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ABSTRACT 

The reservation system in India that operates under the name of affirmative action serves as an essential 

mechanism to confront historical community disparities it targets Scheduled Castes (SC’s) Scheduled 

Tribes (ST’s) and Other Backward Classes (OBC’s). Under the provisions of the Constitution reservation 

policy established specific opportunities for these communities across educational pathways and job roles 

and governmental political positions. The execution of these reservation programs has triggered persistent 

legal fights throughout many years of implementation. The main difficulties emerging from reservation 

policies centre on social justice against equality principles together with debates about public 

administration efficiency and merit-based selection systems. 

This research analyses the constitutional struggles India experiences with affirmative action policies 

through detailed assessment of how the judiciary has applied Articles 14, 15, 16, and 46 to preserve equal 

rights while ensuring inclusion of disadvantaged groups. The paper delves into landmark cases such as 

“State of Madras v. Smt. Champakam Dorairajan” (1951), “Indra Sawhney v. Union of India” (1992), and 

“M. Nagaraj v. Union of India” (2006) fundamentally altered the legal system of reservations. This review 

analyses key affirmative action court decisions that address problems across caste reservation rules and 

maximum reservation limits as well as so-called creamy layer restrictions. 

Additionally, the paper engages with the social along with political implications of reservations while 

analysing their effects on meritocratic principles and political party strategies while tracking changes in 

reservation requirements. The 103rd Constitutional Amendment (2019) established 10% Economic 

Weaker Section (EWS) reservations while continuing an ongoing discussion about the legitimacy of 

allocating special percentages for different groups. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

As its primary response to longer-term exclusion India applied the reservation system (affirmative action) 

to combat past discrimination directed at underprivileged communities across society. Regular 

employment positions together with college admissions and state assemblies’ seats are set aside under the 

reservation policy that specifically serves Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs) and Other 
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Backward Classes (OBCs). The creators of this policy aimed to give these disadvantaged communities 

that faced centuries of oppression their first reasonable chance at progress in society. 

Equality stands among the foundational principles which the Indian nation adopted through its 

Constitution in 1950. The government enables affirmative action when intended to treat past wrongs and 

progress historically blocked groups but only with specified justifications. India's reservation system exists 

to achieve both equality and social justice which together create its foundational purpose. Indian 

Constitution framers with Dr. B.R. Ambedkar leading the way decided that formal equality did not create 

enough solutions to break down long-standing social hierarchy which promoted discrimination  

The system let discrimination against certain identity markers including religion and caste continue. 

Reservations received constitutional status through Articles 15 and 16 which protected positive 

discrimination toward disadvantaged ethnic groups3. 

The reservation program in India has generated substantial public debate although it pursued honourable 

goals. Through numerous courts challenges the policy system has continued to endure tests of its 

constitutional limits. Almost everyone opposes the reservation policy because they believe it creates social 

divisions based on caste and weakens meritocracy and produces administrative inefficiencies. People 

supporting reservation maintain that it stands as an important method to accomplish real equality while 

handling social and economic inequities and achieving inclusiveness in rulemaking processes and 

educational opportunities. Discourses played central roles in numerous shaping events of Indian Supreme 

Court decisions along with regulatory modifications. 

1.1 The Historical Context of Reservation in India 

India's reservation policy faces legal challenges best understood by studying the historical developments 

which brought forced affirmative action into practice. Throughout India the caste system maintains its 

deep historical roots as a powerful social structure that perpetuates serious discrimination against its 

people. The Scheduled Castes which socially designate as untouchables received extreme exclusivity in 

social, economic, and political realms. Remote areas inhabited by Scheduled Tribes (ST’s) suffered from 

social discrimination while maintaining limited access to vital services. Attempts at social progress have 

extended toward Other Backward Classes who encountered substantial social and economic backwardness 

despite having less oppression than Scheduled Castes or Scheduled Tribes4. 

During pre-independence times social reformers including Dr. B.R. Ambedkar led multiple initiatives to 

resolve the social emergency faced by marginalized groups. Ambedkar brought his experience as a Dalit 

to his constitutional drafting work while he continued his advocacy for marginalized communities' 

upliftment consisting of birth from a Dalit family. The members of the Constituent Assembly including 

him acknowledged that equal laws failed to eliminate deeply entrenched social rankings throughout India. 

Reservation system emerged as a social policy to wipe out the accumulated social disadvantages which 

disadvantaged communities endured throughout history. 

After India achieved independence, the government established the reservation system through existing 

constitutional laws. The political system receives authority from Articles 15(4) and 16(4) to develop 

unique arrangements to improve socially and educationally backward groups with reserved positions for 

government work. According to Article 46 the state should take specific actions that advance the 

educational pursuits along with the economic interests of SCs, STs and OBCs5. This ensures state support 

 
3 Constitution of India, art. 15(4). 
4 P.P. Rao, The Constitution of India 72 (1995). 
5 Constitution of India, art. 46. 
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toward community enhancement. Reservation emerged to provide access and power through 

representation in governments6. 

1.2 The Judicial Interpretation of Reservation Policies 

Since the implementation of the reservation system the judiciary in India has carefully interpreted 

constitutional boundaries of affirmative action provisions. Courts continue working towards appropriate 

consideration between India's constitutional focus on equality alongside practical support provided for 

marginalized communities. Legal resistance to reservation systems fights to determine if such policies 

violate Article 14's Right to Equality and establishment of quota limitations by public authorities. 

Through “State of Madras v. Smt. Champakam Dorairajan” (1951) the courts determined that reservations 

based on caste systems broke Article 15 equality guarantees. The court case generated Constitutional First 

Amendment changes during 1951 which incorporated Article 15(4) to establish reserved educational 

positions for impoverished community members7. Additional court decisions since then at the national 

level solidified the reservation system through the parameters outlining the reservation system established 

in “Indra Sawhney v. Union of India” (1992) through restricting total reservation percent to 50% and by 

creating the "creamy layer" to deny financial advantages to more economically prosperous members of 

the OBCs8. 

Articles 15 and 16 underwent changing legal interpretations due to shifting societal requirements together 

with escalating demands for expanded reservation programs. In the “M. Nagaraj v. Union of India” (2006) 

case the court mandated state demonstration of a community's backward status as a prerequisite to receive 

reservation benefits and prohibition on administrative efficiency deterioration9.Additionally the 103rd 

Constitutional Amendment (2019) created 10% reserved slots for Economically Weaker Sections (EWS) 

which generated further examination over reservations limitations and societal structures10. 

1.3 Social and Political Implications of Reservation 

Social consequences paired with political effects spread widely from this policy. Through this policy 

millions of people from historically neglected communities gained increased educational opportunities 

alongside new employment prospects. The system faces criticism because it extends social divisions 

between castes and maintains identity politics and it eliminates the principle of meritocracy from Public 

Administration. Indian politics displays extensive polarization about this issue because political factions 

consistently use reservation systems to attract voting support from community groups. 

Reservations attract significant political attention because opponents question the fairness of granting 

special advantages to specific groups that lead to cases of disadvantage for others. Proponents defend 

reservation as an essential system for building social inclusion yet critics say it intensifies caste sectarian 

ship by discriminating against better qualified applicants. Critics of the system mostly from upper castes 

claim it produces inefficient systems with reduced educational and public service quality while 

maintaining community dependency patterns. 

The call for broadening reservation policies has intensified after individuals from all social backgrounds 

across economic rankings sought inclusion. The EWS quota successfully established itself as a new 

reservation mechanism designed to support financial challenged general category candidates across India. 

The EWS reservation implementation has triggered a new wave of discussion regarding reservation 

 
6 A. Desai, Affirmative Action and the Indian State 35 (2015). 
7 The First Amendment Act, 1951, No. 68 of 1951, § 2 (India). 
8 Indra Sawhney v. Union of India, (1992) 3 S.C.C. 217. 
9 M. Nagaraj v. Union of India, (2006) 8 S.C.C. 212. 
10 The 103rd Constitutional Amendment, 2019, No. 19 of 2019, § 2 (India). 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250238242 Volume 7, Issue 2, March-April 2025 4 

 

parameters and their influence on scholarships as well as their ability to handle ongoing economic 

inequities in India11. 

