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ABSTRACT 

The reservation policy in India represents one of the most significant instruments of social justice 

embedded within the constitutional framework of the Republic. Designed to address historical 

discrimination and structural inequalities rooted in the caste system, reservation has functioned as a 

form of affirmative action to ensure representation of Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), 

and Other Backward Classes (OBCs) in education, public employment, and political institutions. 

This paper examines the relevance of reservation policy in India before 2017, focusing on its 

constitutional foundations, evolving judicial interpretations, and political implications. The study 

situates reservation within the vision of social justice articulated in the Constitution of India, 

particularly Articles 15(4), 16(4), 330, and 332. It critically evaluates landmark judicial interventions 

such as the decision in Indra Sawhney v. Union of India, which established the 50% ceiling principle 

and introduced the concept of the “creamy layer,” thereby shaping the trajectory of affirmative action 

prior to 2017. The paper further analyzes how reservation policy influenced political mobilization and 

electoral strategies, particularly in the context of Mandal politics and caste-based party formations. 

While reservation has enhanced descriptive representation and expanded access to public institutions 

for historically marginalized communities, debates persisted regarding efficiency, meritocracy, and the 

need for periodic review. 

The study argues that before 2017, reservation policy remained constitutionally valid and politically 

relevant as a mechanism for promoting substantive equality rather than merely formal equality. 

However, structural challenges such as uneven implementation, elite capture within beneficiary groups, 

and the absence of comprehensive socio-economic data limited its transformative potential. By 

adopting a constitutional and political analysis, this paper concludes that reservation policy before 2017 

functioned as both a corrective justice measure and a significant factor in shaping democratic 

competition, social identity politics, and state policy discourse in India. 

Key Words 

Reservation Policy, Affirmative Action, Social Justice, Constitutional Equality, Scheduled Castes, 

Scheduled Tribes, Other Backward Classes, Indra Sawhney Case, Mandal Commission, Democratic 

Representation, Political Mobilization, Creamy Layer, Substantive Equality. 

INTRODUCTION 

Reservation policy in India constitutes one of the most debated and enduring pillars of the country’s 

democratic and constitutional framework. Conceived as an instrument of social justice, reservation was 

introduced to address centuries of systemic discrimination, social exclusion, and structural inequalities 

embedded within the caste hierarchy. Unlike temporary welfare measures, it was envisioned as a 

transformative constitutional mechanism aimed at ensuring substantive equality and inclusive 

representation in public institutions. 
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The philosophical foundation of reservation policy lies in the idea that formal equality—treating all 

individuals the same—cannot correct historically entrenched disadvantages. Instead, the Constitution 

of India adopted a model of protective discrimination, recognizing that historically marginalized 

communities require special provisions to achieve real equality. The leadership of B. R. Ambedkar was 

instrumental in embedding safeguards for Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs) within 

the constitutional design. Articles 15(4) and 16(4) empowered the State to make special provisions for 

socially and educationally backward classes, while Articles 330 and 332 ensured political 

representation in legislatures. Over time, reservation policy expanded beyond SCs and STs to include 

Other Backward Classes (OBCs), particularly after the recommendations of the Mandal Commission 

were implemented in 1990. The subsequent judicial review in Indra Sawhney v. Union of India (1992) 

upheld the constitutional validity of OBC reservations while introducing important limitations such as 

the 50 percent ceiling and the concept of the “creamy layer.” These developments shaped the trajectory 

of reservation policy prior to 2017. 

Before 2017, the debate surrounding reservation policy revolved around multiple dimensions: its 

effectiveness in promoting social mobility, its impact on administrative efficiency, its role in electoral 

politics, and the tension between merit and equity. Reservation also became a significant factor in 

political mobilization, contributing to the rise of caste-based political formations and reshaping patterns 

of democratic competition across states. Despite criticisms, the policy contributed to enhanced 

descriptive representation of marginalized communities in public employment, higher education, and 

legislative bodies. However, questions remained regarding unequal benefits within beneficiary groups, 

regional disparities, and the absence of comprehensive periodic evaluation mechanisms. 

This paper seeks to critically examine the relevance of reservation policy in India before 2017 by 

analyzing its constitutional foundations, judicial interpretations, and political implications. It argues 

that reservation functioned not merely as a compensatory mechanism but as a structural tool aimed at 

democratizing access to state power and public resources. At the same time, its limitations underscore 

the need for continuous review and reform to ensure that the principle of substantive equality remains 

aligned with evolving socio-political realities. By situating reservation within the broader framework 

of constitutional morality, democratic representation, and social justice, this study contributes to an 

informed understanding of affirmative action in India prior to the transformative debates that emerged 

after 2017. 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Reservation policy in India has remained one of the most significant yet contentious instruments of 

social justice since the adoption of the Constitution. While it was introduced as a corrective mechanism 

to address historical oppression and structural inequalities faced by Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled 

Tribes (STs), and later Other Backward Classes (OBCs), debates regarding its continued relevance, 

scope, and effectiveness persisted throughout the pre-2017 period. 

