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RETHINKING THE

RIGHTS OF BIRTH
The original objective of caste-based reservation is lost somewhere in the muddied
waters of entitlement politics, writes Dinesh Narayanan

M

any Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) workers
and leaders believe
that if their party loses the Bihar state elections, one of the key reasons would
be its ideological parent Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) chief
Mohan Bhagwat’s remark that the
current caste-based reservation system should be reviewed.
The party has gone out of its way to
clarify that reservation policy will
not be touched. BJP president Amit
Shah said at a press conference on
Monday that his party was committed to the current quota policy. Yet,
many believe the damage has already been done.
Caste is arguably the single biggest influencer in Indian politics
today and caste-based quotas in education and jobs are seen as an economic entitlement bestowed by the
state. Those who get the entitlement are loathe to give it up and
those out of it would move heaven
and earth to get a share.
BJP national executive member
Sanjay Paswan remembers the day
when he met Bihar party chief
Sushil Kumar Modi in 2009 when
candidates for the upcoming Lok
Sabha elections were being discussed. He had gone to him with an
unusual request.
Paswan, a Dalit and former union
minister of state in the AB Vajpayee
government, wanted to contest from
an unreserved constituency. He felt
that he had enjoyed the benefit of
reservation long enough and did not
need it any more. But Modi would
have none of it. “Abhi samaj tayyar
nahin hai (society is not ready for
it),’’ Paswan recalls Modi telling
him. He also remembers some others commenting: Dekhiye inka mizaz kaise badh gaya hai ki hamari
seat mang rahe hain (See how much
his self-assurance has risen that he
is asking for our seat). Adamant that
he would contest only from an unreserved seat, Paswan has not contested an election since.
“Reservation has brought us down
on crutches. It doesn’t let us realise
our full potential,’’ he says.
Lost somewhere in the heated debate over who deserves quota is the
question: what is the objective of reservation? Fighting economic backwardness was not the original promise of reservation. “The premise for
reservation has changed over the
years,” says Satish Deshpande who
teaches sociology at the Delhi School
of Economics. Deshpande says when
the Poona Pact (reserving seats for
depressed classes in provincial legislatures) between Mahatma Gandhi
and BR Ambedkar was signed in
1932, the promise was that exclusion
would end. Post-Constituent
Assembly debates which resulted in
the Constitution, the target shifted to
backwardness and later to inequality. “We have forgotten the distinction
between exclusion and inequality.
And inequality is politically a much
more acceptable idiom,’’ he says.
Although quotas have brought opportunities to backward castes and
Dalits, they have had limited impact
on their social mobility. It has also
helped create layers of economically and socially mobile groups within
communities leading to intra-group
differences. Deshpande points out
that reservation is necessary but it
cannot be a panacea. “It cannot be an
answer to different questions — of
backwardness, inequality, poverty
and exclusion.’’
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India has long held the status as the world’s biggest arms
importer — it procures nearly 70% of arms from abroad.
The NDA government under Narendra Modi wants to
change that. It is keen to build a modern defence industry, pushing for planes, ships, tanks and guns to be produced in India along with automobiles, chemicals and
electronics, as part of its pet Make in India campaign.
Nowhere is this push more visible than in the number of
licences handed to private enterprises for manufacturing defence items. The NDA government has already
handed nearly 100 such licences since it came to power
in May last year compared with the 200-odd licences its
predecessor issued during its 10 years in office. (But will
the flurry of licences alone be enough to change the tide?
The Indian military has traditionally been skittish about
buying weapons from Indian firms. Partnerships with
foreign companies might help.) A statistical look at the
indigenous push in defence:
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PM Narendra Modi and RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat have spoken in different voices on caste reservation, the
former saying reservations are here to stay and the latter saying it was time to review the reservation policy
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The perception that reservation for
a few is denying opportunities to
bigger cohorts is fueling resentment against the beneficiaries of
the system and widens the gaps between communities. A state-wide
agitation in July-August by the relatively well-off Patidar community
of Gujarat seeking either reservation for the community in jobs and
educational institutions or an end
to all quotas rekindled the debate
on the efficacy of reservations.
The Patidar agitation — which
erupted a month before Bihar state
elections where caste plays a dominant role — forced prime minister
Narendra Modi to assure that quotas were here to stay. Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) chief
Mohan Bhagwat weighed in in the
debate saying that it was time to review the reservation policy, triggering speculation that the ruling party
and its ideological parent were not
on the same page on the issue.
A paper presented at a recent symposium organised by a group associated with the RSS argued that reservation benefits should be changed
from caste to household, irrespective of caste and community. The
presenter Durganand Jha, himself
a member of the RSS, argued for a
household ranking system on the
basis of their social, regional, income and education status. Jha argues that caste is no more a true indicator of poverty and backwardness.
As the discourse is based on inequality, intra-group differences are
also playing a part in the demand for
reservations — Patidars in Gujarat,
Marathas in Maharashtra and Jats
in the northern states all of which
are communities with a fairly good
population of rich upper class and
prosperous middle class.
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The reservation policy has
played a key role in helping
SCs, STs and OBCs get government jobs and admission in
educational institutions

