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Rethinking Reservation Criterion
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half of March, 2023 is an event-

ful week in Indian democracy

that engages our attention on the
issue of reservation. On March 24,
2023 Andhra Pradesh Assembly has
passed resolution to provide SC sta-
tus to Dalit Christians. There are also
demands to include Dalit Muslims in
the SC list. The state government ar-
gue that  the socio-economic status
of Dalit Christians is at par with that
of Dalits who practise Hinduism; these
converts  ‘live in the same horizon in
the outskirts of the villages, follow the
same traditions and customs and suffer
humiliation, discrimination in the soci-
ety and none of these things change by
a person converting into one or another
religion’. It is further added that ‘what
religion one practices is an individu-
al’s choice and it should not have any
bearing on determination of the caste.’
The advocates of inclusion also refer
to the Report of Justice Ranganath
Mishra Commission which favoured

Scheduled Caste status for Dalits in
all religions. They also invoke Art.14
and Art.15 of the Constitution. Another
resolution of the same government rec-
ommends inclusion of Boya/Valmiki
community (and all synonyms) of the
state in ST list, though the community
reside in Karnataka and Telangana. The
reason is that the community has been
demanding the status since 1961. On
March 24,2023 the Bommai govern-
ment of Karnataka scrapped existing
4% reservation for Muslims under OBC
quota and added them to 10% reserva-
tion availed by EWS (Economically
Weaker Section of unreserved com-
munities). Reservation quota released
from OBC Muslims is added to the
quota of Vokkaliga and Panchamasali
Lingyat communities. The government
urges upon the Central government
to amend the Constitution to include
converts and others in relevant lists.
It should be mentioned that in case
of scheduling SCs, the Constitution
(Scheduled Castes) Order 1950 men-
tions eligibility of communities from
Hinduism, Sikhism and Buddhism.

On March 26, 2023 representatives of
almost all the tribes of the state, such
as Bodos, Rabhas, Mishings, Dimasas,
Tiwas, Karbis, tea tribes and Sonowal-
Kacharis, from 30 districts of Assam
organised protest March in Guwahati
demanding a ban on religious conver-
sion of tribals across the state and del-
isting those people who have convert-
ed to other religions.

On March 28, 2023 Dalit Christians
and Muslims, under the banner of the
National Council for Dalit Christians
and allied Dalit Christian and Dalit
Muslim, held demonstration for SC
status at Jantar Mantar, New Delhi.

This is the tip of the iceberg on the is-
sue of reservation. Communities like
Maratha, Gujjar, Patel, and several
communities under de-notified, no-
madic and semi-nomadic category,
who were labelled as criminal tribes
by the British, also demand for reser-
vation status. Criminal-tribe category
was created, among other things, with
the same mind-set that created the
tribal category. We can argue that the
reservation strategy has meted differ-
entiated treatment to undifferentiated
people. This is further evident with
the reservation given to Economically
Weaker Section (EWS). This means
they were also at par SCs and STs in
terms of economic backwardness. Or,
did they become so in the process of
development? Further, reservation
strategy also meted undifferentiated
treatment to differentiated people, for
it considered tribes both in general and
specific sense as homogenous. Non-
homogeneity was the reason for which
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a special group, called Particularly
Vulnerable Tribal Group (PVTG)
consisting 75 communities, has been
carved out from among the STs for
special treatment.(Ministry of Tribal
Affairs ,Government of India,Annual
Report 2008-09) Reservation policy
could not benefit them and so their
socio-economic indicators were abys-
mally low.

A question arises, when the policy
could not benefit different ST com-
munities equally leading to creation
of PVTGs, has it been able to treat
people equally within a community?
By bifurcating PVTGs, has the pol-
icy removed inter-tribe differences?
Empirical situation however, proves to
the contrary. In tribal communities we
find emergence of political and eco-
nomic classes, the elite section to be
specific. Obviously, the policy has not
been effective in objective realisation,
for the people in a community though
not completely egalitarian were not
visibly differentiated before exposure
to development forces. Inequality is
at its glare after experiment with res-
ervation policy. Beside intra-tribe in-
equality, the policy has also failed to
achieve overall goal. It is evident when
studies place tribes as the most mar-
ginalised and deprived communities in
terms of socio-economic indicators. It
should be remembered that the social
aspect of life in a traditional society is
not same as it reflects through socio-
economic indicators of development.
The former has subjective perception
while the latter is amenable to objec-
tive measurement. Perhaps social ba-
sis of economic backwardness is not
a right criterion adopted in reservation
strategy for the development of weaker
sections.