 

2. Evolution Of Reservation Policies In India 

Since its implementation India's reservation system has evolved notably through constitutional rulings 

together with political decisions and judicial constitutional interpretations. The system presents an intricate 

combination of equity priorities together with justice measures combined with merit-focused controls. 

This chapter traces the historical roots and evolution of India’s reservation policies, from the pre-

independence period to contemporary developments. 

In 1947 when India achieved independence the caste system had firmly established itself across Indian 

society thus creating massive sociological as well as economically unequal divisions among communities. 

Despite declaring modernization and civil rights guarantees the British colonial authority disabled 

effective policies to support the needs of marginal community members from Scheduled Castes (SC’s) 

and Scheduled Tribes (ST’s). The oppressed groups encountered rigorous discrimination since society 

denied them general opportunities for development together with economic avenues and educational 

access. 

During the nineteenth century social reform activism expanded as efforts mounted to improve conditions 

for deprived populations. Social reformers “Raja Ram Mohan Roy” and “Jyotirao Phule” together with 

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar advocated for constitutional protections of marginalized community rights by fighting 

for better educational access and increased economic opportunity and personal dignity. Dr. Through his 

advocacy Dr. Ambedkar strongly supported reservations specifically as an anti-caste discrimination 

solution. His life work resulted in leadership of the group that drafted India's Constitution12. 

The Constitution of India established the foundation for reserving opportunities during its enactment as 

law in 1950. Formal equality proved inadequate in Dr. B.R. Ambedkar's mind and the minds of other 

Constitution drafters to eradicate the oppression of disadvantaged communities because of the deeply 

rooted nature of the caste system in India. Special measures incorporated into the legal framework because 

of affirmative action requirements. 

The Indian Constitution through Article 15 makes discrimination illegal when based on religion, race, 

caste or sex or birthplace. The law contains special provisions which authorize states to make initiatives 

supporting the advancement of backward social groups and educationally disadvantaged classes. The 

Constitution authorizes educational institutions to establish reservations under Article 15(4) for these 

community groups. Through Article 16(4) the Indian constitution enables government agencies to 

maintain designated employment positions for qualified members of backward classes. Breached to 

support marginalized groups considering past discriminatory patterns built into these regulations13. 

Soon after India achieved independence the government implemented reserved positions for scheduled 

castes and tribes before expanding this system to other backward classes during the 1980s. Through these 

provisos government sought to establish equal ground for these minority communities through improved 

educational services and workforce access and government seat assignments. 

2.1 The Role of the Mandal Commission 

Reservation policy evolution reached one of its essential turning points with the Mandal Commission  

 
11 R. K. Verma, Caste and Social Justice 72 (2007). 
12 Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, Thoughts on Linguistic States 65 (1947). 
13 Constitution of India, art. 16(4). 
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Report of 1980. The government established the Mandal Commission to detect and recommend plans to 

enhance the status of socially and educationally backward classes (OBCs) as part of its objective. In 1980 

the B.P. Mandal led commission presented its report to authorities which suggested establishing 27% of 

positions in government employment and academic settings for members of OBC groups14. 

The Mandal Commission applied its recommendations from the stance that OBC communities faced social 

difficulties despite sort Ordering worse than SCs and STs. The Commission's recommendations 

encountered firm rejection from different social segments although upper Castes vehemently disagreed 

with what they believed was an encroachment of their rights. Council-wide political turbulence generated 

protests which spread across the nation. Prime Minister V.P. Singh led the government which chose to 

enact the recommendations of the Mandal Commission during 1990. 

The Mandal Commission's recommendation implementation introduced OBC groups into the affirmative 

action framework making a watershed moment in the hot contentious issue of caste-based special 

treatment. Indian society grew progressively divided after the government approved OBC affirmative 

action policies which intensified discussions about caste priority quotas. 

Many citizens have benefited from the reservation policy yet it remains under continuous judicial scrutiny. 

Through constitutional interpretation and effective navigation of both reservation supporter and opponent 

concerns the Indian judiciary has crucially influenced the development of reservation policies. Multiple 

court decisions have outlined how reservation policy’s function and what limitations these rules imply. 

At the outset of reservation implementation, the Supreme Court rendered its decision against caste-based 

admission preferences in educational institutions through “State of Madras v. Smt. Champakam 

Dorairajan” (1951). The First Amendment to the Constitution of 1951 introduced Article 15(4) which 

allowed measures to advance backward classes. The Indian legal foundation allowing reservations began 

with this constitutional amendment15. 

In 1992 the Supreme Court of India delivered its 'landmark' court decision regarding OBC reservations in 

“Indra Sawhney v. Union of India”. The Supreme Court decided to maintain a 27% reservation for OBCs 

while establishing multiple vital requirements. The Court determined that overall reservation quotas must 

stop at 50% unless being in exceptional circumstances. The "creamy layer" separation distinguished 

wealthier OBC members from receiving participation in OBC-based reservations while directing benefits 

toward the community's poorest members16. 

After Indra Sawhney and MC Tora judgments the debate about reservations remained an ongoing legal 

issue. The Supreme Court in “M. Nagaraj v. Union of India (2006)” declared OBC government job 

reservations valid only when states proved both their community's backward status along with insufficient 

hiring of OBC personnel without sacrificing efficiency in public service delivery. The judgment declared 

that reservation policies rely on objective standards rather than exclusive social or political determinants17. 

Recent years brought changes to the reservation system after Economic Weaker Sections (EWS) became 

an added category. As per Article 103(1) of the 2019 Indian Constitution various sections of the population 

received 10% fixed quota availability based on economic standing to secure political representation for 

less privileged general caste members. According to the EWS quota system it provides access to lower-

income groups across all castes and communities18. 

 
14 S.C. Dube, The Caste System and Social Mobility 23 (2002). 
15 The First Amendment Act, 1951, No. 68 of 1951, § 2 (India). 
16 Indra Sawhney v. Union of India, (1992) 3 S.C.C. 217. 
17 M. Nagaraj v. Union of India, (2006) 8 S.C.C. 212. 
18 M. S. Bhat, Economic and Social Change in India 112 (2010). 
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Critical debate has emerged about the new EWS quota policy because it compromises the exclusive focus 

on caste-based appointments while ignoring what creates social unfairness. Supporters maintain these 

changes are essential so reservations incorporate disadvantaged groups from all strata of society as well 

as address universal economic and social challenges they encounter. 

2.2 Social and Political Implications of Reservation 

Through reservation the system offers social mobility opportunities to millions of people yet produces 

substantive social alongside political effects. Advocates of reservation systems say historical remedial 

measures along with social equity form the basis for why they are necessary. Although objections exist 

the SCs STs and OBCs represent only a small portion in areas such as education and public service and 

political representation. 

The reservation system faces intense opposition from both upper caste communities and proponents of 

attainment because they believe social status distinctions conflict with expert performance and honest 

assessment. Reservation policies maintain caste identification in society while building lasting social 

entitlement hampering efforts towards original sources of disparity according to dissidents. 

Reservation system establishes deep political results that impact every level of society. India currently 

uses reservation as a fundamental political matter because different parties exploit this approach to gain 

support from certain demographic groups. The discussions about reservation policies maintain their 

powerful influence on electoral politics embracing four categories which include OBCs, SCs, STs as well 

as EWS. Political parties now face a difficult task of administrating reservation policies through multiple 

considerations between insights of social equality and thoughts on individual excellence and operational 

effectiveness. 

 

3. Constitutional Challenges To Reservation Policies In India 

The Indian reservation system has remained under continuous judicial evaluation and political controversy 

since its first inception. The Indian Constitution allows affirmative action through its provisions yet the 

execution of reservation policies encounters regular obstacles. This chapter examines major legal 

challenges facing Indian reservation policies while focusing on constitutional issues about equality 

standards and state's authority to establish special programs for backward class advancement. We analyse 

legal challenges directed at India's reservation system by looking at major judicial cases and interventions. 

Through Articles 15(4) and 16(4) of the Constitution India establishes procedures for implementing 

affirmative action to help socially and educationally backward classes. The Established provisions 

encounter judicial challenges which produce multiple court interpretations. Constitutional challenges are 

facing the reservation policy by examining its impact on violating fundamental equality rights under 

Article 14. 