The central problem arises from the tension between two competing principles embedded within 

democratic governance: formal equality and substantive equality. The Constitution empowers the 

State to implement affirmative action measures under Articles 15(4) and 16(4), recognizing that equal 

treatment alone cannot remedy entrenched social disadvantages. However, critics argue that prolonged 

reservation policies may conflict with meritocratic ideals, administrative efficiency, and the principle 

of equal opportunity for all citizens. 

Before 2017, reservation policy had undergone significant expansion and judicial scrutiny, particularly 

after the implementation of the Mandal Commission recommendations and the landmark judgment in 

Indra Sawhney v. Union of India. While the Supreme Court upheld the constitutional validity of 

reservations for OBCs and introduced safeguards such as the 50 percent ceiling and the “creamy layer” 

principle, concerns continued regarding implementation gaps, politicization of caste identities, and the 

absence of periodic review mechanisms. 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                                  © 2018 IJCRT | Volume 6, Issue 3 July 2018 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT1136222 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org 607 
 

Another dimension of the problem relates to the uneven distribution of benefits within beneficiary 

categories. Empirical observations suggest that relatively advanced sections within reserved groups 

may have gained disproportionately, raising questions about intra-group inequality and the adequacy 

of targeting mechanisms. Furthermore, regional disparities and variations in state-level implementation 

created inconsistencies in outcomes. Politically, reservation became a powerful mobilizing tool, 

influencing electoral strategies and party formations. While it enhanced descriptive representation of 

marginalized communities, it also contributed to identity-based political competition. This raises the 

question of whether reservation before 2017 primarily functioned as a social justice measure or 

increasingly as a political instrument. 

Thus, the core problem addressed in this study is: 

To what extent was the reservation policy in India, before 2017, relevant and effective in achieving 

its constitutional objectives of social justice, equality, and inclusive representation? 

Closely linked to this are subsidiary concerns: 

 Did reservation lead to substantive empowerment or merely symbolic representation? 

 Were constitutional safeguards sufficient to prevent misuse and over-expansion? 

 How did judicial interventions shape the balance between equity and merit? 

 To what extent did political considerations influence the continuation and expansion of 

reservation policies? 

By examining these issues within the constitutional and political context prior to 2017, this study seeks 

to critically evaluate whether reservation policy remained a necessary democratic instrument or 

whether structural reforms were required to realign it with its foundational objectives of justice and 

equality. 

 

RESEARCH GAP 

The policy of reservation in India has been widely debated in academic, political, and legal discourse. 

Numerous scholars have examined its constitutional foundations, socio-economic impact, and political 

consequences. Studies by Galanter (1984), Omvedt (1994), Jaffrelot (2003), and Hasan (2011) have 

analyzed reservation as a mechanism of social justice and political mobilization. Similarly, legal 

scholars have focused on landmark judicial pronouncements such as the Indra Sawhney (1992) and M. 

Nagaraj (2006) cases, emphasizing constitutional interpretation and the 50 percent ceiling rule. 

Despite extensive literature, several significant gaps remain: 

1. Lack of Integrated Constitutional–Political Analysis 

Most studies examine reservation either from a constitutional/legal perspective or from a political 

sociology perspective. There is limited research that systematically integrates constitutional 

provisions, judicial developments, and political implications within a single analytical framework 

for the period before 2017. 

2. Insufficient Pre-2017 Focus 

Recent scholarship often concentrates on developments after the 103rd Constitutional Amendment 

(2019) introducing EWS reservation. However, there is a relative lack of comprehensive evaluation of 

the pre-2017 phase, particularly assessing whether the original objectives of social justice were 

substantially achieved before the new economic criteria debate emerged. 

 

 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                                  © 2018 IJCRT | Volume 6, Issue 3 July 2018 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT1136222 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org 608 
 

3. Limited Evaluation of Relevance 

While many scholars discuss the necessity or expansion of reservation, fewer studies critically evaluate 

its continued relevance in light of changing socio-economic indicators such as literacy rates, 

urbanization, and emerging middle classes within Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and OBC 

communities. 

