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The Supreme Court of India’s recent ruling on an all India quota deserves closer attention for a reason other than its 

impact on post graduate medical admissions. This judgment has the potential to settle a long, fractious and futile debate in our 

country: merit versus reservations. The order of the two-judge Bench, comprising Justice D.Y. Chandrachud and Justice A.S. 

Bopanna, lays to rest a popular misconception of merit while advancing an interpretation that is consistent with our 

constitutional ideals of equality and social justice. The judgment should have far-reaching consequences for judicial orders, 

public policy, and, hopefully, public discourse. 

 

Limited case 

The case before the Court was very limited: an expeditious resolution of the issues around the implementation of 

Other Backward Classes (OBC) and economically weaker sections (EWS) quotas in the National Eligibility cum Entrance Test 

(NEET)-All India Quota (AIQ) admissions to medical colleges. AIQ refers to a judicially created category where 15% of 

undergraduate seats and 50% of post graduate seats are filled on a domicile-free, all-India basis. 

The Government had recently decided to extend the existing Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe reservations 

within this category to provide for OBC reservations as well. Writ petitions had challenged this order on the grounds that the 

implementation of OBC reservation would affect professional merit and cause reverse discrimination against general category 

candidates. Another set of writ petitions had challenged the notification of EWS reservation even as the hearings on the 103rd 

Constitutional Amendment Act were pending. Another set of writ petitions had challenged the tenability of ₹8 lakh as the 
income limit for EWS reservation. The Court, in view of the public health implications of the delay in medical admissions, upheld 

the admissions notice, and listed for March the hearing on the validity of the ₹8 lakh limit. 
 

Fresh ground 

The Court took this opportunity to directly address the issue of merit versus reservations at some length (paragraphs 

17 to 28). For the longest time, critics of affirmative action have argued that reservations violate merit. The defenders of 

reservation too often concede this but argue that affirmative actions serve other goals such as social representation. This is 

where the judgment, authored by Justice Chandrachud, breaks fresh ground. It builds on a long tradition of progressive 

jurisprudence on this issue, but takes it in a new direction. 

The judgment begins by recalling and reaffirming the principle of substantive equality, rather than formal equality, 

that underlies our constitutional promise of equality of opportunity. Relying on the debates in the Constituent Assembly, the 

Court reminds us that the intent of the framers was to remedy real structural barriers that prevented the realisation of equality 

of opportunity. The Court builds on landmark cases such as State of Kerala vs N.M. Thomas, K.C. Vasanth Kumar (1985), and 

Indra Sawhney vs Union of India (1992) to reiterate sharply that the provision of reservations in Article 16(4) of the Constitution 

is not an exception to but an extension of the principle of equality enunciated in Article 16(1). Reservations are crucial to 

achieving the aspirational goal of genuine equality of opportunity and status amongst all citizens. ‘Reservation is one of the 

measures that is employed to overcome these barriers. The individual difference may be a result of privilege, fortune, or 

circumstances but it cannot be used to negate the role of reservation in remedying the structural disadvantage that certain 

groups suffer’ (paragraph 22). 

Second, the judgment contributes to the specification of the mechanisms through which social privileges work. Justice 

Chinnappa Reddy in K.C. Vasanth Kumar vs State of Karnataka (1985) had critiqued the purely economic understanding of 

claims for reservation by emphasising the embedded and rigid nature of the socio-cultural institution of caste. 

The present order notes Marc Galanter’s insight that processes of resource accumulation impact the performance of 

candidates in examinations. Taking this understanding forward, it draws upon the work of K.V. Shyamprasad to recognise, 

perhaps for the first time, the role of cultural capital. The order holds: ‘The cultural capital ensures that a child is trained 

unconsciously by the familial environment to take up higher education or high posts commensurate with their family‘s 

standing. This works to the disadvantage of individuals who are first-generation learners and come from communities whose 

traditional occupations do not result in the transmission of necessary skills required to perform well in open examination...’ 
(paragraph 24) The judgment is also attentive to the exclusionary implications of this processes as meritocratic discourse 

legitimises consolidation of ‘family habitus, community linkages, and inherited skills’. In addition to ‘reaffirming social 

hierarchies’, this obsession with scores in an examination ‘serves to denigrate the dignity of those who face barriers in their 

advancement which are not of their own making’ (paragraphs 24-25). 

