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Rethinking Reservation Criteria

Professor M.C.Behera

Jharkhanddekho/desk:In  post-
colonial India social, economic,
religious and governance sys-
tems largely have connections
with colonial period. Colonial
constructs like criminal tribes,
tribes, backward castes/classes
exist either in new or modified
names like denotified tribes/
communities, nomadic and
semi-nomadic communities and
Scheduled Tribes and Castes.
Constructs like weaker sections
and minority communities al-
lude to overlapping categories;
the former includes, for ex-
ample women population, a
weaker section, who might be-
long to SC, ST, religious minor-
ity or any other social groups.
These categories, included in
the Constitution keeping the
welfare role of the state in view,
carry ambiguity of colonial mind
which reflects in contemporary
claims and counter-claims with
regard to reorganisation of so-
cial groups.

We have inherited an economy
which is sectoral in coverage,
centralised in nature (even
within decentralised frame),
macro in performance (growth
index as aggregates) and mainly
operational on market forces.
Understandably, a new socio-
economic and political system
was implanted wherein ‘res-
ervation provision’ became a
crucial element in policy tem-
plate. The policy continues in
free India to ensure that all cat-
egories participate in the pro-
cess of national development.
It should be mentioned without
hesitation that the economic
model we inherited from colo-
nial system and now adjusting
with international development
discourse is the cause of emerg-
ing inequality in the country.
The upper castes which were
considered socio-economically
better off and kept outside res-
ervation quota have developed
intra-caste inequality. The STs
also showed signs of intra-
ST and inter-ST inequality for
which Particularly Vulnerable
Tribal Groups were carved out.
The point is that socio-econom-
ic backwardness emerges in our
present context from the devel-
opment model we have adopt-
ed; rather than the caste system
which is falling apart at present.
However, members of a caste or
tribe, who are emerging elites
in the development process,
try to hold their acquired socio-
economic and political status.
This trend has a power dimen-
sion rather than caste factor
that is generally attributed to.
Members of non-caste catego-
ries are as much cautious about
upholding or claiming socio-
economic status as members
of caste groups. That is why
caste groups or sections of caste
groups demand reservation sta-
tus on the background of socio-
economic backwardness.

The categories certainly were
not constructed on the solid
foundation of Indian reality. We
can take the example of ‘caste’,
which has been conceptualised
corresponding to the prevail-
ing ‘jati’ system. In fact ‘caste’
is synonym of Indian word ‘jati’.
An empirical scrutiny reveals
that the construct caste pre-
sents a narrow view of the then
existing and emerging dynam-
ics. The term ‘jati’ was used in a
wider sense and included com-

munities whom the British cat-
egorised as tribe. The people
were known as Vanyajati (for-
est caste), Adim jati (primitive
caste) and Jana jati (folk peo-
ple). David Hardiman notes
that in Gujarat, terms like ka-
liparaja (the ‘black people’) was
used to refer to the tribal peo-
ple. Denis Vidal writes that in
Sirohi (Rajasthan) the generic
term (jati) was often used to re-
fer to the castes or tribe. In fact
‘jati’ does not bear the conno-
tation of its English equivalent
‘caste’. It connotes to  ‘kind or
type’ rather than ‘caste’. InIndia
it is used in a variety of other
contexts such as manushya jati
to mean humankind, devta jati
and danav jati to mean gods
and demons respectively, stri
jati to mean women, pashu
jati to mean the ‘category’ of
animals and so on.

Caste as occupational category
contradicts empirical reality.
Some activities undertaken by
members of a caste for liveli-
hood support even during co-
lonial period did not fall under
occupational category or exited
across occupations. A carpen-
ter did not exclusively depend
on carpentry. He alone or with
the help of his fellow carpenters
or others (not from any particu-
lar occupational community)
built his house and thatched it.
Though milkman is an occupa-
tional category, keeping cattle
was normal in almost all families
engaged in agriculture across
occupational category. It should
be mentioned that in rural India
members of different artisan or
other occupational groups also
engaged in agriculture. Fishing
and gatherings from common
property resources were the
practice across occupations.
On occasions every rural family
made sweets and cakes which
come under a confectioner’s oc-
cupation. Even head or an elder
woman performed several ritu-
als associated with agriculture,
ancestor, etc. without the help
of a Brahmin priest. The list will
be long where members of an
occupational caste engaged in
activities for livelihood support
which did not fall under their
specific occupational domain.
Untouchability as a criterion of
constructing hierarchal caste
groups does not hold a solid
ground either. One can find in a
traditional society that among
many parallel castes inter-dining
was prohibited. Dakkals a dalit
caste in Andhra even do not
enter into the living quarters of
Madiga, another dalit caste. The
point is that caste construct in
Indian context was loosely at-
tempted without any justifiable
norms. However, a member
identifies him/herself with a
particular caste on the basis of
birth. So also do every human!

