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Government’s reservation gambit is neither sound policy nor smart
politics

India presents a classic case of proto-politics. In the last decade, India
has been witnessing the interplay of the agrarian crisis and demands for
reservation by dominant peasant castes, Jats in the north, Marathas and
Patidars in the west, and Kappus in the south.
The resultant political crisis leads to absurd complexities whereby
reservation is sought and promised as the remedy for agrarian distress.
Similarly, the BJP’s recent electoral reverses in three Hindi heartland
States signalled that a section of the upper castes, the core support base
of the party, had drifted away.
This seems to have necessitated the proposed policy-cum-political
measure of reserving 10% seats for them to woo them back.
A significant section of the Other Backward Classes (OBCs) and Dalits
accompanied upper caste voters in moving away from the BJP in Madhya
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and Rajasthan.
While, anti-reservation forums like SAPAKS, or Samanya Picchdaa Evam
Alpsankhyak Samaj, had campaigned against the BJP on account of
controversies related to the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes
(Prevention of Atrocities) Act, in reality they merely deflected the root
cause of the anger due to agrarian and rural distress.
The fact that the BJP performed better than the Congress in the
Baghelkhand region of Madhya Pradesh, the core region of SAPAKS
activity, indicates this.

Subaltern, Hindutva, Bahujan

The key to Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 2014 electoral success lay in
meticulously fusing the social support bases of two antagonistic
discourses of 1990s emanating from Mandal and Mandir politics.
In fact, by the late 1990s, the BJP managed to shed its anti-reservation
image and emerged as a platform for the lower OBCs, who felt left out



from the benefits of Mandal politics.
By 2014, Mr. Modi (along with allies) took the logic of subaltern
Hindutva to its zenith by winning 73 out of 80 seats in Uttar Pradesh
without fielding a single Muslim. Subaltern Hindutva seemed deeply
entrenched as lower OBCs got thick political representation out of the
seats denied to Muslims besides occupying crucial organisational posts
in the BJP and other Hindutva groups.

Judicially unviable

The proposed Bill flies in the face of constitutional provisions and court
verdicts.
Even if a constitutional amendment inserts ‘economic backwardness’ as
the basis for reservation besides existing social and educational
backwardness in Article 15(4), it cannot make a persuasive case to
breach the 50% cap for reservations, as the constitutional provision is
clear that the scale of reservation under Article 16(4) has to be minority
in nature.
This would mean that either the proposed Bill would be nullified, or the
10% reservation would have to be accommodated in the existing 50%
cap.
Either way it would be a dead-end for the BJP.
Reservation is neither an instrument of poverty-eradication, nor does it
have the scale to cope with the agrarian and other economic crises
afflicting India today.
At a time when a deep institutional response is warranted, going for the
easy and lazy measure of earmarking reservation amounts to policy
escapism.
The trend of making public policies and institutional response
subservient to electoral exigencies as a norm is tantamount to treating
India as a proto-state.
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