Article 14 guarantees equality before the law and equal protection of the laws to all citizens. The 

reservation system meets criticism as supporters claim it sacrifices equality by offering reserved benefits 

through caste definitions rather than specific individual competency elements. This system discriminates 

between equally eligible citizens according to critics who believe it contradicts Article 14. Proponents of 

reservation system claim that affirmative action remains essential to remedy remaining inequalities 

beyond constitutional guarantees of official equality. The supporters believe reservations function to 

establish substantive equality without showing discriminatory behaviour. Various constitutional 

challenges and judicial explanations have used this control as their primary foundation. 

During “State of Madras v. Smt. Champakam Dorairajan” (1951) the Supreme Court of India determined  
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that caste-based educational reservation blocks equality rights under Article 14. The judgment led to the 

First Amendment's passage in the Constitution (1951) that established Article 15(4) as a protection for 

making specialized arrangements to advance backward groups. The beginning of judicial acceptance 

regarding affirmative action as a tool to advance social justice occurred at this point19. 

The recommendation of a 27% reservation for Other Backward Classes (OBCs) in public sector work and 

educational facilities appeared through the Mandal Commission Report in 1980. Despite facing extensive 

opposition mainly from upper-caste groups the report received minimal immediate implementation. 

Mandal Commission's recommendations about backward class quotas faced a legal challenge which 

stemmed to India's Supreme Court through “Indra Sawhney v. Union of India (1992)”. Fate determining 

for Indian reservations evolved from this  case. 

The Supreme Court maintained OBCs' 27% quota in the Indra Sawhney case yet mandated this policy 

adherence to specific requirements. This Supreme Court ruling that limited all total reserved seats to 50% 

of total seats has applied multiple times in subsequent reservation court cases. Through this important 

interpretation of the Constitution the Court established a vital framework for equal affirmative action 

through constitutional balancing of equality standards. Under this development the Supreme Court 

established a creamy layer minimum wealth criterion for OBC members to exclude affluent group 

members from receiving reservation benefits while delivering benefits only to disadvantaged OBC 

members20. 

For reservations to be valid according to this decision states need to demonstrate both social and 

educational backwardness of specific communities. Fundamental judgments on reservations proved that 

affirmative action programs should follow criteria of both reasonable factors and proportional 

relationships between groups21. 

3.1 Judicial Scrutiny and the Limits of Reservation 

Reservation policies have repeatedly received Supreme Court approval but the Court demands regular 

evaluations and imposed boundaries because caste-based identity should not persist permanently. The 

Supreme Court in “M. Nagaraj v. Union of India” (2006) permitted reservations for OBCs in government 

jobs when states demonstrate community backwardness and maintain governmental effectiveness. 

According to the Court reservations must not bestowed casually but through established reviews of 

affirmative action requirements. According to the court's decision states need to exercise their reservation 

power cautiously to prevent unwarranted reservation misuse22. 

According to the Supreme Court repeated its stance against indefinite reservation duration requiring 

periodic reviews of its validity. The court said public employment should maintain merit standards while 

protecting the essential principles of social justice. The court established rules which accomplished the 

achievement of social justice while ensuring that government performance requirements and merit stayed 

intact. 

A major test for reservation policy emerged during “T. M. A Pai Foundation v. State of Karnataka” (2002). 

During this case the Supreme Court examined whether private educational institutions could adopt 

reservation practices. The Court decided states could control educational organizations but restrictions on 

admitting students through quotas violated their self-governance rights in independent private learning 

 
19 State of Madras v. Smt. Champakam Dorairajan, (1951) S.C.R. 526. 
20 Indra Sawhney v. Union of India, (1992) 3 S.C.C. 217. 
21 R. Bhargava, The Politics of Reservation in India 59 (2000). 
22 M. Nagaraj v. Union of India, (2006) 8 S.C.C. 212. 
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centres. The legal decision validated reservations serve an essential purpose in public institutions yet 

recognizes a complete ban on these policies for independent private educational institutions operated 

outside state control23. 

3.2 The Economic Weaker Section (EWS) Quota and New Constitutional Challenges 

The recent 103rd Constitutional Amendment (2019) created new constitutional questions with its 

implementation of 10% EWS (economically weaker sections) reservation within general categories. 

Affirmative action activism under the amendment incorporated economic socioeconomic background as 

a criterion for exclusion from special admission programs without any consideration of caste position. The 

new EWS quota system created problems by contradicting central reservation principles which demanded 

social and educational backwardness requirements over economic status limits. 

During a Supreme Court hearing in “Jarnail Singh v. Lachhmi Narain Gupta” (2018) successfully 

defended the principle of excluding "creamy layer" members from OBC reservations so the panel endorsed 

its use for the EWS classification. The judicial authority declared that the purpose of affirmative action 

cannot reach persons from economically capable segments of backward classes. The court's decision 

consolidated the background concept of the creamy layer that explained in Indra Sawhney24. 

The EWS reservation program created to solve economic disparities has received objections which argue 

it weakens existing caste-based reservation structures. Opponents believe this scheme reduces attention to 

caste discrimination despite its severity as a social problem throughout India. Advocates maintain that 

economic background serves as equally vital a marker for backwardness especially within an expanding 

economy with increasing income differences. Federal authorities must determine systematically which 

factors should carry more weight in decisions about criteria for caste-based quotas. 

The effort to reserve specific positions harbours constant conflicts between maintaining societal equity 

while preserving analytical achievement. The shifting size and complexity of India's economy will 

determine the direction which reservation policy matters take in the future. The next major question faces 

the challenge of delivering reservations to the poorest communities without producing fresh forms of 

social exclusion or inequality. 

In various judgments the Supreme Court consistently emphasizes that reservations need to be adapted 

based on social conditions. The Supreme Court balances social justice concerns against individual rights 

when defining reservation procedures to solve both historical and present-day problems of inequality. 

Increasing complexity in the reservation system with factors such as EWS quotas and creamy layer 

developments requires ongoing judicial evaluation. The key test will be to sustain the power of affirmative 

action beyond the protection of individual rights and without allowing political interests to misuse it or 

impede the upward movement of qualified people. 

 

4. Case Studies Of Constitutional Challenges To Reservation Policies 

To date India has faced multiple legal challenges against its policy of caste-based reservations. Supreme 

Court decisions have established the principles which guide how reservations operate throughout the 

country. This section evaluates distinctive case precedents which established crucial legal guidelines about 

affirmative action measures and there. Connection to the Indian Constitution. 

4.1 State of Madras v. Smt. Champakam Dorairajan (1951) 

This case marked the first significant constitutional challenge to the reservation policy and had profound  

 
23 T. M. A. Pai Foundation v. State of Karnataka, (2002) 8 S.C.C. 481. 
24 Jarnail Singh v. Lachhmi Narain Gupta, (2018) 8 S.C.C. 761. 
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implications for the interpretation of Article 15 of the Indian Constitution. The State of Madras had 

implemented a scheme of reservation for backward classes in medical colleges, but this scheme led to the 

exclusion of certain communities that not considered backward by the state. Smt. Champakam Dorairajan, 

a student from the general category, challenged the reservation policy, arguing that it violated her 

fundamental right to equality under Article 14 of the Constitution. 

The Supreme Court, in a landmark judgment, ruled in favour of Champakam Dorairajan, holding that the 

reservation policy violated Article 14, which guarantees equality before the law. The Court emphasized 

that the Constitution’s provisions, particularly Articles 14 and 15, were meant to ensure equality, and that 

any exceptions to these provisions had to be strictly within the framework set by the Constitution. In 

response to this judgment, the Government of India passed the First Constitutional Amendment in 1951, 

which inserted Article 15(4), allowing for special provisions for the advancement of backward classes25. 

This case was a turning point as it set the stage for the introduction of affirmative action in a structured 

manner, leading to the development of reservation policies in education and employment. However, it also 

highlighted the tension between caste-based reservations and the fundamental right to equality, a tension 

that would continue to shape future legal and political debates. 

4.2 Indra Sawhney v. Union of India (1992) 

The decision in Indra Sawhney case, or Mandal Commission case stands as the leading judgment regarding 

reservations in Indian society. After the Government of India selected to deploy the Mandal Commission 

Report recommendations for 27% position allocations among Other Backward Classes workers parallel 

to established Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes reservation segments during that time. 