4. Inadequate Empirical Synthesis 

Although statistical data from Census, NSSO, and government reports exist, there is limited scholarly 

work synthesizing these datasets to assess long-term trends in representation in education, employment, 

and political institutions before 2017. 

5. Underexplored Political Implications 

Reservation has significantly influenced electoral politics, caste-based mobilization, and party 

strategies. However, the direct relationship between reservation policy and democratic deepening 

versus identity politics remains under-theorized in a structured manner. 

6. Limited Comparative Perspective 

Comparative analyses with affirmative action policies in countries such as the United States and South 

Africa exist, but few studies situate Indian reservation within a broader global affirmative action debate 

while maintaining focus on the constitutional uniqueness of India. 

 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

The present study titled “Reservation Policy in India Before 2017: Relevance, Constitutional 

Foundations, and Political Implications” seeks to critically examine the nature, scope, and impact of 

reservation policy within the Indian democratic framework prior to 2017. The study is guided by the 

following objectives: 

1. To critically evaluate the relevance of reservation policy in India before 2017 in achieving 

the constitutional goals of social justice, equality, and inclusive representation. 

2. To examine the constitutional foundations of reservation policy as provided under Articles 

15(4), 16(4), 330, and 332 of the Indian Constitution, and to analyze their philosophical and 

legal basis. 

3. To analyze the evolution of reservation policy prior to 2017, particularly in relation to the 

implementation of the Mandal Commission recommendations and subsequent judicial 

interpretations. 

4. To study the impact of the landmark judgment in Indra Sawhney v. Union of India on the 

structure and limits of reservation policy, including the 50% ceiling and the concept of the 

“creamy layer.” 

5. To assess the effectiveness of reservation in promoting social mobility and representation 

of Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), and Other Backward Classes (OBCs) in 

education, public employment, and political institutions. 

6. To examine the political implications of reservation policy, particularly its role in caste-based 

mobilization, electoral strategies, and party politics before 2017. 

7. To evaluate criticisms and challenges associated with reservation policy, including concerns 

regarding merit, efficiency, intra-group inequality, and policy politicization. 

8. To explore whether reservation policy before 2017 resulted in substantive empowerment 

or primarily descriptive representation. 
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9. To identify structural limitations and implementation gaps that affected the overall impact 

of reservation policy during the pre-2017 period. 

These objectives collectively aim to provide a comprehensive and critical understanding of the 

reservation policy’s relevance and implications within India’s democratic and constitutional framework 

prior to 2017. 

HYPOTHESES OF THE STUDY 

The study titled “Reservation Policy in India Before 2017: Relevance, Constitutional Foundations, and 

Political Implications” is guided by the following testable hypotheses. These hypotheses are formulated 

to examine the constitutional, social, and political dimensions of reservation policy prior to 2017. 

H₁: Reservation policy in India before 2017 was constitutionally relevant and necessary for promoting 

substantive equality and social justice among historically marginalized communities. 

H₂: There is a positive relationship between reservation policy and increased representation of 

Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), and Other Backward Classes (OBCs) in public 

employment, higher education, and legislative bodies before 2017. 

H₃: Judicial interventions, particularly the ruling in Indra Sawhney v. Union of India, significantly 

shaped the structure, limits, and implementation of reservation policy prior to 2017. 

H₄: Reservation policy contributed to political mobilization and the rise of caste-based electoral 

strategies in India before 2017. 

H₅: Despite enhancing descriptive representation, reservation policy before 2017 did not uniformly 

ensure substantive socio-economic empowerment across all beneficiary groups. 

H₆: Intra-group inequality (such as the dominance of relatively advanced sections within reserved 

categories) limited the equitable distribution of benefits prior to 2017. 

H₇: Public debate on reservation policy before 2017 reflected a persistent tension between the principles 

of meritocracy and social justice. 

H₈: The absence of periodic socio-economic review mechanisms reduced the overall effectiveness and 

targeted implementation of reservation policy before 2017. 

Null Hypotheses (Optional for Empirical Study) 

H₀₁: Reservation policy before 2017 had no significant impact on representation or social mobility of 

marginalized communities. 

H₀₂: Judicial interventions did not significantly influence the operational framework of reservation 

policy prior to 2017. 

These hypotheses provide a structured analytical framework for examining the constitutional validity, 

political implications, and socio-economic outcomes of reservation policy in India before 2017. 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

The intellectual foundation of reservation policy in India begins with B. R. Ambedkar (1944; 1946–

50), who argued during the Constituent Assembly Debates that political democracy must be 

accompanied by social and economic democracy. His advocacy for protective discrimination shaped 

constitutional provisions such as Articles 15(4) and 16(4). In the decades following independence, 

sociologist M. N. Srinivas (1962; 1966) analyzed caste mobility and introduced the concept of the 

“dominant caste,” explaining how caste hierarchies adapted within democratic politics. Though not 

exclusively focused on reservation, his work provided the sociological context for later debates. 

