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THE CHALLENGE OF DISTRIBUTING OPPORTUNITIES BETTER 
The line between ‘reserved’ and ‘general’ is blurring, 

impacting reservation as an idea and as practice 

 Doctors dealing with head injuries ask certain questions to determine if the patient is fully oriented. 

What year is this? Who is the prime minister of India? And so on. These are questions to which “Don’t know” is 

definitely an abnormal response. I have often wondered whether “what are your views on reservation?” 

would be a good or a bad post-concussion diagnostic question. On the one hand, every Indian has an opinion. 

On the other hand, the most opinionated usually air their views without accessing their brains. 
 

A changing divide 

 But things are changing. Until recently, reservation was at once our most divisive and our most 

unifying public issue. It divided Indians into the implacably opposed camps of the ‘reserved’ and the ‘general’ 
categories, with the latter dominating every aspect of public life with the partial exception of electoral politics. 

It also cemented internal solidarities within each camp, helping to hide hierarchical divisions and conflicting 

interests. As we enter the third decade of the 21st century, the tables are turning: the line separating 

‘reserved’ and ‘general’ is becoming blurred, while long simmering differences within each group can no 

longer be suppressed. How have these changes impacted reservation as an idea and as practice? The answer 

to this question has many dimensions. Only those relating to dominant ideologies and the law are considered 

below. 
 

Quota, ideology and merit 

 The ideologies that influence us most deeply shape our view of the world while remaining fully 

transparent themselves, like the lenses of our spectacles. Reservation — especially castebased Reservation — 

is a subject saturated in ideology. To eyes schooled in the dominant uppercaste ideology, quotas for “them” 

loom large and are seen as unambiguously bad and unjustified. Quotas meant for “us” — like the reservation 

for the Economically Weaker Sections (EWS), or for the wards of employees or alumni of universities and 

colleges — are not even visible as quotas, and even when they are, they do not look the same at all. Here is an 

interesting example. Some years ago, the large public university where I teach formalised and standardised the 

uneven practices followed in the past by different departments. It created the largest quota we have by setting 

aside half of all postgraduate seats for the students enrolled in its own undergraduate honours programmes. 

In other words, 50% of our seats in MA/MSc are reserved for those with BA/BSc honours degrees in the same 

subject from our own university. This is a straightforward quota, but it is officially called the ‘Merit Stream’. It 
does not matter whether the name was deliberately chosen to ward off the stigma of reservation or whether it 

is a genuine case of ideological blindness. What is interesting about the name is that it unintentionally brings 

together words such as quota and merit that are thought to be ideological opposites. The seemingly 

contradictory name reminds us that, in fact, all quotas are merit quotas since they apply merit based criteria of 

selection to the pool of eligible candidates.  
 

Never mutually exclusive 

 This leads to the unsettling discovery that merit and reservation are not — they have never been — 

mutually exclusive. Just as every quota today involves fierce competition among the eligible, every claim to 

merit is also built on structures of exclusionary access, or reservation like arrangements, that allow merit to be 

acquired. For example, expensive private schools or coaching institutes are effectively reserved for the rich. In 

the real world, what is called merit is always a mix of ability, effort, and social capital, with the latter usually 

playing a big role. This may seem rather obvious, but it is vehemently denied by the ideology of merit which 

constructs it as an exclusively individual and innate thing. In practice, ‘merit’ has been a code word expressing 

the uppercaste sense of entitlement. But its magic is weakening as evergrowing numbers of “them” start to 

score higher marks than many of “us”. Moreover, the problems with depending exclusively on examination 

marks — the universal, and usually only, measure of merit in our system are becoming hard to ignore. As 

http://www.vanik.org/


 

2 

 

DAILY VOCAB DIGESTIVE (19
th

-JAN-2021) 

 1441, Opp. IOCL Petrol Pump, CRPF Square, Bhubaneswar-750015 

Ph. : 8093556677, 9040456677, Web :www.vanik.org, E-mail : vanikbbsr@gmail.com 
 

competition forces a descent into the absurdity of third and fourth decimal place rankings, a new note of 

doubt is creeping into the language of uppercaste entitlement. The most recent judgment of the Supreme 

Court on reservation (Saurav Yadav vs. State of Uttar Pradesh & Others, October 18, 2020) serves as a 

reminder that it is an increasingly complex intersectional issue because social identities are no longer singular. 

The judgment also upholds the principle, stated and clarified in the wake of the socalled “Mandal judgment” 

during the 1990s, that the unreserved category must be open to all, including those belonging to categories 

entitled to reservations. Not surprisingly, ideology has lagged behind the law. Uppercaste sentiment has been 

slow to accept that the unreserved category cannot be treated as a quota reserved for the upper castes. A side 

effect of the “reservation castes” forcing their way into the unreserved category has been the grudging 

acknowledgement that rather than recognising excellence, merit criteria actually perform a rationing function 

in our system. They offer a socially acceptable way to reconcile the large number of meritorious candidates 

with the small number of places available. True merit cannot be measured by examination marks alone, as the 

late Arun Jaitley declared in Parliament when piloting the EWS reservation bill. 
 