The parties contesting at court claimed that affirmative action conflicted with equality standards and 

created unfavourable circumstances against unreserved population groups. Though the Supreme Court 

authorized the 27% OBC quotient it established specific boundaries in its judgment. Subsequent 

reservation cases have adopted the Supreme Court's decision that the combined reservations in government 

job positions must stay beneath 50% of available seats. Social and educational backwardness served as 

the primary qualifying factor for reservation benefits while economic background alone did not suffice for 

eligibility. The High Court created the definition of the "creamy layer" within OBCs by establishing which 

higher-income members of backward communities could not access these designated benefits26. 

The court's ruling served two important functions: first it developed specific procedures for allocating 

reserved spots to OBCs yet simultaneously it confirmed that reservations functioned to rectify pervasive 

social gaps. The ruling produced two key insights but also exposed continuing debates about how many 

exceptions to merit-based selection policies should granted for affirmative action programs. 

4.3 M. Nagaraj v. Union of India (2006) 

In this case judges issued a landmark decision about reservations for backward classes within public 

employment. The government made its decision to create reservations for OBC candidates in public sector 

positions upon the recommendations of the Mandal Commission. Several state governments teamed up 

with the petitioners to challenge before the court the validity of reservations in the Constitution under the 

right to equality. 

The Supreme Court supported reservations in its decision while implementing strong requirements. 

According to Article 16(4) of the Constitution the state needs evidence of both social backwardness and 

backwardness in education to justify employment reservations. The judicial body specified that state 

 
25 State of Madras v. Smt. Champakam Dorairajan, (1951) S.C.R. 526. 
26 Indra Sawhney v. Union of India, (1992) 3 S.C.C. 217. 
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authorities should demonstrate how these set-aside positions will not decrease public sector output 

effectiveness. According to the Court's verdict reservations need periodic evaluations to determine their 

continuing effectiveness and necessity27. 

Administrative efficiency receives equal attention as social justice within the M. Nagaraj case system. 

Reservations stand as necessary social justice instruments but need careful implementation which follows 

broader governance goals. 

4.4 T. M. A. Pai Foundation v. State of Karnataka (2002) 

This case evaluated how private educational institutions should address reservation policies. During the 

case the petitioners submitted their position that unaided private education establishments should avoid 

following public institution reservation standards. The court had to determine if the right to operate 

educational facilities governed by Article 19(1)(g) should yield to state-imposed reservation requirements. 

The Supreme Court established those unaided private educational institutions must operate independently 

and consequently could not obliged to use admissions reservations. According to the court's decision State 

institutions must ensure private establishments provide admission approaches that ensure fair treatment 

alongside adequate services for disadvantaged groups. The Court allowed postgraduate courses to adopt 

reservation policies when the state provided funding28. 

Selected Items Body as a landmark case defined exactly how much the government could intervene in 

private businesses especially regarding reservation policy implementation. Among its outcomes the case 

established institutional autonomy as a key element in conversations about reservation policies. 

4.5 Jarnail Singh v. Lachhmi Narain Gupta (2018) 

In this Supreme Court addressed the question of Other Backward Classes (OBC) Creamy Layer guidelines. 

The petitioners filed their challenge against Non-Creamy Layer (NCL) criteria along with its 

administrative application throughout OBC job reservations in government positions. According to the 

Supreme Court's decision the exclusion of wealthy backward community members from reservation 

benefits known as the creamy layer principle passes constitutional scrutiny. According to the Court's 

decision the use of the principle should encompass OBCs and all reserved classes in order to deliver 

affirmative action benefits to determinedly disadvantaged individuals29. 

This decision contributed new difficulties to the active arguments regarding how affirmative action should 

balance with retained merit standards. Reservations should target people who face severe disadvantage 

instead of protecting those who succeeded over societal barriers according to the supreme court. 

 

5. Constitutional Validity Of Reservation Policies In India 

The validity of India's reservation system meets strong legal debate when analysed alongside important 

constitutional rights that protect equality while allowing free access to education and employment. The 

Indian Constitution recognizes reservations as tools for improved group social justice but these policies 

must fulfil constitutional requirements of legal equality. The present chapter evaluates both the 

constitutional authority and conceptual evolution of affirmative action selection policies in India through 

the lens of fundamental legal principles and judicial court determinations. 

The Indian Constitution established during 1949 established affirmative action programs to bridge 

developmental gaps of Scheduled Castes (SC’s), Scheduled Tribes (ST’s) and subsequently Other 

 
27 M. Nagaraj v. Union of India, (2006) 8 S.C.C. 212. 
28 T. M. A. Pai Foundation v. State of Karnataka, (2002) 8 S.C.C. 481. 
29 Jarnail Singh v. Lachhmi Narain Gupta, (2018) 8 S.C.C. 761. 
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Backward Classes (OBC’s). Indian reservation policies established by Articles 15 and 16 in the 

Constitution of India. Article 15 safeguards citizens from discrimination based on religious or racial or 

caste or sex or birthplace factors yet Article 15(4) empowers states to implement special programs for 

backward class advancement. Article 16(4 protects reservations as a mechanism to achieve equal 

employment for backward classes. 

The First Amendment (1951) consolidated legal support for programs that reserved opportunities for 

backward classes through the addition of Article 15(4). After the “State of Madras v. Smt. Champakam 

Dorairajan” (1951) case decided courts against reservations the amendment introduced Article 15(4) along 

with constitutional safeguards for backward classes. The government received constitutional power to 

establish affirmative action measures specifically for backward class groups through this amendment. The 

constitutional provisions together with new law amendments create India's formal legal structure for 

reservation policies that keeps affirmative action as a central element of its social policy approach30. 

The Constitution maintains unambiguous authorization for affirmative action yet the Supreme Court of 

India acts primarily in establishing the precise terms of this policy including constitutional recognition 

parameters. During “Indra Sawhney v. Union of India” (1992) the judges needed to find equilibrium 

between equality with social justice until they could reach their verdict. Several petitioners contested the 

benefits recommended by the Mandal Commission for Other Backward Classes (OBC’s) that sought 27% 

reservations in government employment services because they argued against violations to Article 14's 

equality principle. 

The Supreme Court supported reserved OBC positions but established no more than 50% of total available 

opportunities for affirmative action activities. The Supreme Court established "creamy layer" limits to 

OBC reservations by permitting wealthier sections of backward groups to exclude themselves from the 

system. This new principle introduced to ensure that only the most marginalized parts of society received 

affirmative action benefits while maintaining constitutionally valid reservations31.The Supreme Court 

decision confirmed its authority to evaluate the legitimacy of booked slots. 

5.1 Reservations in Education: From Primary to Higher Education 

Reservation systems serve as an essential mechanism which provides backward communities access to 

educational opportunities. Numerous legal tests have executed to determine if educational reservation 

policies meet constitutional standards. “T.M.A. Pai Foundation v. State of Karnataka” (2002) undertook 

legislative coverage of admissions policies with reservation provisions in private educational institutions. 

The Supreme Court recognized the state's power to set aside seats for reservations within aided educational 

establishments yet stated that unaided private colleges lacked this requirement. 

Under legal judgment this judicial body approved the application of reservations to postgraduate courses 

in privately financed educational institutions receiving state funding. The judgment exposed a debate 

about which force should decide between private institutions' self-governance and state duties regarding 

educational access for disadvantaged groups. Private institutions wield autonomy yet face no exemption 

from upholding social justice and equality practices according to the court's decision. States retain 

authority to introduce reservation policies in private educational institutions that accept public funding 

according to the ruling32. 

Current debates about constitutional reservation validity have emerged because of recent EWS economic  

 
30 State of Madras v. Smt. Champakam Dorairajan, (1951) S.C.R. 526. 
31 S. R. Ramaswamy, Merit and Reservations: A Study of India’s Legal Landscape 67 (2017). 
32 T.M.A. Pai Foundation v. State of Karnataka, (2002) 8 S.C.C. 481. 
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reservation implementation. A 10% reservation system for economically disadvantaged members of the 

general category people received legal approval through the 103rd Constitutional amendment in 2019. This 

amendment generated queries regarding whether economic underprivileged status as an independent 

criterion without caste recognition provides adequate grounds for reservations. 

Opponents objected to using economic criteria with reservations because they feared it could damage the 

established system that specifically had supported caste-based victims of historical oppression. In “Jarnail 

Singh v. Lachhmi Narain Gupta” (2018) Supreme Court ruling defended the creamy layer principle for 

OBC caste members. The recent addition of economic criteria in reservation policies has expanded 

affirmative action prescriptions in India making legal interpretation of such policies substantially more 

challenging33. 