In the 1970s and early 1980s, comparative philosophical justification for affirmative action gained 

prominence globally with John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice (1971), which articulated the Difference 
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Principle, justifying inequalities only if they benefit the least advantaged. This normative framework 

strongly influenced discussions on compensatory justice in India. In 1984, Marc Galanter published 

Competing Equalities, a landmark study systematically examining India’s protective discrimination 

regime. Galanter argued that India uniquely attempted to reconcile formal equality with group-based 

remedies. 

The implementation of the Mandal Commission recommendations in 1990 transformed both 

scholarship and politics. Christophe Jaffrelot (1996; 2003) analyzed how OBC mobilization reshaped 

India’s party system and democratic competition. Around the same time, Andre Beteille (1991; 2002) 

critiqued caste-based quotas, questioning whether prolonged reservations might reinforce caste 

identities rather than eliminate them. The landmark judgment in Indra Sawhney v. Union of India 

(1992) marked a turning point by upholding OBC reservations while imposing the 50 percent ceiling 

and introducing the creamy layer principle. Legal scholars such as Upendra Baxi (1993; 2008) 

interpreted the judgment as a balancing act between constitutional morality and judicial restraint. 

During the 1990s and early 2000s, political scientists like Yogendra Yadav (1999; 2009) and Zoya 

Hasan (2000; 2011) examined electoral data to show how caste-based mobilization strengthened 

democratic participation among backward classes. Gopal Guru (2001; 2009) argued that descriptive 

representation does not automatically ensure substantive empowerment. Satish Deshpande (2003; 

2013) critiqued the myth of meritocracy and highlighted the invisibility of upper-caste privilege in anti-

reservation discourse. 

Empirical studies in the 2000s by Sukhadeo Thorat (2007; 2010) demonstrated continuing 

discrimination in higher education and employment markets, strengthening arguments for maintaining 

reservation prior to 2017. Sudha Pai (2002; 2012) and Kanchan Chandra (2004) examined caste-based 

party systems and ethnic headcounts, showing how reservation influenced electoral strategies. Pratap 

Bhanu Mehta (2003; 2015) raised liberal constitutional concerns about identity-based entitlements but 

acknowledged their historical necessity. 

Internationally, the 1980s and 1990s saw robust debates on affirmative action. Ronald Dworkin (1985; 

2000) defended affirmative action as equality of concern, while Thomas Sowell (2004) critiqued quota 

systems globally, arguing that they may not yield long-term equality. Charles Taylor (1994) introduced 

the “politics of recognition,” emphasizing the importance of acknowledging group identities, an idea 

highly relevant to caste-based justice. Will Kymlicka (1995; 2007) and Iris Marion Young (1990) 

justified group-differentiated rights in multicultural democracies. 

In the 2000s, Nancy Fraser (2003; 2009) argued that justice requires both redistribution and recognition, 

a dual framework applicable to caste inequality. Kimberle Crenshaw (1989; 1991) introduced 

intersectionality, highlighting how caste and gender disadvantages intersect—an approach increasingly 

applied in Indian feminist scholarship. Anne Phillips (1995) developed the “politics of presence,” 

defending descriptive representation in legislatures. Conversely, Robert Nozick (1974) provided a 

libertarian critique of redistributive policies, influencing merit-based arguments against quotas. 

By 2010–2016, scholarship increasingly focused on empirical evaluation and policy sustainability. 

Rajeev Bhargava (2010) emphasized contextual secularism and multicultural justice, while Anupama 

Rao (2009) explored Dalit citizenship and political modernity. Badri Narayan (2011; 2014) analyzed 

symbolic politics and memory in Dalit mobilization. 

Thus, by 2017, the literature reflected a broad consensus that reservation policy was constitutionally 

grounded and historically justified, yet contested in terms of efficiency, intra-group inequality, and 

political instrumentalization. National scholarship centered on caste realities and democratic 

transformation, while international theory offered normative frameworks of justice, recognition, and 

equality. Together, these works provide a comprehensive intellectual foundation for evaluating the 

relevance of reservation policy in India before 2017. 
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

1. Research Design 

The present study adopts a descriptive, analytical, and exploratory research design. Since the 

objective is to examine the relevance of reservation policy in India before 2017, the research analyzes 

constitutional provisions, judicial interpretations, political debates, and socio-economic outcomes. The 

study is primarily qualitative in nature but incorporates limited quantitative data to support arguments. 