Ironically, the construct ‘tribe’
was posited in contrast to the co-
lonial construct of ‘caste.’ During
that time, there were people
under ‘jati’ construct who got
converted to Christianity or
Islam. Whether these converts
would carry ‘caste’ tag or not
was not a subject for considera-
tion. Tenets of these religions
denounce category-based in-
equality within. In principle, the
converts surrender the caste
identity upon conversion. This
can be applied to understand
tribal context. It is to be men-

tioned that Christianity came to
India under civilisation project
of the colonialists and worked
to establish itself by denouncing
primarily the age old Hindu and
tribal belief system of the land.
Gandhiji in his autobiography
mentions his childhood experi-
ence when Christians advocated
superiority of Christianity as the
only true religion of the world
and admonished Hindu religion
and tradition. K. N. Sahay also
writes how preachers in early
period lured people with mate-
rial help and how conversion to
Christianity caused relational
tension. The situation continues
at present also.

Underlying the categories are
the notions of ‘self’ and ‘oth-
ers’, and ‘superior’ and ‘infe-
rior’. Each category views itself
as ‘superior self’ and outside
categories as ‘inferior others'.
The seed of ‘divide and rule’
sown through categories by
the British is the cause of con-
fliction between categories. A
resolution by the gram sabha of
Ransargipal village in Bastar dis-
trict of Chhattisgarh can be cit-
ed here. The resolution prohib-
its the celebration of “outside
festivals” without permission
of the village authorities. The
diktat directs the Adivasis not to
work in the fields of Hindus and
Christians and the Christians not
to bury their dead in the village.
The resolution reflects ‘the
self’ and ‘the other’ perspec-
tive within the framework of
categorisation. Tribes, Hindus,
Christians are categories and to
the tribe, Hindus and Christians
are ‘the other’. The notion is not
new; but action planned in this
regard is new. What is crucial is
its application in the process of
assertion of identity and auton-
omy, a reversal of historical pro-
cess of co-existence, interaction
and mutuality. Christians in the
village of reference are from the
tribal communities. The diktat
would deprive them from using
the community land for disposal
of the dead. The notions of cat-
egorisation and the self and the
other, put into action during co-
lonial period, are a challenge to
the pluralistic social fabric in the
country.

Categorisation creates inter-
community crisis when some-
thing goes outside its norms. In
Meghalaya, some youth have
started spelling traditional sur-
names following western style;
Dohkrut is spelt De Cruz and Sun
as Sunn. Similarly, some youths
are baptised in father’s surname
which is not allowed in Khasi
matriliny. The dilution is feared
to lead to the practice of mar-
rying persons from the same
or prohibited clan. The KHAD
(Khasi Social System Lineage)
Act, 1997 has provided for non-
issue of ST certificates to per-
sons carrying father’s surname.
Obviously, the provision under-

lies the question of reservation

A fluid and weak construct can-
not be the basis of a strong
foundation. Reservation policy,
based on the caste category, a
weak construct, therefore, has
been the cause of social, po-
litical and religious crises. When
Christians or Muslims demand
reservation quota, Hindus op-
pose it; when one political party
supports the demand, others
do not; when one community
demands ST status, existing STs
oppose it. The conflict is taken
by the politicians to their advan-
tage creating different political
categories, confusion and con-
fliction.

The colonial government did
not define the term tribe as
could be evident from census
reports; but they used it indis-
criminately. The Constitution of
India does not define the term
tribe either. Article 342 (1) pro-
vides that ‘tribes or tribal com-
munities or parts of or groups
within tribes or tribal com-
munities’ shall be notified as
Scheduled Tribes. Article 366
(25) defines Scheduled Tribes
as ‘such tribes or tribal com-
munities or part of or groups
within such tribes or tribal com-
munities as are deemed under
Article 342 to the Scheduled
Tribes (STs) for the purposes of
this Constitution’. Arbitrary use
of the term ‘tribe’ during coloni-
al period unfortunately became
the basis of listing communities
as STs which also depended on
recommendation of the state
government and notification by
the President. The category of
STsodefined and listed has been
linked to reservation benefit
and this link has been the bone
of contention. For this benefit,
several communities demand
ST status and existing ST com-
munities oppose such demands.
The matter further has been an
agenda of vote bank politics.
Communities, which did not car-
ry the tag of tribe at any period of
history, demand ST status or res-
ervation quota. Demands often
don’t match of the provisions of
the Article. Reservation quota is
also granted to several communi-
ties without any previous tag of
‘tribe’. Even new categories like
Economically Weaker Sections
(EWS) are constructed for reser-
vation benefit. We see that poli-
tics overpowers one or the other
constitutional provisions while
invoking some others. Often the
same article is invoked for con-
tradictory claims by opposite
camps. Converts also demand
reservation quota or inclusion
in ST category. Several state gov-
ernments support the demand as
can be seen from resolutions of
Andhra Pradesh and Telangana
State Assemblies. Converted
ones and the Government of
several states which support the
cause of the former argue that
the socio-economic conditions
of STs and SCs and converted
counterparts are one and the
same; they have similar extent of
discrimination, deprivation and
socio-economic backwardness.

Demand for reservation status
emanates from socio-economic
backwardness, not from the
fact of belonging to a reserva-
tion caste category visualised
by Constitution makers. Present
situation nullifies the link of so-
cio-economic backwardness with

caste system that was also arbi-
trarily constructed by colonial in-
tent of divide and rule.