Supreme Court justices have not officially defined EWS reservation's constitutional status while the 103rd 

Amendment triggered intensive political and legal debates about quota developments. Critics disagree 

about whether the EWS quota reveals upper-caste economic disparities yet others defend existing 

reservation policies to fight caste-based discrimination34. 

5.2 Constitutional Amendments and Reservations: The Ongoing Evolution 

The Indian Constitution has received numerous amendments because they aimed to preserve an effective 

reservation policy. Article 15(4) gained approval through the First Amendment (1951) while several 

constitutional amendments since then have enhanced affirmative action provisions. The 77th Amendment 

(1995) together with the 81st Amendment (2000) established new regulations which expanded the 

availability of backward class reservations in public sector employment positions. The introduced reforms 

served to protect backward class groups from losing promotional opportunities through caste-based 

reservations35. 

Through the 85th Amendment (2001) the regulation of reservation took further shape regarding SC/ST 

promotion opportunities while mandating reservation functions across all public employment stages. The 

succession of constitutional changes tracked Indian reservations systematic modifications across 

socioeconomic environments with loyalty to social equality tenets. 

The legal approval of reservation policies occurs while implementation difficulties persist with respect to 

their execution. Observants believe that continuous use of reservations creates and sustains a social 

categorization system that produces social further split in society. These naysayers support selection of 

quota recipients through economic ranking and qualifications instead of caste. Some people maintain that 

the existence of reservations produces undeserved barriers that keep worthy general category candidates 

out of elite educational and occupational positions. 

Things are different because supporters of reservations maintain that this policy stays obligatory because 

of the deeply rooted social inequalities existing in India. Education and employment reservations exist 

today as pathways which help historically disadvantaged populations gain access to opportunities to 

overcome past discrimination. The constitutional validity and application of reservation policies will 

certainly face sustained legal analysis alongside political dispute as India proceeds through its social and 

economic development36. 

 

 
33 Jarnail Singh v. Lachhmi Narain Gupta, (2018) 8 S.C.C. 761. 
34 The 103rd Constitutional Amendment, No. 19 of 2019, § 2 (India). 
35 77th Amendment Act, 1995 (India); 81st Amendment Act, 2000 (India). 
36 P. Chandra, India’s Affirmative Action Debate: A Legal and Political Analysis 98 (2008). 
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6. Socio-Economic Impact Of Reservation Policies In India 

Over many decades the Indian reservation guidelines created for marginalized communities produced 

extensive socio-economic changes throughout India. The social framework of India has changed through 

educational and occupational and political representation opportunities given to SC’s, ST’s and OBC 

groups because of these policies which uphold social justice through affirmative action. Reservations 

through public policy have expanded access to opportunities for numerous individuals but this approach 

fuels discussions about performance standards alongside social integration effects and operational 

effectiveness. Exploring the socio-political economic repercussions of Indian reservation policies forms 

the focus of this chapter through an evaluation of both their achievements and existing difficulties. 

 6.1 Improvement in Educational Access and Outcomes 

The main purpose behind India's reservation system aims at establishing greater educational opportunities 

for populations which have traditionally experienced educational deprivation. Policy makers enacted 

educational reservations across public and private institutions to allow backward communities entry into 

academic institutions. The educational achievement levels of SC’s and ST’s and OBCs have notably 

improved because of this policy change. 

Students from marginalized backgrounds who previously could not study medical fields and engineering 

or law now access these professional courses at growing rates. Economic inequality in India started to 

decrease through higher education admission policies at key educational facilities such as Indian Institutes 

of Technology (IITs) and Indian Institutes of Management (IIMs). Studies demonstrate that academic 

participation among members of SCs, STs, and OBC communities has grown consistently since 

institutions gained diverse student populations. Education quality and the social-economic background 

preparation gap continue to present major challenges for students. Educational setbacks during their 

academic journey can often occur because backward class students enter higher education with unequal 

prior education experience. Through special coaching and pre-admission training programs the 

government seeks to resolve these issues. The problem of educational inequality continues to exist even 

after these current efforts however, additional reforms must be established to make reservation policies 

work properly37. 

6.2 Increased Representation in Government and Public Sector Employment 

Through reservations India has made major strides towards equitable representation of minority groups in 

both government positions and public sector work. Before reservation policies existed society experienced 

an underrepresentation of people from SCs STs and OBCs within government jobs which led these groups 

to lack both administrative and political control. The creation of public employment reservation systems 

has produced a government body which better represents India's ethnic makeup. 

The numbers of government officials in three specific services - the Indian Administrative Service (IAS) 

Indian Police Service (IPS) and Indian Foreign Service (IFS) - contain substantial increases in 

representatives from Scheduled Castes (SC’s) Scheduled Tribes (ST’s) and Other Backwards Classes 

(OBCs). Reservations create opportunities for marginalized community members to shape policy 

decisions and execute law components and administration which directly contributes to fair government 

systems. Research demonstrates that reservation programs increase civil service presence from diverse 

backgrounds while intensifying both fairness in governance systems and inclusive management 

approaches. Opponents claim that the reservation methodology weakens merit selection processes thereby 

 
37 S. R. Ramaswamy, Merit and Reservations: A Study of India’s Legal Landscape 115 (2017). 
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producing inefficiencies within public administrative systems. Apart from government appointments 

through reservations some have questioned the ability of selected candidates to excel in demanding public 

sector roles because of questions about their professional skills and training structure38. 

The government has started multiple programs which focus on improving workforce professionalism and 

competence within backward class personnel through training workshops on leadership ability 

development and skill enhancement. Public services delivered by people from marginalized communities 

have shown a consistent improvement due to the government's institutional reforms. 

Through its reservation system India has fundamentally changed who gets represented within political 

bodies which control local administration and legislative authorities. Through reserved constituencies 

SC’s and ST’s maintain representation within the three major legislative bodies which consist of the Lok 

Sabha (the lower house of Parliament), Rajya Sabha (the upper house) and state assemblies. These political 

choices enable minority communities to both select their own representatives to positions of power as well 

as actively participate in legislative decision making processes. 

Local self-government institutions through reservation gained traction when SC and ST candidates 

increased their numbers as elected representatives in both village and district councils. Backward 

communities underline this development as an essential path to gain political power and social progress. 

Research indicates that descriptive representation numbers of marginalized community women are 

expanding which deepens political involvement among historically excluded social groups39. 

Despite its acceptance the political reservation system faces criticism for creating political organizations 

based on patronage systems that spontaneously choose backward community promotional candidates only 

because of their identity instead of their expertise qualities. The high-scale implementation of political 

reservation has prompted questions about both the effectiveness and the responsibility of governmental 

institutions serving reserved communities. Political reservations remain essential for including members 

of disadvantaged communities even though they have sparked numerous concerns. 

6.3 Economic Impact and Income Inequality 

The economic benefits of reservations have helped uplift numerous members from underserved 

populations yet experts remain divided about their broader economic implications. Implementation of 

reservations has given SC’s, ST’s and OBC’s equal access to lucrative employment while simultaneously 

raising their quality of life and creating opportunities for upward social mobility. Protected reservations 

generate different economic benefits for various social castes because marginalized communities show 

internal economic differences in distribution. 

The Supreme Court established the Reservation for Admission Order in “Indra Sawhney v. Union of India 

(1992)” to provide reservations exclusively to economically underprivileged members of backward class 

communities. A sustained level of economic imbalance between different subgroups exists within 

marginalized populations. The temporary advantages provided by reservations fail to remedy the 

fundamental social inequalities that exist because of unequal access to land and capital resources. Studies 

demonstrate that policies to develop the economy for poverty elimination along with welfare systems 

demonstrate stronger potential to solve inequality problems instead of depending solely on reservations40. 

Historically marginalized groups have benefited from reservations but these benefits sparked major 

societal conflict between different social groups. Personal and academic discussions have emerged about 

 
38 M. Agarwal, Caste-Based Reservations: A Constitutional Perspective 140 (2017). 
39 M. S. Bhat, Economic and Social Change in India 120 (2010). 
40 P. Chandra, India’s Affirmative Action Debate: A Legal and Political Analysis 120 (2008). 
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caste-based reservations because these policies allegedly heighten caste conflicts because they reinforce 

both collective caste consciousness and caste-related nationalist movements. Upper-caste communities 

feel increasing resentment because they believe reservations provide an unfair advantage to lower caste 

groups during job and educational opportunity competitions. 