The Patidars, or Patels, of Gujarat
are one of the most mobile agrarian
communities in the country and it
is unusual for them to seek reservation in jobs. “When I first went to
Surat in 1990 the city was plastered
with the slogan naukri chodo, vyapar karo (leave your jobs and start a
business). Now they are asking for
job quotas,’’ Surinder S Jodhka, the
author of Caste in Contemporary
India, who teaches sociology at
D e l h i ’ s J aw a h a r l a l N e h r u
University, remembers. “The current discourse on reservation is
misplaced. People are seeing it as
an issue of economic mobility,’’
says Jodhka.
Social scientist Ghanshyam Shah
had told ET in late August that the
Patidar agitation had its roots in the
country’s economic situation. “It
(the Patidar agitation) is the basic
dissatisfaction with the kind of
economy which is not giving them
decent jobs,’’ Shah had said.
There are no authoritative studies
that measure the impact of reservation on communities but anecdotal
evidence suggests that job quotas
have helped combat economic backwardness but does not guarantee
inclusion. In fact, it has formed sections with greater mobility within
communities which tend to corner
benefits and create intra-group differences.

The Impact
T h e Re p o r t o f t h e N at i o n a l
Commission for Religious and
Linguistic Minorities of 2007, better known as the Justice Ranganath
Mishra Commission report, says
that the policy of reservation has
had a salutary effect in terms of induction of SC, ST and OBCs into
public sector employment and in
educational institutions. However,
their current share in employment
and educational institutions still
fall short of target in certain categories of jobs and higher education, it said.
Anyway, with the states, centre and
state-owned companies, employing
just about 20 million people, the demand can hardly be met. Sandip
Sarkar, professor at the Institute of
Human Development, projects that
this year the number of youth in the
age group of 15-29 in the workforce
would be 153 million. This number
would rise to 156 million in 2020 and
to 158 million by 2025.
The Ranganath Mishra

SANJAY PASWAN

NATIONAL EXECUTIVE
MEMBER, BJP

Reservation has
brought us down on
crutches. It doesn’t let
us realise our full
potential

Commission says reservation did
not provide equal opportunities
within each group or community to
all beneficiaries. Almost in all categories of beneficiaries among SC,
ST and OBCs, there is a growing
sense of deprivation amongst different categories, which is leading
to internal dissension. Problems of
this kind are manifold in the case of
OBCs as in each state there are
dominant groups, usually with economic and political clout, who reap
the benefits of reservations.
There are Ezhavas in Kerala,
Nadars and Thevars in Tamil Nadu,
Vokkaligas and Lingayats in
Karnataka, Lodhs and Koeris in central India, Yadavs and Kurmis in
Bihar and UP and Jats in Rajasthan,
who despite their dominant status
have been, clubbed as backward
classes eligible for benefits under
reservations, it pointed out.
According to Sanjay Paswan, there
is a dependence syndrome and also
a charity syndrome. “The government and upper castes think they
are doing us charity.’’ Paswan advocates a principle of “no more
four’’— that is, quota should be restricted to three persons in a family;
to three generations; to three times
for contesting elections.