Turning points 

 The year 2021 happens to be the centenary year of the “Communal” Government Order (GO) in 

Madras Presidency, which introduced reservation based on castes and communities. January 9 will be the 

second anniversary of the EWS reservation law passed in 2019, which created the first explicit mechanism of 

reservation for the upper castes (though carefully not named as such). And January 26 will mark the 70th 

birthday of our Constitution, which created, for the first time in our history, the figure of the casteless citizen. 

These three legal events also mark crucial turning points in the intertwined histories of merit as ideology and 

reservation as policy. 
 

Acknowledging caste as norm 

 The Communal GO was the colonial government’s way of acknowledging the inequalities of caste and 

finding politically expedient ways of dealing with it. The two unintended consequences of our Constitution 

were first, the birth of the ideology of castelessness, and the positioning of reservation as the explicit 

exception to this implicit norm. The second was the consequent rise of the rhetoric of merit as castepolitics by 

other means. EWS reservation seems to bring the republic back full circle, tacitly acknowledging caste as the 

implicit norm despite continuing with the masquerade of castelessness. We are nowhere near a resolution, 

but at least uppercaste politics is also in the open now. Most important, the ideological weaponising of merit is 

being exposed for what it is. Hopefully, this will enable us to tackle the shared challenge of finding better ways 

of distributing opportunities and measuring abilities. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 

 blur (verb) – become indistinct/unclear, lessen, 

decrease, diminish, reduce. 

 orient (verb) – adapt, adjust, accommodate, 

familiarize. 

 concussion (noun) – a mild traumatic brain injury 

and it temporarily affects brain functioning; loss of 

consciousness, headaches, difficulty with thinking, 

nausea, blurred vision &, etc. are its symptoms. 

 on the one hand (phrase) – it is used to introduce 

the first of two contrasting different, points, facts, 

or ways of looking at something.  It is always 

followed later by on the other hand or ‘on the 

other’. 

 opinionated (adjective) – dogmatic, of fixed views, 

self-important. 

 air (verb) – express, voice, make public. 

 divide (noun) – division, difference, polarity. 

 divisive (adjective) – alienating/isolating, 

disharmonious, discordant. 

 implacably (adverb) – unappeasably, unsparingly, 

relentlessly, unforgivingly, adamantly. 

 cement (verb) – establish firmly. 

 solidarity (noun) – unity, unanimity, harmony, 

cooperation. 

 hierarchical (adjective) – relating to the hierarchy 

(social order/ranking). 
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 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 

 turn the tables (phrase) – reverse a disadvantaged 

situation/position to gain an advantage. 

 simmering (adjective) – fuming, smouldering, 

brewing (of emotions). 

 suppress (verb) – control, contain, restrain. 

 dimension (noun) – aspect, feature, side, element. 

 ideology (noun) – a system of belief, set of 

principles. 

 merit (noun) – excellence, quality, grade, calibre, 

distinction. 

 influence (verb) – affect, have an effect on, 

persuade. 

 transparent (adjective) – open/candid, forthright, 

straightforward, honest. 

 saturate (verb) – fill, spread throughout, imbue 

(to the highest level after that no more can be 

added/done). 

 eye (noun) – someone’s viewpoint, attitude, 

perspective. 

 school (verb) – direct, guide, instruct. 

 loom (verb) – emerge, appear, become visible, 

take a threatening shape. 

 loom large (phrase) – be imminent/close, about to 

happen (and something which has a lot of 

importance/attention). 

 unambiguously (adverb) – undeniably, 

unquestionably, undebatably. 

 Economically Weaker Sections (EWS) (noun) – 

Economically Weaker Section (EWS) or 

Economically Backward Classes(EBC) in India is a 

subcategory of people belonging to the General 

Category having an annual family income less than 

₹8 lakh and who do not belong to any category 
such as SC/ST/OBC across India, nor to MBC in 

Tamil Nadu. 

 wards (noun) – pupil/children, dependant, 

protégé. 

 alumnus (noun) – former (male) student (of a 

particular school, college, or university), its plural 

is alumni. Alumna means former (female) student 

(of a particular school, college, or university), its 

plural is alumnae. 

 formalise (verb) – legalize, legitimize, agree to 

(rules & regulations). 

 standardise (verb) – systematize, regulate. 

 set aside (phrasal verb) – earmark, withhold; save, 

reserve, put aside. 

 enrol (verb) – register, apply. 

 stream (noun) – branch, group, trade, track (as a 

field of study based on ability). 