The Canadian ethnic challenges to the government's policies became visible through multiple violent flare-

ups across the country both through protests against Mandal Commission recommendations during 1990s 

and later through opposition to economically weaker sections software quota in recent times. Supporters 

contend that the reservation system has mismatched with its goal of creating equality by deepening caste 

gaps throughout Indian society. The caste-based affirmative action advocates claim historical injustice 

needs correction while believing the main priority remains opportunity equality versus achieving the same 

results41. 

 

7. The Future Of Reservation Policies In India 

Every year India faces exhaustive legal along with political and social debates about its reservation policies 

designed for historically disenfranchised communities. The reservation policies produce positive results 

by empowering Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs) and Other Backward Classes (OBCs) 

but concerns about their lasting effects and policy reform situations continue to grow. The assessment of 

India's reservation policies requires a new approach that takes into account present obstacles and social 

transformation while its economy and political system continues to develop. 

Initially put into effect to combat lower-caste communities' historical oppression and exclusion from 

society the Indian reservation system was intended to do so. The system garners success in several areas 

yet experts across India currently agree the system requires reform. The main opposition to caste-based 

reservations contends that these policies maintain their system instead of working towards its elimination. 

Some experts object to class-based quota systems because they reinforce caste discrimination while 

establishing caste-focused political interests that prevent caste groups from blending into society. 

The future of reform presents a potential solution which substitutes caste-based reservations with 

economic-based reservations. This system provides economic-based reservations to everyone who meets 

financial criteria rather than considering caste divisions. The rising issue of economic inequality requires 

immediate attention since people see it as the fundamental cause of social inequity. Advocates support 

economic classifications rather than caste identifications because they believe such system ensures equal 

access to resources for everyone according to their financial standing. The change would simultaneously 

decrease conflicts between caste groups along with creating a society which rewards merit instead of 

background factors. The change of approach comes under criticism because it would potentially lower the 

emphasis on caste-driven social mistreatment while disregarding progress accomplished by low-caste 

communities42. 

7.1 The Role of Education in Shaping the Future of Reservations 

The major issue which affects the reservation system stems from educational differences between 

backward communities and non-backward communities. Education reservations serve as little protection 

for students from underprivileged communities because they receive insufficient primary education 

combined with financial challenges and lack of readiness programs. The educational gap from primary 

education makes it difficult to close the merit gap despite higher education reservation opportunities. 

 
41 B. P. Mandal, Report of the Mandal Commission (1980). 
42 P. S. Dhingra, Affirmative Action in India: A Legal and Political Analysis 115 (2012). 
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The effectiveness of reservations will increase when backward communities receive better quality 

education during primary and secondary school levels. It is essential to solve problems in schools that 

serve marginalized populations because they often experience inadequate facilities and lack qualified 

teachers and insufficient funding. Specialized coaching classes combined with mentorship programs 

should guide students from backward communities to obtain better results in competitive examinations 

thus making reservations in higher education productive43. 

The development of skill-based programs for youth from marginalized communities requires enhancement 

through educational training programs which should include vocational workshops and entrepreneurship 

courses. The implementation of practical skill training for young people boosts their worker suitability 

while minimizing their dependency on basic reservation system services. The global economy 

transformation requires students to gain technical knowledge and entrepreneurial training together with 

digital skills to face future challenges. Such reforms would lead to sustainable reservation policies because 

they will establish equal treatment opportunities for people from marginalized communities44. 

7.2 The Debate Over Expanding Reservations: Social Justice vs. Merit 

Reservations face an ongoing debate because it creates a struggle between priorities of social justice and 

meritocratic admission procedures. Admission to educational institutions along with recruitments for 

government jobs should focus on merit as the main determining factor according to this point of view. The 

practice of reserving places through quotas about backward classes creates opposition because it stands 

against the concept of merit-based selection and produces poor efficiency results in the public sector. 

According to their rationale merit-based selection allows the most competent people to obtain positions 

and academic placements so bureaucracy stays efficient and society gets the most skilled candidates. 

Social justice proponents maintain reservation systems should prevail over merit because the society since 

its inception has remained unequal. Modern society uses reservations to solve past inequality issues by 

ensuring fair treatment of groups facing discriminatory disadvantages. The proponents maintain that merit 

has no objective meaning when separated from social background while reservations create equality 

opportunities for groups who would otherwise be denied chances because of their economic standing. 

Public officials need to properly adjust the relationship between ensuring social justice and promoting 

national excellence. Social justice demands the implementation of reservations but these programs must 

maintain needed excellence and competition standards. A potential remedy for this issue is to adapt merit 

criteria to include objective evaluations of opposing background influences that disadvantaged people 

encounter. The evaluation process needs a revision to assess candidate aptitudes through new models that 

combine academic records with social status and personal achievements against socioeconomic barriers. 

A model that unites merit-based goals with social justice principles would establish an expansive and 

diverse system for picking candidates and promotable staff45. 

The Indian government implemented a 10% reservation strategy for Economically Weaker Sections 

(EWS) in general categories during 2019 marking the start of economic-based affirmative action instead 

of caste worldwide. The new system stood out from traditional reservation systems based on castes. The 

103rd Constitutional Amendment Act created the path for EWS quota but it faces widespread political 

controversy. 

The EWS reservation receives backing from supporters because they see it as a vital solution to rising  

 
43 V. K. Gupta, Caste and Social Justice: The Changing Discourse in India 88 (2009). 
44 K. B. Yadav, Skills Development for Marginalized Communities 112 (2015). 
45 S. B. Verma, Merit and Social Justice in India: The Debate Over Reservations 73 (2017). 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250238242 Volume 7, Issue 2, March-April 2025 17 

 

social economic disparities in India. The proponents believe economic status reservations for all socially 

disadvantaged people will pave the way for society to become more inclusive and balanced. Some analysts 

say the EWS quota goes against the very purpose of reservations because these provisions were created 

originally to help SC’s, ST’s and OBC’s who had experienced past discrimination. The new policy 

advocates stand against caste-based reservations by stating that it weakens these benefits and creates 

additional complexities for social justice. The identification of needy individuals among the general 

population becomes difficult due to the creamy layer concept which eliminates wealthier backward class 

members. 

The EWS reservation system faces an undetermined future because it likely will continue to generate legal 

and political discussions. India faces multiple challenges regarding economic inequality and social justice 

and affirmative action which will determine how EWS reservations will develop within the nationwide 

reservation system46. 

7.3 The Role of Judicial Oversight in Shaping Future Reservation Policies 

The Supreme Court of India developed and preserved the legal structure governing reservations operations 

throughout India through its decision-making process. Through various important decisions the Court both 

determined the extent of reserved positions and set maximum thresholds like the restriction to fifty percent 

reservations in institutions of learning and government service. Through implementation of the creamy 

layer principle (and other vital principles) the Court directs benefits toward genuinely marginalized 

groups. 

The judicial system stands as the essential force for determining future boundaries of reservation policies. 

While protecting social justice the Court should collaborate with equality principles to develop a 

reservation system that satisfies both effectiveness and fairness requirements. To address future needs the 

Court should review both how well current affirmative action through reservations fulfils economic and 

social requirements of marginalized populations and if economic-based reservation options should 

implemented instead47. 

 

8. The Political Ramifications Of Reservation Policies In India 

The institutionalized social policies through reservations in India produce extended political impacts. The 

reservation system transformed Indian socio-economic realities during decades while turning into an 

essential political resource used by various political groups and social movements. The policy began with 

the goal to remedy several hundred years of social imbalances between castes. The evolution of reservation 

policies into a controversial political matter has gained significant influence on elections and party politics 

and national policy formation. This chapter investigates the political effects of reservation policies in India 

by analysing their utilization by political parties and their electoral consequences together with their 

general political results. 

The institution of reservations has brought about caste-based politics as one of its principal political 

impacts. The formalization of reservations led political organizations to start gathering support through 

caste affiliation by making pledges to defend various Scheduled Caste (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST) and 

Other Backward Class (OBC) communities. The Indian electoral system incorporates caste-based voting 

patterns as a crucial element because of this historical context. 