2. Nature of the Study 

This research is: 

 Descriptive – It describes the historical evolution of reservation policy from pre-independence 

to 2016. 

 Analytical – It critically examines constitutional provisions, Supreme Court judgments, and 

policy implementation. 

 Evaluative – It evaluates whether reservation remained relevant before 2017 in achieving social 

justice and equality. 

3. Sources of Data 

(A) Primary Sources 

1. Constitution of India (Articles 14, 15, 16, 17, 46, 330–342) 

2. Constituent Assembly Debates 

3. Supreme Court judgments (e.g., Indra Sawhney case, 1992; M. Nagaraj case, 2006) 

4. Government Reports: 

o Mandal Commission Report (1980) 

o National Commission for SCs/STs Reports 

5. Parliamentary Debates and Acts related to reservation amendments 

(B) Secondary Sources 

1. Books by national and international scholars 

2. Peer-reviewed journal articles 

3. Research papers and dissertations 

4. Economic and Political Weekly articles 

5. Census Reports (1961–2011) 

6. Planning Commission and NSSO reports 

4. Period of Study 

The study covers the period from the adoption of the Constitution in 1950 to 2016, just before the 

introduction of the 103rd Constitutional Amendment (2019). However, historical background from the 

colonial period (Poona Pact, 1932) is also discussed for contextual clarity. 
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5. Method of Analysis 

The following methods are used: 

(1) Constitutional Analysis 

Examination of equality provisions and affirmative action clauses. 

(2) Historical Method 

Tracing the development of reservation from colonial safeguards to post-independence policies. 

(3) Comparative Method 

Comparison with affirmative action policies in countries like the USA and South Africa. 

(4) Political Analysis 

Assessment of electoral mobilization and caste-based political participation. 

(5) Statistical Interpretation 

Use of literacy rates, employment data, and representation figures to assess impact. 

6. Variables of the Study 

 Independent Variable: Reservation policy framework 

 Dependent Variables: 

o Political representation 

o Educational access 

o Employment opportunities 

o Social mobility 

7. Limitations of the Study 

1. The study is limited to the period before 2017. 

2. It relies on secondary data. 

3. Socio-economic impact measurement is limited to available government statistics. 

4. Political implications are interpreted through scholarly analysis, not field interviews. 

8. Significance of Methodology 

This methodology ensures: 

 Constitutional and legal accuracy 

 Theoretical depth 

 Empirical support through statistical data 

 Balanced normative and analytical evaluation 
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ANALYSIS 

The reservation policy in India before 2017 must be understood within the broader constitutional vision 

of social justice and substantive equality. The framers of the Constitution recognized that formal 

equality alone would not dismantle the deeply entrenched caste hierarchy that had historically excluded 

large sections of society from education, employment, and political power. Therefore, constitutional 

provisions such as Articles 15(4) and 16(4) were incorporated to permit special measures for socially 

and educationally backward classes, Scheduled Castes (SCs), and Scheduled Tribes (STs). These 

provisions were not exceptions to equality but instruments to achieve real equality. Judicial 

interpretations prior to 2017 consistently upheld this philosophy while also imposing limits such as the 

50 percent ceiling and the principle of creamy layer exclusion among OBCs. Thus, constitutionally and 

legally, reservation remained a legitimate and structured mechanism for achieving distributive justice. 

From a socio-economic perspective, the period between 1950 and 2016 shows measurable but uneven 

progress. Literacy rates among SCs and STs improved significantly between the 1991 and 2011 Census 

periods. Enrollment in higher education expanded notably after the implementation of OBC 

reservations in central educational institutions following the 93rd Constitutional Amendment (2005). 

However, the persistence of high dropout rates, underrepresentation in elite institutions, and limited 

access to quality education indicated that structural barriers were far from dismantled. Reservation 

improved entry but did not automatically ensure parity in outcomes. Social stigma, economic 

vulnerability, and institutional discrimination continued to affect marginalized communities. Therefore, 

while reservation enhanced access, it did not fully eradicate systemic inequality before 2017. 

In the sphere of public employment, reservation contributed to increased representation of SCs and 

STs, particularly in lower and middle-level government services. Nevertheless, representation in higher 

administrative positions remained disproportionately low. The gap in Group A services demonstrated 

that structural mobility was slower at the upper echelons of bureaucracy. Additionally, the absence of 

reservation in the private sector created a structural limitation, especially in an era of liberalization and 

privatization after 1991, when government employment opportunities were relatively shrinking. 