Post-colonial India is not free
from the ‘white burden’ that
the colonialists tried to ‘unload’
through ‘civilising mission” and
the system of arbitrary govern-
ance based on divide and rule.
Caste and community based
categories and reservation pol-
icy are proof of such continuity.
Use of castes, and community
and religious categories, in any
form, in vote bank politics has
colonial legacy and underlie so-
cial tensions. Reservation facil-
ity envisaged for initial ten years
within the development model
continues even after 70 years of
its experiment. This raises ques-
tion about achievability of reser-
vation goal within development
set up. The question needs to be
addressed with seriousness. The
first step towards overthrow-
ing this burden should be to link
reservation policy with socio-
economic backwardness of indi-
vidual families by delinking from
existing and emerging categories
which are contradictory, contro-
versial and cause conflicts and
tensions. The step will dissuade
narrow view of citizens in terms
of belonging to categories and
help expanding pan-Indian out-
look; for backwardness as the cri-
terion of reservation benefit is all
Indian phenomenon.

Provisions of the Constitution
on the matter of defining tribe
and reservation is often criti-
cised as incomplete, insufficient
and ambiguous. Political involve-
ment by supporting or opposing
reservation claims of concerned
groups, stand of some govern-
ments on the issue and claims
and counterclaims by concerned
parties have created a tense
situation, confusion and conflict
from a long time. For example
the claim for delisting converted
tribes from reservation category
is very old. Sri Kartik Oraon, the
then M.P. introduced a bill in
1967. The bill was referred to a
Joint Parliamentary Committee
which submitted the report in
1969 with a recommendation
that ‘no person, who has given
up tribal faith or faiths and has
embraced either Christianity or
Islam, shall be deemed to be a
member of any Scheduled Tribe.
The government however did
not take any action on recom-
mendation. So, the claim of del-
isting the converts from ST status
continues on one hand, and the
demand of new groups such as
Dalit Christians and other com-
munities for reservation ben-
efits gets momentum with state
support. Recent tribal protest
in Assam (March 26, 2023) for
delisting converted STs, and
Andhra Pradesh Assembly’s rec-
ommendation (March 24,2023)
for reservation benefits to Dalit
Christians are burning exam-
ples.

In March the Arunachal
Christian Forum (ACF) (April,1
2023) demanded budget allo-
cation for Christian missionary
run schools citing the example
of such provisions for schools
like the Vivekananda Kendra
Vidyalayas and the Ramakrishna
Mission schools. Evidently, the
demand does not seem genu-
ine; it is made for the reason
that others are entitled to the
benefit. Certainly, a sense of

competition between catego-
ries is clear.

There is a conflict between the
state government and the ACF
over land allotment to build a
Church at Tawang. The convert
Christians not only form a cat-
egory within the community
to which some belong to, but
form categories at district and
state levels. When categories
are more, the scope of confron-
tations at the interest of other
categories including the admin-
istration is wide spread.

The protest rally organised
by Janajati Dharm Sanskriti
Surakshya Manch in Guwahti on
26th March, 2023, demanded,
among other things, amend-
ment of Article 342 for ST and
its equalization with Article 341
for Scheduled Caste according
to which any SC person con-
verted to any other religion, is
automatically  de-listed from
SC reservation status. The lead-
er of the protest rally invoked
Article 371 for the preservation
of tribal culture in backward re-
gions of a state. Article 371 (A-))
enumerates special provisions
for some states mostly from the
Northeast with a view to meet
the unique needs of the back-
ward regions of these states,
protect the economic and cul-
tural interests of these regions,
address local challenges and
protect the customary laws in
these regions. Arguably, the
Article prevents the Parliament
from making acts and laws that
affect the way of life and culture
of certain tribal areas without
repealing or amending the said
Article. There is confusion, for it
is not specific about the groups
or sections to whom protection
is guaranteed.

Traditionalists also argue that
converted tribal  Christians
put their children in Christian
schools, taking advantage of
minority status and at the same
time enjoy scholarships and oth-
er reservation benefits meant
for STs. Further, tribal commu-
nities have their own culture,
tradition and celebration. Each
community’s identity is linked
with ancestors who established
norms, values and customs, and
who handed down beliefs and
practices to next generations.
The converted owns, however,
disown many aspects of tra-
dition. The conversion  gives
them a social and religious am-
biance different from the tradi-
tionalists.

What is evident is an emerg-
ing situation of conflict, ten-
sion and competition between
traditionalist STs and SCs and
their converted counterparts.
The government is not outside
this tension. The solution lies in
amendment of the constitution
as is claimed in different quar-
ters. The amendment however
should not be directed to ad-
dress the issues within the cate-
gories; rather it should consider
socio-economic criteria for all
citizens as a single category.
(Rajiv Gandhi University, Rono
Hills, Doimukh, Itanagar,Papum
Pare District,Arunachal
Pradesh-791112, Email: mcbe-
heral959@gmail.com;The
views expressed by the author
are his own and in no way the
Editor be held responsible for
the them—Editor.)
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