Political parties operating in states having substantial backward caste populations have advanced  

 
46 P. Chandra, Economic Inclusion and Social Justice in India 78 (2017). 
47 N. R. Sharma, Reservations in the Indian Context: Economic vs. Caste 134 (2014). 
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reservation policies because it strengthens their electoral standing. The Indian National Congress (INC) 

along with the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) and the Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) have constructed their 

entire political foundations on caste-based affirmative action policies. The parties declare they represent 

minority groups by offering the reservation system to help these groups achieve social and economic 

advancement. The BSP extensively relies on the reservation system to empower Dalits and OBCs as a 

core political approach in Uttar Pradesh as well as numerous other states. Through his RJD political party 

leadership Lalu Prasad Yadav supported OBC activists in Bihar to build his political foundation from the 

1990s into early 2000s48. 

Caste-based political competition has split Indian society so discussions about governance quality and 

economic development and national unity receive less attention than vote-seeking based on caste identity. 

The priority of political parties lies more in offering benefits through quotas rather than prioritizing 

meritocracy and governance standards because they need to serve particular caste groups for electoral 

benefits. Reservation policies have turned into topics of political manipulation in Indian society since they 

prioritize support retention instead of social justice objectives49. 

8.1 Electoral Impact of Reservations 

The reservation system has created deep transformation in electoral results within India. Political parties 

advanced their electoral tactics through caste-based voting patterns after which the reservation policy 

started directing party alliances and election strategies. Reservations for OBCs under the Mandal 

Commission recommendations of the 1990s established a new political order in India by empowering 

backward classes throughout the country. 

The 1990s brought significant political changes to India through the Mandal Commission Report which 

proposed OBCs to receive job and educational institution reservations. The political nature of the country 

underwent substantial alterations after these reservations were implemented primarily in states having 

substantial OBC populations like Bihar, Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh. The policies enabled the rise 

of new OBC political leaders who used their communities' electoral power to win elections. OBC 

reservations in education and employment facilitated a new political structure which allowed various OBC 

leaders to gain increasingly strong political influence. The political position of backward classes 

strengthened through the challenge of upper-caste politician dominance by these leadership figures50. 

The Indian coalition politics underwent fundamental changes because of the reservation system enactment. 

Political parties dedicated to representing OBCs and Dalits together with other backward community 

members grew successful in national and regional elections. The minority parties established connections 

with national powers to form state and central coalition governments. Two main political parties Janata 

Dal Secular and BSP gained entrance into alliances between national parties Indian National Congress or 

BJP through their strong backing among backward social classes. This political practice transformed 

reservation into both an instrument for social fairness and a tactical instrument for Indian political 

strategy51. 

8.2 Protests and Social Movements Against Reservations 

Reservation policies play a key role in protecting minority groups but their implementation produces 

substantial unrest among dominant social groups who stage major protests. When the Mandal Commission 

 
48 R. S. Chauhan, Political Mobilization and Caste in Indian Politics 118 (2016). 
49 V. K. Gupta, OBC Reservations and Political Realignments in India 97 (2010). 
50 M. Agarwal, India’s Reservation System: Political and Social Perspectives 103 (2017). 
51 S. R. Verma, The Politics of Caste-Based Reservations 110 (2015). 
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Report took effect in the 1990s it triggered massive protests from upper-caste groups who maintained that 

reservation practices abused them by depriving their access to opportunities. Students and professionals 

staged the anti-Mandal protests of 1990 with intense opposition to admission meritocracy in educational 

establishments and workplace hiring. 

The public discussion about caste-based reservations returned to the forefront when Jat agitators in 

Haryana led protests in 2016 followed by Patidar activists in Gujarat during 2015. Agriculturally healthy 

groups headed these protests because they wanted admission to the reservation system while maintaining 

their upper caste standing even though their financial position was strong. Hardik Patel led the Patidar 

movement which fought for Patidar (Patel) community reservation status although their caste had 

previously received forward caste recognition. The resulting situation created social tensions because 

different communities fought to use affirmative action policies for their benefit thus causing concerns 

about growing reservation demands. The reservations request from affluent or dominant caste groups 

hinders the current framework because it reduces the attention on marginalized communities52. 

Reservation policies play a key role in protecting minority groups but their implementation produces 

substantial unrest among dominant social groups who stage major protests. When the Mandal Commission 

Report took effect in the 1990s it triggered massive protests from upper-caste groups who maintained that 

reservation practices abused them by depriving their access to opportunities. Students and professionals 

staged the anti-Mandal protests of 1990 with intense opposition to admission meritocracy in educational 

establishments and workplace hiring. 

The public discussion about caste-based reservations returned to the forefront when Jat agitators in 

Haryana led protests in 2016 followed by Patidar activists in Gujarat during 2015. Agriculturally healthy 

groups headed these protests because they wanted admission to the reservation system while maintaining 

their upper caste standing even though their financial position was strong. Hardik Patel led the Patidar 

movement which fought for Patidar (Patel) community reservation status although their caste had 

previously received forward caste recognition. The resulting situation created social tensions because 

different communities fought to use affirmative action policies for their benefit thus causing concerns 

about growing reservation demands. The reservations request from affluent or dominant caste groups 

hinders the current framework because it reduces the attention on marginalized communities53. 

 

9. Challenges And Criticisms Of Reservation Policies In India 

The Indian reservation system remains disputed because it uses its historical mandate to support Scheduled 

Castes (SC’s) along with Scheduled Tribes (ST’s) and Other Backward Classes (OBC’s) for historical 

justice. The system created opportunities for marginalized populations yet numerous critics and difficulties 

have emerged in its implementation process throughout history. The reservation policy faces three main 

categories of criticism due to its performance shortcomings along with its continued reinforcement of caste 

systems and advancing requests for new communities to gain reservation benefits. This chapter analyses 

various essential difficulties and objections to the reservation method that exists in India. 

Public institutions along with government services seen as the key targets of the foremost criticism against 

India's reservation program because of the inefficiencies they create. The reservation system comes under 

criticism because it makes caste better than qualifications to determine employment positions and 

educational placement opportunities. The critics argue that reservation policy breaks down the core tenet 

 
52 A. Gupta, Caste and Politics in India: A Historical Overview 89 (2011). 
53 P. Chandra, Affirmative Action and the Changing Political Landscape 125 (2009). 
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of meritocracy because it disregards qualification levels regardless of whether beneficiaries come from 

advantaged or disadvantaged communities. 

Educational institutions use the reservation system to explain declining academic performance levels 

mainly because reserved candidate scores appear superior even though their results are worse than general 

candidates. Many observers contend that the policy creates significant issues with the educational 

standards within prestigious institutions the Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) and Indian Institutes of 

Management (IIMs). In public services some people believe that reservations create obstacles to 

professional excellence specifically within key domains such as administrative work and medical services 

and police departments. This policy leads educational institutions to hire unprepared candidates who do 

not reach professional standards according to supporters54. 

The advocates for reservation methods claim that personal excellence cannot function apart from social 

background. The proponents assert that members from marginalized communities struggle with 

educational and socio-economic obstacles because of their historical disadvantage which stops them from 

excelling in competitive examinations and securing general category jobs. Their belief is that reservations 

establish an equal competitive opportunity for individuals who face social barriers. Supporters of 

reservations use affirmative action as a tool for rectifying historical oppression that spanned across several 

centuries55. 

9.1 Perpetuation of Caste-Based Identities 

The reservation system receives criticism because it maintains caste-based identities despite being meant 

to eliminate them by the Indian Constitution. The critics claim that reservations maintain caste as a primary 

factor for education and work opportunities yet fail to eliminate the social and economic status determined 

by caste. 

Reservations based on caste tend to produce the political alignment of parties with individual castes for 

voting purposes thereby splitting society into divisive factions. The reservation system develops social 

partition within communities instead of establishing harmony between different social groups. Strong 

attention to caste identification prevents people from marginalized groups to develop broader interwoven 

social ties that transcend their caste background. Upper-caste members sometimes believe they receive 

unfair treatment regarding access to opportunities which creates feelings of resentment along with 

discrimination against them56. 

The creamy layer concept that denies caste-based benefits from reservations to more privileged and well-

off members of backward classes suffer from improper definition and ineffective implementation. Well-

off backward caste families currently utilize reservations benefits even though economically deprived 

people from forward castes receive no assistance. The expansion of upper-caste group reservation requests 

has started many debates regarding who really receives benefits from the system. 