 

Stereotypes and skills 

Third, it exposes social prejudices that masquerade as concerns about ‘efficiency of administration’ and the anxieties 

about the dilution of merit. It recognises that there is a need to rectify prejudicial stereotypes about the skills of persons 

belonging to weaker sections. 

It relies on the 2019 decision in B.K. Pavitra vs State of Karnataka, also authored by Justice Chandrchud, which held, ‘The 

benchmark for the efficiency of administration is not some disembodied, abstract ideal measured by the performance of a 

qualified open category candidate. Efficiency of administration in the affairs of the Union or of a State must be defined in an 
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inclusive sense, where diverse segments of society find representation as a true aspiration of governance by and for the 

people.’ 
 

Examinations and merit 

Finally, the judgment goes to the heart of the matter and questions examinations as a measure of merit. It cites 

Ashwini Deshpande’s study highlighting a stark separation between what examinations claim to measure, and what they 

actually do. It elaborates by citing Satish Deshpande’s research that shows that often what examinations measure have an 

indirect and weak link to the tasks the candidate is supposed to perform. He argues that the prestige of competitive entrance 

examinations and the unimpeachability of its evaluator standards are a manufactured construct. Satish Deshpande calls these 

examinations ‘traumatic bloodbaths’ that are administered to jealously guard the social prestige of the professional class. 

Thus, Deshpande concludes that if the examinations were to be any less ruthless, their main social function of 

persuading ‘the vast majority of aspirants to consent to their exclusion’ would be stymied. Drawing upon this, the judgment 

opines that exams can ‘only reflect the current competence of an individual but not the gamut of their potential, capabilities or 

excellence’. Foregrounding the importance of individual character, lived experiences, and subsequent training, the judgment 

emphasises that examinations are exclusionary, though convenient, methods of resource allocation and that our constitutional 

ideals should inform our cautious appreciation of these processes (paragraph 25). 

This critique of the widespread misconception about merit — the common sense of the upper caste elite — can have far-

reaching consequences. 

Claims of reverse discrimination by candidates from the unreserved category would have to be justified under the 

paradigm of substantive equality. This implies that a crude disparity in cut-off marks would not be construed in isolation of the 

structural inequalities perpetuated by a competitive examination. This invites a stringent judicial review of the constitutionality 

of EWS reservations since it overlooks the role of cultural capital for general category EWS candidates and fixes the same 

income limits for ‘creamy layer’ OBC and EWS. In the policy realm, this judgment opens the way for designing examinations that 

are free of linguistic, class, school boards, and regional bias. Justice A.K. Rajan’s report on NEET, cited in this judgment, could be 

a potential blueprint for democratising access to higher education. The recognition of social privileges that hide behind merit 

also buttresses the demand for caste census that can document the dynamics of privilege accumulation and caution against 

oligarchic and conservative policy demands for Savarna Aayogs (or Commission for Unreserved Classes) and Brahmin Schemes 

that are mushrooming across our political landscape. 

Is it too much to hope that this reasoning — written in the language and style preferred by our elite — coming from 

the highest court of the land would open the eyes of our upper-caste opinion-makers to the reality of inherited caste privileges 

that masquerade as merit? Would this reshape the complacent and condescending drawing-room conversations about 

“reserved category”? 

