent a revolution by giving marginalized people a stake in the country—Yes, it was a massive success. Without it, India might have faced much more violent internal civil unrest.
Has it failed? If the goal was to create a "caste-less" society where everyone competes solely on talent—No, it has not. We are further from a caste-less society today than many hoped we would be in 1950.
[bookmark: _GoBack]VIII Challenges
The "Homogeneity" Trap (Internal Inequality)
One of the biggest real-world challenges is that reserved categories (SC, ST, OBC) are treated as single, uniform blocks. In reality, they are highly diverse.
The "Dominant Caste" Issue: Within the SC category, certain sub-castes (like Jatavs in UP or Mahars in Maharashtra) have historically accessed education earlier and now hold a disproportionate share of reserved seats.
The Supreme Court Pivot (2024-2025): Very recently, the Supreme Court ruled that States can sub-classify SCs and STs. This allows governments to "reserve within the reservation" for the most backward sub-groups.
Challenge: How do you decide which sub-caste is "more backward" without sparking a civil war between different Dalit or Tribal groups?
2. The Shrinking Public Sector (Privatization)
Reservation only applies to the State. As India moves toward a more liberalized economy in 2026, the "domain" where reservation works is getting smaller.
The "Erased" Jobs: When a Public Sector Undertaking (PSU) is privatized, the reservation requirement often disappears. Reports suggest that as the government "downsizes," thousands of potential reserved posts are simply abolished.
The Private Sector Wall: There is no legal reservation in private companies. This creates a situation where marginalized youth are qualified on paper but hit a "glass ceiling" in the corporate world where social networks and "cultural capital" (like English fluency and elite schooling) matter more than degrees.
3. The Data Vacuum (The Census Problem)
You cannot fix what you cannot measure. India has not had a full, comprehensive Caste Census since 1931.
The Challenge: Without fresh data on exactly how many people belong to which sub-caste and what their current income/education level is, the 27% (OBC) or 15% (SC) numbers are based on century-old projections.
Political Deadlock: Some parties demand a caste census to prove more reservation is needed; others fear it will lead to more social fragmentation. This leaves policymakers working "in the dark."
4. Administrative "Gatekeeping" (Backlog & Cut-offs)
Even when seats exist, they aren't always filled.
The "NFS" (None Found Suitable) Syndrome: In many higher education institutions (including universities like yours), senior faculty positions often remain vacant. Critics argue this is sometimes a form of "institutional bias" where selection committees intentionally disqualify candidates to keep the post "General."
The Backlog Burden: Despite the 81st Amendment allowing the "carry forward" of seats, the administrative process to hold special recruitment drives is slow and often deprioritized.
5. The "Binary" Conflict (Merit vs.Reservation)
The social challenge is the deep polarization between the "General" and "Reserved" categories.
Social Stigma: Students who enter through reservation often face a "hidden curriculum" of exclusion. They are often stereotyped as "lesser" regardless of their actual performance.
The Supreme Court Clarification (2026): In a recent March 2026 ruling, the Court reiterated that "reservation is not at odds with merit." It argued that competitive exams only measure "formal equality" and fail to account for the structural barriers (like lack of coaching or elite schooling) that affirmative action tries to balance.