The number of communities seeking reservation benefits increased during the past few years even though 

their eligibility under affirmative action policies decreased. The Patidar (Patel) community of Gujarat 

together with Jats from Haryana and Marathas from Maharashtra have engaged in massive demonstrations 

to enter the Other Backward Classes classification for obtaining reservation benefits. Numerous 

communities of top castes declare economic disadvantage to qualify for special programs even though 

their background belongs to powerful groups. 

 
54 R. S. Chauhan, Merit and Social Justice in India: A New Approach to Affirmative Action 78 (2015). 
55 S. B. Verma, Social Justice and Affirmative Action in India 67 (2016). 
56 N. R. Sharma, Reforming the Reservation System: The Way Forward 112 (2015). 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250238242 Volume 7, Issue 2, March-April 2025 21 

 

The rising request for privileged caste group reservations produces complex challenges for reservation 

policy discussions. Opposition arises when advocating for new reservation groups because it would 

weaken affirmative action's intended purpose toward assisting underprivileged populations who 

experienced discrimination throughout history. Their biggest concern is that reservations will evolve into 

a political instrument for power maintenance through voting which diverts attention from helping the truly 

disadvantaged groups. Such circumstances lead to the development of entitlement attitudes among wealthy 

populations which undermine the fundamental principles of social justice57. 

9.2 Impact on Social Mobility 

Although the reservation system delivers educational and employment accessibility to numerous people 

in marginalized communities its critics maintain that reservations do not automatically lead to social 

advancement. According to critic’s present-day job market demands challenge people who benefit from 

reservations when they strive to transition successfully into modern employment opportunities. The 

acquisition of opportunities for education and employment does not necessarily guarantee success in 

demanding careers that need advanced competencies and specialized knowledge and years of experience. 

A student from a reserved category who enters an IIT or IIM institution through reserved seats might 

experience difficulties competing against peers at these prestigious institutions because of their higher 

competitiveness. The benefits associated with reservations become ineffective for success when 

appropriate mentorship or coaching programs are absent from the system. Supporters argue that the 

benefits of reservations are limited when they exist independently from broader societal changes that 

should focus on education and employment opportunities. Such programs seem to attend to brief 

requirements while neglecting fundamental economic social problems in the community58. 

 

10. Suggestions 

For decades the Indian reservation system remains under continuous public scrutiny. Marginalized 

communities received possibilities for educational growth and employment chances and political 

advocacy through the system which enabled their rise in social status. Nevertheless the system confronts 

major objections related to its dysfunction and its reinforcement of caste groups and possible 

magnification of social disagreements. Most historical discrimination was fixed through reservations but 

society questions today if the existing method effectively delivers the set goals or requires modernization 

to fit new economic conditions. 

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar together with other Indian Constitution architects developed the reservation system 

which was meant to remedy hundreds of years of oppression directed at Scheduled Castes (SC’s), 

Scheduled Tribes (ST’s), and Other Backward Classes (OBC’s). These communities needed a system 

which would allow them to escape from social and economic inequalities that prevented their 

development. Through the reservation system many members from these communities have used these 

opportunities to climb towards better social positions since they make crucial institutions and public 

positions accessible. The positive outcomes for millions of lives through this system will be remembered 

forever thus maintaining the reservation system as a key instrument for social equity against massive 

societal disparities. 

The system meets heavy criticism as well as praise. A crucial problem with the present reservation system 

is its widely believed lack of effectiveness. Many people who oppose the reservation system maintain that 

 
57 M. Agarwal, The Evolving Politics of Reservations in India 102 (2014). 
58 P. Chandra, Reservations and Social Mobility in India 89 (2012). 
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this approach violates merit-based principles because it chooses caste status over professional 

qualifications thus reducing the ability of critical fields such as healthcare and education and 

administration to hire proper experts. Caste-based reservations receive criticism for leading parties to 

prioritize caste-based politics to gather support from specific communities instead of tending to 

governance and economic growth matters. Caste-based divisions now exist as the primary influential 

political force which fragments Indian society. 

The system faces criticism because it maintains caste identity systems. The original goal of equality for 

marginalized groups through the system has been challenged because maintaining caste as an access factor 

sustains caste awareness across society. The present system operates in a way that prevents the elimination 

of caste-based discrimination while potentially maintaining social classifications that it should eliminate. 

Additionally, the growing demand for reservations from affluent or dominant caste groups, such as the 

Patels in Gujarat or the Marathas in Maharashtra,  

complicates the issue further. The expanding reservation requests from socially privileged groups that 

have historically received special benefits casts doubt on the intended recipients of such programs and 

makes people question if reservations are used more for political gain than addressing historical 

disadvantage. 

The systematic problems in Indian society cannot be resolved exclusively through reservation policies. 

The reservation system has produced new opportunities for disadvantaged groups yet it did not knock 

down the institutional obstacles that prevent proper access to education and healthcare and economic 

growth. To preserve the original functions of the reservation system it requires extensive modifications 

which will help the system adapt to present-day demands. The proposed direction consists of the following 

recommendations: 

10.1 Economic-based Reservations 

A potential reservation system improvement would develop an economic quota system instead of 

maintaining existing caste quota reservations. Such affirmative action changes would enable economically 

underprivileged individuals of all castes to receive its benefits. The economic advancement of India has 

caused lower-caste people to enter the middle class which renders caste-based quotas obsolete when they 

exist independently from economic class machinations. Moving to economic reservation criteria would 

let society focus assistance on communities with the most economic need thus avoiding caste system 

maintenance. The policy would promote equality since it would provide social services to the most needy 

recipients irrespective of caste membership. 

10.2 Focus on Skill Development and Education 

The main efforts should concentrate on skills education development and quality educational investments 

instead of fixed admission quota systems. Additional government funding must be deployed so all students 

from marginalized populations can attend superior-quality primary, secondary and tertiary educational 

institutions. These individuals will achieve better merit-based competition results through educational 

quality combined with skill development programs. Coaching and mentoring programs for disadvantaged 

students will enhance their competitive exam outcomes while lowering the need for reservations. 

10.3 Implementing the “Creamy Layer” More Effectively 

A strong application of the creamy layer concept must occur because it helps exclude high-income OBC 

members from receiving reservation benefits. The original purpose of the system remains compromised 

when economically better-off members of backward castes succeed in obtaining the benefits of these 

reservations. Such an improved and effective implementation of the creamy layer criterion would deliver 
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economic reservations only to marginalized groups who are truly impoverished rather than individuals 

from prosperous backgrounds who managed to succeed. 

10.4 Revising the Criteria for Caste-Based Reservations 

An assessment of caste-based reservation criteria must happen alongside possible changes to the standards 

particularly for communities who have used the system for multiple decades. The reassessment process 

needs to evaluate new socio-economic conditions across communities because numerous backward groups 

have improved their resource access. Decisions regarding new community additions to the reservation 

system should take place after considering their current socio-economic condition. The system would 

become more focused when we use economic status evaluation as the basis for determination. 

10.5 Creating a More Inclusive Society 

The reservation system reform requires parallel efforts to develop a society with no social identities 

determined by caste background. The focus of India must shift toward nation-building activities that 

stimulate merit-based acceptance and embrace inclusivity as well as equality. Caste-based discrimination 

reduction programs along with awareness programs need to become the highest priority. Our objective 

must involve establishing an equal society based on qualification-based evaluation rather than caste-

related or background-related assessment. 

 

11. Conclusion 

The reservation system in India has positively benefitted marginalized communities through educational 

and employment opportunities yet it persists under strong criticisms. Multiple difficulties disrupt the 

system including operational inefficiencies combined with political interference and sustained caste-

identity maintaining factors. New reforms require immediate attention because multiple changes need to 

be enacted to resolve the existing problems. The Indian reservation system can become more effective and 

socially just through economic-based approaches and better educational standards together with effective 

creamy layer practices and regular evaluation of the reservation criteria. 

The reservation system continues serving India by combatting economic and social disparities but needs 

updates to fulfil the requirements of present-day societal needs. Proactive changes in the reservation 

system will enable India to support deserving beneficiaries while developing a society built upon 

meritocracy and unity. 
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