 

 interrogate (verb) – question, cross-examine, probe. 

 merit (noun) – grade, level, excellence, distinction 

(awarded as per performance/score in an examination). 

 reservation (noun) – a system of affirmative action in 

India that provides historically disadvantaged groups 

representation in education, employment, and politics. 

 binary (noun) – something having two parts. 

 advance (verb) – put forward, present, suggest, propose, 

moot. 

 interpretation (noun) – explanation, elucidation, 

clarification, definition. 

 ideals (noun) – principle,  moral value, belief, conviction, 

standard. 

 equality (noun) – equal rights, equal opportunities, 

nondiscrimination. 

 social justice (noun) – the equal access to wealth, 

opportunities, and privileges within a society.  

 potential (noun) – capability, capacity, ability, power. 

 fractious (adjective) – argumentative, quarrelsome, 

contentious, controversial, difficult (to control), 

disagreeable. 

 futile (adjective) – pointless, useless, valueless. 

 bench (noun) – a court of law with a number of judges. 

 lay something to rest (phrase) – to end something 

(worry, concern, doubt, misconception, etc.). 

 misconception (noun) – misapprehension, 

misunderstanding, mistake, misinterpretation, misbelief, 

miscalculation, false impression, fallacy. 

 constitutional (adjective) – legal, lawful, legitimate. 

 far-reaching (adjective) –  extensive, profound, radical, 

comprehensive, sweeping, all-embracing. 

 expeditious (adjective) – speedy, quick, rapid, swift. 

 Other Backward Class (OBC) (noun) – In the Indian 

Constitution, OBCs are described as socially and 

educationally backward classes (SEBC), and the 

Government of India is enjoined to ensure their social 

and educational development. 

 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. 

 National Eligibility Entrance Test (NEET) (noun) – The 

National Eligibility Entrance Test (NEET) is conducted by 

National Testing Agency (NTA) as a uniform entrance 

examination for admission to various undergraduate 

medical courses in approved/recognized Medical/Dental 

/AYUSH and other Colleges/ Deemed Universities 

http://www.vanik.org/


 

3 

DAILY VOCAB DIGESTIVE (3
rd

-MARCH-2022) 

 Plot-1441, Opp. IOCL Petrol Pump, CRP Square, Bhubaneswar-751015 

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

 

/Institutes (AIIMS & JIPMER) in India, as per Section 14 of 

The National Medical Commission (NMC) Act, 2019 and 

relevant Graduate Medical Education Regulations (GMER) 

1997, as amended from time to time. 

 All-India Quota (AIQ) (noun) – The All India Quota (AIQ) 

Scheme was introduced in 1986 under the directions of 

the Hon’ble Supreme Court to provide for domicile-free 

merit based opportunities to students from any State to 

aspire to study in a good medical college located in 

another State. All India Quota consists of 15% of total 

available UG seats and 50% of total available PG seats in 

government medical colleges. Initially, there was no 

reservation in AIQ Scheme up to 2007. In 2007, the 

Hon’ble Supreme Court introduced reservation of 15% 

for SCs and 7.5% for STs in the AIQ Scheme.  

 domicile (noun) – a person’s permanent residence. In 

law, domicile is the status of being a lawful permanent 

resident in a particular jurisdiction (territory/region). 

 writ petition (noun) – A writ petition can be filed by any 

person whose Fundamental Rights have been 

infringed/violated by the State. Under a Public Interest 

Litigation, any public-spirited person may file a writ 

petition in the interest of the general public even if his 

own Fundamental Right has not been infringed. 

 ground (noun) – reason, cause, basis, factor. 

 reverse (adjective) – opposite, contrary, counter. 

 discrimination (noun) – prejudice, bias, bigotry, 

unfairness, inequity, one-sidedness, partisanship. 

 103rd Constitution Amendment Act, 2019 (noun) – it 

introduces 10% reservation for Economically Weaker 

Sections (EWS) of society for admission to Central 

Government-run educational institutions and private 

educational institutions (except for minority educational 

institutions), and for employment in Central Government 

jobs. 

 tenability (noun) – reasonableness, plausibility, 

believability, acceptability. 

 in view of (phrase) – considering, taking into 

consideration, because of, as a result of. 

 public health (noun) – the branch of medicine handling 

public health; public health is also the science of 

protecting and improving the health of people and their 

communities through education, policy making and 

research for disease and injury prevention. 

 implications (noun) – consequence/outcome, 

ramification, repercussion. 