 deliberately (adverb) – intentionally, purposely, 

knowingly/wittingly. 

 ward off (phrasal verb) – prevent, oppose, avert, 

resist. 

 stigma (noun) – shame, disgrace, dishonour, 

discredit; Stigma occurs when society labels 

someone as disgraced or less desirable. Stigma 

involves three elements; a lack of knowledge 

(ignorance), negative attitudes (prejudice) and 

people behaving in ways that disadvantage the 

stigmatised person (discrimination). 

 blindness (noun) – ignorance, lack of perception, 

lack of awareness. 

 unintentionally (adverb) – coincidentally, 

unexpectedly, unconsciously. 

 seemingly (adverb) – apparently, evidently, 

outwardly. 

 contradictory (adjective) – contrary, contrasting, 

conflicting, inconsistent. 

 criterion (noun) – basis, standard; specification, 

guideline. (criteria is the plural form of criterion). 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on, call 

forth, give rise to. 

 mutually (adverb) – cooperatively, together, in 

combination. 

 exclusive (adjective) – private, especial; restricted 

to a particular group. 

 fierce (adjective) – intense, powerful, vehement. 

 exclusionary (adjective) – special. 

 vehemently (adverb) – forcefully, passionately, or 

intensely. 

 innate (adjective) – natural, intrinsic, inherent; 

essential/inbuilt. 

 descent (noun) – decline (a moral, social, or 

psychological one). 
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 entitlement (noun) – right, prerogative, claim. 

 absurdity (noun) – incongruity, stupidity, 

unreasonableness, irrationality, illogicality. 

 note (noun) – tone, indication, sign, element. 

 creep into (verb) – penetrate, invade, slip in. 

 intersectional (adjective) – criss-crossing. 

 uphold (verb) – confirm, endorse/approve, 

vindicate/validate. 

 in the wake of (phrase) – as a result of some 

event, especially an unpleasant one; in the 

aftermath of, as a consequence of, on account of, 

because of, owing to. 

 Mandal Commission report (noun) – the Mandal 

Commission report (1980) recommended 27% 

reservation for OBC candidates at all levels of the 

Central government services. 

 belong to (verb) – be affiliated to, be associated 

with, be connected to, be linked to. 

 lag behind (phrasal verb) – trail, fall back, 

straggle/move slowly. 

 force one’s way into (phrase) – to use force in 

order to get somewhere. 

 grudging (adjective) – reluctant, unwilling, 

unenthusiastic. 

 acknowledgement (noun) – acceptance, 

admission, realization. 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 

 excellence (noun) – a measurement of an 

individual’s progress and growth; skill, talent, 

merit, brilliance. 

 rationing (verb) – distribute, share out, divide out, 

divide up. 

 reconcile (verb) – make compatible, cause to be in 

agreement, harmonize. 

 meritorious (adjective) – commendable, 

admirable, praiseworthy, laudable, deserving. 

 pilot (verb) – test, trial, examine, appraise, 

evaluate. 

 centenary (adjective) – relating to the hundredth 

anniversary. 

 explicit (adjective) – clear, straightforward, 

definite, specific, categorical. 

 acknowledge (verb) – admit, accept, realize. 

 mechanism (noun) – procedure, process, 

method/technique. 

 as such (phrase) – in itself, of itself, by itself, 

intrinsically. 

 intertwined (adjective) – connected/linked 

closely. 

 norm (noun) – standard, convention, guidelines, 

criterion. 

 inequality (noun) – Inequality is simply defined as 

“the state of not being equal, especially in status, 

rights and opportunities; imbalance, unevenness, 

disproportion, disparity. 

 expedient (adjective) – tactical/strategic; 

advantageous, beneficial. 

 unintended (adjective) – unplanned, unexpected, 

inadvertent, incidental/accidental. 

 implicit (adjective) – implied, indirect, understood 

inherent, inbuilt, underlying. 

 consequent (adjective) – subsequent, following, 

resultant, ensuing. 

 rhetoric (noun) – the art of speaking or writing 

effectively & persuasively or impressively (but, 

often lacking substance); bombast, loftiness, 

hyperbole/extravagant language. 

 means (noun) – method, way, mode. 

 republic (noun) – a group of people involved in a 

particular activity with certain equality; “The 

Republic” is a form of government in which a state 

(country) is ruled by elected representatives of the 

people (citizen body). 

 bring (something) full circle (phrase) – to return to 

an original starting position, especially after 

having a long series of events/changes. 

 tacitly (adverb) – implicitly, indirectly. 

 masquerade (noun) – pretence, deception, make-

believe. 

 resolution (noun) – solution, answer, end. 

 weaponise (verb) – use as a weapon. 

 expose (verb) – uncover, reveal, show, display, 

exhibit, disclose. 

 enable (verb) – permit, allow, facilitate. 
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