Inequality has the tendency to per-
petuate. The elite section has acquired
outlook and resource to provide better
education and skill for their children
in better institutes, which the children
of non-elite section within the same
community are deprived up. The chil-
dren of elite section have double way
benefits. They are entitled to financial
benefits of reservation like others, and
additionally, have parental resource to
bank upon. Undoubtedly, they have
more resources under their command
than the children of non-elite section.
In the job market, the competition
takes place between two unequal con-
tenders with the natural tilt towards the
advantageous one.

In November, 2022 some 35 ST
communities of Andhra Pradesh op-
posed the plan of the government to
enlist  Boya, Valmiki and Bentho-
Oriya communities in ST category. In
January 2018, a protest of the tribes
of Telangana against the Lambadis of
their group was recorded. The for-
mer alleged wrongful inclusion of the
Lambadis in the ST list in 1976 that
enabled the latter to garner benefits
of education and employment due
to them. In 2007 Meena community
of Rajsthan vehemently opposed the
Gujjars over the demand for inclusion
in ST list. However, they distanced
themselves in 2008 protest. In August
2016 tribal bodies in Assam opposed
granting ST status to six communities
Moran, Muttock, Koch-Rajbonshi Tai
Ahom Chutia and Adivasi (known as
tea tribes). The point is clear. When
there is inter-community bickering
over the share of state resources, there
is also fear of greater competition and
less chance of sharing reservation ben-
efits if new communities are listed as
STs. The tendency of perpetuation of
inequality underlies an advantaged
tribe’s opposition to new entry or fight-
ing any opposition from other commu-
nities.

Emerging situation engages our atten-

tion to an objective scrutiny of the basis
of economic backwardness linked with
social backwardness which became the
guideline of listing communities under
ST/SC category. In traditional society,
economic was not separated from so-
cial status. In fact all aspects of social
life, political, economic, social, etc.
were integrated and reinforced upon
each other. In post-colonial India, in-
tegration of all aspects of life does
not reflect in the process of develop-
ment. A ‘Brahmin’ has as much the
right to teach as a ‘Shudra’. Caste ba-
sis of occupation has crumbled down.
Arguably, social basis of determining
economic backwardness for reserva-
tion and its continuity till date under-
lie contemporary social, political and
economic crises. Undeniably, it is the
right time to revisit the reservation pol-
icy in a right perspective. It is further-
more necessitated as the reservation
for development has not improved the
conditions of the entitled people as de-
sired; rather the development process
has created more cross-community de-
mands for reservation.

The subtle impact on outlook of
categorised people is not a secret.
Everyone thinks in terms of category
one belongs to. This outlook has been
exploited by the politicians. As a re-
sult, on the altar of the categorisation
outlook, whether community or ideol-
ogy, national perspective stands at a
distance. Reservation beyond catego-
risation offers possibility for garnering
greater national outlook and effective
benefits across the economically back-
ward communities. The sections of SC
and ST communities who are still eco-
nomically lagging behind would have
greater access to development oppor-
tunities; and politicians might not be
able to use these communities as bait
for vote bank politics. The idea of
caste and community which gets rein-
forced through category based reserva-
tion will be gradually rationalised. In
fact, category based reservation crite-
rion has lost its strength with the crea-
tion of EWS across communities and
treatment of religious minorities in one
or the other categories.

The demand and the counter demand
on the matter of listing and delisting
communities in SC, ST and OBC lists
bring forth conflicting issues. Both
protagonists and antagonists invoke
articles of the Constitution. How come
the same article carries contradictory
meanings? If so, then amendment to
the Constitution is an urgent need. Of
course, there is arecommendation from
the State governments and appeal from
concerned people for an amendment of
the Constitution to include some com-
munities and section of people in SC/
ST list. The question is whether to
amend the Constitution as per time to
time recommendations by keeping cat-
egory criterion at the centre, or to root
out category-breed problems which
give rise to the need of such recom-
mendations and demand. While doing
so, national interest and safeguard to
really needy people across communi-
ties, but not political and elite interests,
should be considered at the time of the
criteria formation. Our census report
(socio-economic data) shall be a use-
ful guide to identify the real people for
reservation benefit. Obviously, in eve-
ry 10 years the list can be renewed and
the result evaluated.

(Rajiv. Gandhi  University, Rono
Hills, Doimukh, Itanagar,Papum Pare
District,Arunachal  Pradesh-791112,
Email: mcbeheral 959@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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