 uphold (verb) – confirm, endorse/approve, 

vindicate/validate.  

 address (verb) – tackle, deal with, attend to, try to sort 

out. 

 affirmative action (noun) – it means positive steps taken 

to increase the representation of (women and) minorities 

in areas of employment, education, and culture from 

which they have been historically excluded. 

 defender (noun) – supporter. 

 concede (verb) – admit, acknowledge, accept, recognize. 

 break ground (phrase) – do something new and useful. 

 build on (phrasal verb) – develop, enhance. 

 jurisprudence (noun) – legal system. 

 reaffirm (verb) – assert, state, say again strongly. 

 substantive equality (noun) – It goes beyond the basics 

(i.e. all are equal & be treated alike) and identifies 

underlying structural or characteristic differences. It is 

concerned with equitable outcomes and equal 

opportunities for disadvantaged and marginalized people 

and groups in society. “Substantive equality of 

opportunity” prevails with respect to some desirable 

position or ranked order of positions just in case all 

members of society are eligible to apply for the position, 

applications are fairly judged on their merits and the 

most meritorious are selected, and sufficient opportunity 

to develop the qualifications needed for successful 

application is available to all. 

 underlie (verb) – be the cause of, be the basis of, be the 

fundamental of. 

 rely on (phrasal verb) – depend on; resort to, have 

recourse to. 

 Constituent Assembly (noun) – The Constituent 

Assembly of India, consisting of indirectly elected 

representatives, was established to draft a constitution 

for India. It existed for approx. three years, the first 

parliament of India after independence in 1947.  

 remedy (noun) – solution, answer, antidote/panacea. 

 reiterate (verb) – repeat, say again, restate. 

 Article 16(4) of the Constitution of India (noun) – Article 

16(4) of the Constitution provides: “Nothing in this article 

shall prevent the State from making any provision for the 

reservation of appointments or posts in favour of any 

backward class of citizens which, in the opinion of the 

State, is not adequately represented in the services under 

the state.” 

 enunciate (verb) – pronounce, articulate; express/state. 

 Article 16(1) of the Constitution of India (noun) – Article 

16(1) states that there shall be equal opportunity for the 

citizens in the matter of employment or appointment to 

any office under the State. 

 aspirational (adjective) – determined, ambitious, 

dedicated, aggressive. 

 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 

 privilege (noun) – advantage, right, benefit, prerogative, 

entitlement. 

 fortune (noun) – wealth, riches, substance, property, 

assets, resources. 

 negate (verb) – deny, reject, dispute, call into question, 

contradict. 

 critique (verb) – analyse, evaluate, assess, appraise, 

review. 

 insight (noun) – understanding, comprehension, 

apprehension, judgement, revelation. 

 draw upon (phrasal verb) – to use something in some 

beneficial way. 

 cultural capital (noun) – cultural capital in sociology 

comprises an individual’s social assets (education, 

intellect, style of speech, dress, etc.) that “promote social 

mobility within a stratified society“. The term was coined 

by 1970s French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, who 
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developed the idea as a way to explain how power in 

society was transferred and social classes maintained. In 

simple terms, it can be defined as the skills and 

knowledge which an individual can draw on to give them 

an advantage in social life. 

 take up (phrasal verb) – accept, say yes to, agree to. 

 commensurate (adjective) – appropriate to, 

corresponding to, in accordance with, in proportion with; 

equivalent, equal, matching, comparable, proportionate. 

 attentive (adjective) – heedful, mindful, watchful; 

considerate, thoughtful. 

 meritocratic (adjective) – relating to the belief that rulers 

should be chosen for their superior abilities and not 

because of their wealth or birth. 

 consolidation (noun) – combination, unification, linking. 

 habitus (noun) – features; manner, attitude, behavior. 

 inherited (adjective) – congenital, innate, natural; 

hereditary, ancestral, familial. 

 hierarchy (noun) – class system; arrangement, 

classification. 

 obsession (noun) – the particular condition of having 

unwanted and repeated thoughts, feelings, ideas & etc., 

about someone or something (all the time); fixation, 

preoccupation, concern, mania/craze/phobia. 