Consequently, while reservation policies produced visible representational gains, they did not 

completely bridge socio-economic hierarchies. 

Politically, reservation profoundly transformed India’s democratic landscape. The reservation of seats 

in Parliament and State Assemblies ensured the descriptive representation of SCs and STs, leading to 

the emergence of leaders from historically marginalized communities. After the implementation of the 

Mandal Commission recommendations in 1990, OBC politics reshaped electoral competition, 

particularly in northern India. Political mobilization based on caste identity intensified, contributing 

both to democratic deepening and to identity-based fragmentation. On one hand, marginalized 

communities gained political voice and bargaining power; on the other, caste became an increasingly 

dominant axis of political mobilization. Thus, reservation strengthened participatory democracy but 

also institutionalized caste consciousness within electoral politics. 

The relevance debate before 2017 revolved around two contrasting perspectives. Supporters argued 

that caste-based inequality remained deeply embedded in Indian society, justifying the continuation of 

reservation as a compensatory mechanism. Persistent disparities in land ownership, literacy, higher 

education access, and high-ranking employment supported this claim. Critics, however, raised concerns 

about the emergence of a “creamy layer” within OBC communities, arguing that benefits were being 

concentrated among relatively better-off sections. Others suggested shifting from caste-based to 

economic criteria, claiming that poverty, rather than caste alone, should determine state support. 

Despite these debates, empirical evidence suggested that caste remained a primary determinant of social 

disadvantage before 2017, thereby reinforcing the policy’s foundational rationale. 

Another important dimension of analysis concerns the normative justification of reservation. The policy 

aligns with theories of distributive justice that prioritize equity over mere equality. It reflects a 

commitment to compensatory justice for historical oppression. At the same time, it raises complex 

questions about merit, efficiency, and long-term dependency. However, before 2017, there was 

insufficient empirical evidence to conclude that reservation significantly undermined administrative 
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efficiency. Instead, it expanded diversity within public institutions and contributed to inclusive 

governance. 

Overall, the analysis indicates that reservation policy before 2017 functioned as a constitutionally 

grounded and politically embedded instrument of social transformation. Although it did not completely 

eliminate caste-based inequality, it substantially expanded opportunities, representation, and political 

participation for marginalized communities. Structural inequalities persisted, but the conditions that 

originally justified reservation had not disappeared. Therefore, prior to 2017, the policy remained 

socially relevant, constitutionally valid, and politically transformative, even as debates about reform, 

scope, and criteria continued to evolve. 

CONCLUSION 

The study of reservation policy in India before 2017 demonstrates that it remained one of the most 

significant instruments of social transformation within the Indian democratic framework. Rooted in the 

constitutional vision of justice, equality, and fraternity, reservation was conceived not as a temporary 

political concession but as a corrective mechanism to address centuries of caste-based exclusion and 

discrimination. The constitutional provisions under Articles 15, 16, 17, and 46 clearly establish the 

moral and legal foundation of affirmative action in India. Judicial interpretations prior to 2017 further 

clarified its scope, limitations, and procedural safeguards, thereby ensuring both its continuity and 

constitutional discipline. 

The analysis reveals that reservation policy contributed substantially to expanding access to education, 

public employment, and political representation for Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), 

and Other Backward Classes (OBCs). Literacy rates, higher education enrollment, and representation 

in legislative bodies improved over the decades. The implementation of the Mandal Commission 

recommendations in the 1990s marked a transformative phase that reshaped India’s social and political 

landscape. Political participation of marginalized communities increased, leading to the emergence of 

new leadership and the strengthening of democratic inclusiveness. However, the findings also indicate 

that reservation alone did not eliminate structural inequality. Persistent socio-economic disparities, 

underrepresentation in higher administrative services, and continuing social discrimination suggest that 

caste-based disadvantage remained deeply entrenched before 2017. The emergence of debates 

surrounding the “creamy layer,” efficiency in administration, and demands for economic criteria reflect 

evolving socio-political realities. Nevertheless, these debates do not negate the fundamental rationale 

of reservation; rather, they highlight the need for periodic review and reform to ensure equitable 

distribution of benefits. 

Politically, reservation became both a tool of democratic empowerment and a catalyst for identity-based 

mobilization. While it strengthened representation and deepened democracy, it also intensified caste 

consciousness within electoral politics. This dual impact underscores the complex nature of affirmative 

action in a diverse and stratified society like India. 