Efﬁciency Cost
In a letter to chief ministers in 1961,
the then prime minister Jawaharlal
Nehru wrote: “If we go in for reservations on communal and caste basis,
we swamp the bright and able people
and remain second rate or third rate.
I am grieved to learn of how far this
business of reservation has gone
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based on communal considerations.
It has amazed me to learn that even
promotions are based sometimes on
communal or caste considerations.
This way lies not only folly but disaster. Let us help the backward groups
by all means, but never at the cost of
efficiency.’’
The Ranganath Mishra
Commission was hobbled by lack of
sufficient material and scientific
analysis on hand to decide whether
reservations affected quality of
work. In 2009, Ashwini Deshpande
of the Delhi School of Economics
and Thomas Weisskopf of the
University of Michigan studied the
Indian Railways to see how reservation policies affected its productivity. They found no evidence that affirmative action in hiring reduced
the efficiency of the organisation.
“Indeed, some of our results suggest that the opposite is true, providing tentative support for the
claim that greater labour force diversity boosts productivity,’’ the
researchers wrote.
On the contrary, exclusion, the
original target of quotas, actually
hurts economic activity. JNU’s
Jodhka found during field research
among Dalit entrepreneurs in
Panipat that many of them were
forced to locate businesses in areas
that were not good for the kind of
businesses they were setting up due
to either lack of resources or caste
prejudice. Even a well-established
businessman in Panipat found it
hard to rent a place to run a cooking
gas agency. “Since almost everyone
knew us in the town, no one was willing to rent out a shop to us,’’ Jodhka
quotes the businessman as saying in
Caste in Contemporary India.
DSE’s Deshpande equates exclusion with atrocities. While some
OBCs such as the Ezhavas of Kerala
and the Yadavs of Uttar Pradesh and
Bihar have gone some way in economic and social mobility, many
other castes that are included in the
OBC category and especially Dalits
still suffer exclusion. “The Dalit
non-Dalit line remains stark even
today,’’ Deshpande says.
Reservation politics is likely to get
more complicated as socially powerful groups ratchet up pressure on
governments to expand quotas.
Gujarat’s Patidar agitation leader
Hardik Patel is already trying to
stitch up alliances with like-minded
community groups in other states
such as the Jats of Haryana and
Gujjars of Rajasthan. The Gujjars,
who are already in the OBC list, are
demanding that they be included in
the Scheduled Tribe category.
The Congress Party-led United
Progressive Alliance government
had, towards the fag end of its term,
included Jats in states like Haryana
and Uttar Pradesh in the quota list.
The Supreme Court, however, removed them saying that the community in these states was not backw a r d . T h e g r o u p, h oweve r,
continues to build political pressure
for quotas.
The need for quotas can only abate
if there are enough educational and
job opportunities for everyone and
for that economic growth is essential. However, economic growth can
hope to only bridge inequalities and
income gaps. Inclusion will require
deep social reform.
dinesh.narayanan@timesgroup.com
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In the first seven months of this year alone, the
NDA government has issued 67 licences under
various categories for producing defence equipment

TOP 10 RECIPIENTS OF LICENCES
OVERALL

NDA
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0

Bharat Forge 14

14
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0
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8
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Godrej & Boyce Mfg Co 7

3

Bharat Electronics 7

0

Tata Power Company 7

0

A total of
179
companies
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0
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During UPA II, the top four
manufacturing companies were
ignored while issuing licences.
In 2012 and 2013, no licences
were issued to the top 10
Companies

All the top
companies as well
as new entrants
received permits
after the NDA
came to power

TOP ARMS CATEGORIES BY LICENCES
OVERALL

NDA
23

Armoured Vehicles

Unmanned Ariel Vehicles

7

10

10

Warships

4

Tanks

12

Guns

4

6

High Speed
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4

11

6
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5
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8

3

3

Container
Ships

1

0
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Armoured vehicles have been top priority
followed by guns for many years

TOP ARMS CATEGORIES BY CAPACITY*
Armoured Vehicles 10,400
Unmanned Ariel
Vehicles
Guns

2,324
1,747

Helicopters 143
Tanks 60
Container Ships 40
Submarines 29
War Ships 26
High Speed Boats 6
Analysis: Gramener.com

?! !
*Figures for the past twelve
years, but the licences issued
under the NDA government
did not have capacity details
Source: DIPP