 serve to (phrase) – to have the intention/purpose of 

doing something. 

 denigrate (verb) – criticise, attack, insult, devalue, 

defame. 

 dignity (noun) – self-esteem, self-respect, morale. 

 stereotype (noun) – standard image, received idea, 

cliché, hackneyed idea. 

 prejudice (noun) – bigotry, bias, partisanship, partiality, 

intolerance, discrimination, preference, one-sidedness, 

unfairness, inequality, inequity. 

 masquerade (verb) – pretend, impersonate, disguise 

(oneself as). 

 dilution (noun) – reduction in value/power/force of 

something. 

 disembodied (adjective) – intangible, insubstantial, 

impalpable/bodiless. 

 abstract (adjective) – theoretical, conceptual, notional. 

 highlight (verb) – underline, underscore, emphasize. 

 stark (adjective) – clear, distinct, evident, obvious, 

striking. 

 prestige (noun) – importance, prominence, superiority. 

 unimpeachability (noun) – trustworthiness, reliability, 

dependability, unquestionability. 

 evaluator (noun) – analyst, interpreter, reviewer. 

 manufactured (adjective) – invented; fabricated. 

 construct (noun) – idea or theory.  

 traumatic (adjective) – painful, distressing, disturbing. 

 bloodbath (noun) – mass slaughter, 

wholesale/indiscriminate killing. 

 jealously (adverb) – defensively, carefully, protectively. 

 ruthless (adjective) – unforgiving, unfeeling, uncaring, 

unsympathetic. 

 stymie (verb) – prevent, stop, hamper, thwart, impede, 

hinder. 

 opine (verb) – suggest, propose, put forward, express, 

state (an opinion); comment, remark, posit, moot. 

 competence (noun) – capability, ability, competency, 

knowledge, expertise, expertness, skill.  

 gamut (noun) – range, extent, scope. 

 foreground (verb) – bring/call/draw attention to, 

highlight. 

 exclusionary (adjective) – special, limited. 

 elite (noun) – high society people; the group of most 

powerful people in a society.. 

 paradigm (noun) – model, pattern, case in point. 

 crude (adjective) – bad, deficient, defective, faulty, 

imperfect, inferior. 

 disparity (noun) –  inconsistency, imbalance, inequality. 

 construe (verb) – interpret, understand, explain, 

elucidate, analyse. 

 perpetuate (verb) – cause to continue something 

indefinitely, particularly a bad situation, an 

attitude/idea/belief, etc; keep going, keep in existence, 

extend/prolong. 

 overlook (verb) – neglect, ignore, disregard, turn a blind 

eye. 

 creamy layer (noun) – income ceiling for Other Backward 

Classes (OBC) reservation under which children of 

persons having a gross annual income of Rs 8 lakh or 

above for a period of three consecutive years would fall 

under the creamy layer category and would not be 

entitled to the benefit of reservation available to Other 

Backward Classes (OBC). 

 realm (noun) – area, field, domain (of activity). 

 linguistic (adjective) – relating to language; lingual. 

 democratise (verb) – make something available to 

everyone. 

 buttress (verb) – strengthen, support, reinforce. 

 document (verb) – substantiate, confirm, validate, 

authenticate, endorse. 

 dynamics (noun) – basic/fundamental cause or force that 

triggers change within a system. 

 oligarchic (adjective) – relating to a small group which 

controls the country & government. 

 Savarna Aayog/Commission for Unreserved Classes 

(noun) – this Commission will safeguard interests of the 

unreserved classes besides effective implementation of 

various welfare schemes. 

 mushroom (verb) – increase, burgeon, grow, develop 

rapidly. 

 landscape (noun) – a particular field of activity. 

 complacent (adjective) – careless, casual, unconcerned, 

uninterested, apathetic, perfunctory; smug, self-satisfied, 

pleased/proud of oneself, self-opinionated, satisfied, 

pleased, contented. 

 condescend (verb) – patronize, look down on, put down. 
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