Overall, the study concludes that before 2017, the conditions that necessitated reservation—social 

exclusion, limited access to opportunities, and unequal representation—had not disappeared. Therefore, 

reservation policy remained constitutionally justified, socially relevant, and politically significant. At 

the same time, its effectiveness depended on complementary measures such as quality education, 

economic development, and institutional reforms. Reservation should thus be viewed not as an end in 

itself, but as a continuing instrument within a broader framework of social justice and inclusive 

development. 

SUGGESTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The analysis of reservation policy in India before 2017 indicates that while the policy has contributed 

significantly to social justice and political inclusion, certain reforms and complementary measures are 

necessary to enhance its effectiveness and fairness. The following suggestions are proposed: 
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1. Periodic Review of Backwardness Criteria 

Reservation policies should be subject to periodic empirical review based on socio-economic data. The 

identification of backward classes must rely on measurable indicators such as education levels, income, 

land ownership, and representation in higher services. Regular revision would prevent stagnation and 

ensure that benefits reach genuinely disadvantaged sections. 

2. Strengthening the Creamy Layer Principle 

The effective implementation of the “creamy layer” exclusion among OBCs should be strengthened 

and periodically updated to reflect inflation and economic changes. This would ensure equitable 

distribution of benefits within backward classes and prevent concentration of advantages among 

relatively advanced sub-groups. 

3. Improving Quality of Education at the Grassroots Level 

Reservation in higher education is meaningful only if foundational education is strong. The government 

should invest more in primary and secondary education in marginalized areas. Quality schooling, 

scholarships, mentoring, and skill development programs should complement reservation to ensure 

long-term empowerment rather than mere entry-level access. 

4. Expanding Opportunities Beyond Public Sector 

With the gradual reduction of public sector employment due to privatization and economic 

liberalization, the impact of reservation in employment has become relatively limited. The government 

may explore incentive-based diversity policies in the private sector, skill-building programs, and 

entrepreneurship promotion schemes to broaden opportunities for marginalized communities. 

5. Ensuring Effective Implementation and Monitoring 

Strict monitoring mechanisms must be established to ensure that reserved posts are not left vacant and 

that backlog vacancies are filled promptly. Transparency in recruitment and promotion procedures 

should be enhanced to prevent procedural delays and administrative resistance. 

6. Promoting Social Awareness and Anti-Discrimination Measures 

Reservation alone cannot eliminate social prejudice. Strong enforcement of anti-discrimination laws, 

awareness campaigns, and institutional grievance redressal mechanisms are necessary to combat subtle 

and overt forms of caste discrimination in educational institutions and workplaces. 

7. Encouraging Intra-Category Equity 

There should be focused attention on sub-groups within SC, ST, and OBC categories that remain 

extremely marginalized. Targeted sub-categorization, where constitutionally permissible, may help 

ensure that the most disadvantaged sections receive proportionate benefits. 

8. Data Transparency and Research-Based Policy Making 

Comprehensive caste-based socio-economic data should be systematically collected and made 

accessible for academic and policy analysis. Evidence-based policymaking would strengthen the 

legitimacy and efficiency of reservation policies. 

9. Complementary Economic and Social Reforms 

Reservation should operate alongside broader development policies such as land reforms, rural 

employment schemes, health care access, and urban livelihood programs. Structural inequality cannot 

be addressed solely through quotas; integrated socio-economic reforms are essential. 
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10. Balanced Public Discourse 

Political parties and civil society should encourage rational and constructive debate on reservation, 

avoiding polarization. Policy discussions must focus on constitutional values of equality and justice 

rather than short-term electoral considerations. 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The analysis of reservation policy in India before 2017 carries significant constitutional, socio-

economic, political, and academic implications. The findings of this study extend beyond the immediate 

debate on relevance and contribute to a broader understanding of social justice in democratic societies. 

1. Constitutional Implications 

The study reaffirms that reservation is deeply embedded in the constitutional framework of India as a 

tool for achieving substantive equality. The continued relevance of reservation before 2017 implies that 

formal equality alone cannot address historical and structural disadvantages. The constitutional vision 

of justice requires proactive state intervention. This reinforces the interpretation that Articles 15(4) and 

16(4) are not exceptions but enabling provisions that operationalize equality. The study also highlights 

the importance of judicial balancing—maintaining constitutional safeguards such as the 50 percent 

ceiling and the creamy layer principle while preserving the core objective of social justice. 

2. Socio-Economic Implications 

The findings suggest that reservation has improved access to education, public employment, and 

political participation for marginalized communities. However, structural inequalities persisted before 

2017. This implies that reservation, while necessary, is insufficient in isolation. The broader socio-

economic implication is that affirmative action must be supported by quality education, skill 

development, and poverty alleviation measures. Without complementary reforms, reservation may 

expand entry opportunities but may not guarantee sustainable socio-economic mobility. 

3. Political Implications 

Reservation has significantly reshaped Indian electoral politics. It contributed to the emergence of 

backward-class leadership and strengthened democratic participation among marginalized groups. The 

implication is that affirmative action policies can function as instruments of democratic deepening. 

However, the study also indicates that reservation has intensified identity-based mobilization. 

Therefore, its political implication is dual: it enhances representation while simultaneously reinforcing 

caste consciousness within political competition. Policymakers must balance empowerment with social 

cohesion. 

4. Administrative Implications 

The research implies that effective implementation and monitoring mechanisms are essential for 

achieving the objectives of reservation. Issues such as backlog vacancies, inadequate representation in 

higher services, and procedural delays highlight the need for institutional reforms. Administrative 

transparency and accountability are critical to ensuring that reservation policies translate into real 

opportunities. 

5. Theoretical Implications 

From a theoretical perspective, the study contributes to debates on equality and justice. It supports the 

idea that distributive justice in deeply unequal societies requires compensatory mechanisms. The 

findings align with theories of substantive equality and social justice that prioritize equity over uniform 

treatment. At the same time, ongoing debates about merit and economic criteria indicate the need for 

evolving theoretical frameworks that address both caste-based and class-based disadvantage. 
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6. Policy Implications 

The continued relevance of reservation before 2017 suggests that abrupt withdrawal or dilution would 

have undermined social equity goals. Instead, policy reform should focus on improving targeting 

mechanisms, strengthening the creamy layer principle, and ensuring equitable distribution within 

beneficiary groups. Data-driven evaluation and periodic review are essential for maintaining legitimacy 

and public confidence. 

7. Academic Implications 

The study highlights the importance of integrated analysis combining constitutional law, political 

science, and socio-economic data. Future research can build upon this framework to examine post-2017 

developments, including new constitutional amendments and emerging socio-political debates. The 

research thus contributes to interdisciplinary scholarship on affirmative action. 

DISCUSSION 

The reservation policy in India has remained one of the most debated yet foundational instruments of 

social justice within the constitutional framework. Before 2017, its relevance continued to be strongly 

justified by persistent social and structural inequalities rooted in the caste system. Reservation was 

conceived not merely as a welfare measure but as a corrective mechanism to address historical 

injustices and systemic exclusion faced by Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), and later 

Other Backward Classes (OBCs). The constitutional provisions under Articles 15(4), 16(4), and 46 

empowered the State to promote substantive equality rather than mere formal equality. In this context, 

reservation retained its relevance as long as structural disparities persisted. 

Socio-economic data prior to 2017 revealed significant improvement in literacy rates, political 

participation, and public employment representation among marginalized communities. However, 

disparities remained visible in higher education enrollment, access to elite institutions, representation 

in higher administrative services, land ownership, and private-sector employment. Caste-based 

discrimination, though legally abolished, continued in subtle and overt forms. These realities 

underscored the continuing need for affirmative action as a protective and compensatory measure. 

Politically, reservation played a transformative role in deepening democracy. It facilitated the 

emergence of leadership from historically marginalized communities and strengthened participatory 

politics. The implementation of the Mandal Commission recommendations in the 1990s expanded the 

scope of social justice by including OBCs, thereby reshaping India’s electoral and political landscape. 

Reservation ensured descriptive representation in legislative bodies and public institutions, which 

enhanced the legitimacy and inclusiveness of democratic governance. As long as social power 

structures remained unequal, political representation through reservation remained relevant. 

Critics of reservation before 2017 argued that the policy encouraged dependency, weakened 

meritocracy, and benefited only a “creamy layer” within backward communities. Some suggested 

shifting toward purely economic criteria rather than caste-based identification. While these concerns 

reflected evolving socio-economic dynamics, they did not negate the fundamental basis of reservation. 

Caste in India has historically functioned not only as an economic category but also as a social and 

cultural marker of exclusion. Therefore, economic disadvantage alone could not fully capture the depth 

of caste-based marginalization. The continued presence of discrimination, underrepresentation in 

higher echelons of administration, and unequal access to opportunities supported the argument that 

reservation remained necessary. 

Moreover, reservation must be viewed as part of a broader social justice framework rather than an 

isolated policy tool. It created entry points into education and employment for communities previously 

denied access. Although it did not completely eradicate inequality, it significantly reduced barriers and 

expanded social mobility. Its relevance before 2017 was therefore not absolute but conditional upon 

the persistence of inequality—and such inequality had not disappeared. 
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