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The Logic of Affirmative Action: Caste, Class
and Quotas in India

Frank de Zwart
Leiden University, The Netherlands 

ABSTRACT

Most social scientists today agree that identity is a social construction, not a primordial
given. They also agree that the state (through its power to dominate discourse) is a key
agent in the process of identity construction. The literature on caste in India is
illustrative. Caste used to be thought of as an ancient fact of Hindu life, but
contemporary scholars argue that the caste system was constructed by the British
colonial regime. The social construction thesis should apply a fortiori to a project begun
by the Indian government almost 50 years ago and still going strong, namely
affirmative action for the ’backward classes’. This project is strikingly similar to the
British colonial project that ex hypothesi constructed the caste system. The government
defines social categories (official constructions) under which people must register in
order to qualify for the material rewards - jobs and education - that made these
constructions real in their consequences. The tangible effects of affirmative action differ,
however, from what the social construction theory predicts. The backward classes never
emerged as a viable identity. What emerged instead was a multiplicity of castes. The
government’s prolonged attempt ever since independence to construct the ’backward
classes’ only reinforced the caste system. The logic of affirmative action explains this
unintended outcome.

Frank de Zwart, Department of Publie Administration, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of
Leiden, POB 9555, 2300 RB Leiden, The Netherlands
&copy; Scandinavian Sociological Association 2000

1. Introduction 1

About half the population of India belongs to
the so-called Socially and Educationally Back-
ward Classes. Although this term seems degrad-
ing, ’backward’ status is much sought after in
India. The reason is that Socially and Educa-
tionally Backward Classes are eligible for
affirmative action. ‘’ The central government
reserves 27 percent of all government jobs and
places in institutions of higher education

exclusively for the backward classes. Most states
follow this policy, though some have even

higher reservation percentages.3 Besides the
backward classes quota, there is atlirinative
action for other social segments as well. About
15 percent of government jobs and higher

education places. for instance, are reserved for
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, who
make up 20 percent of the population of India. 

4

Unlike them, however, the Socially and Educa-
tionally Backward Classes were never a clearly
defined category.

Such unclarity is unusual. Affirmative
action is mostly initiated by governments to

help deprived groups or social segments whose
identity is reasonably clear. Scheduled Castes
and Tribes in India, for instance - or ethnic,
racial and gender categories, the usual eligibles
abroad - are identified without much dispute
because their identity also exists outside the
realm of atlirmative action. When. in the early
1950s, the Constitution of India prescribed
aflirmative action to benefit Socially and Edu- at TATA INSTITUTE OF SOCIAL SCIE on August 23, 2009 http://asj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
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cationally Backward Classes, however, it was

unclear who these classes were. The solution

preceded the formulation of the problem.
Makers of the Constitution provided the

legal frame for affirmative action and named the
backward classes as one of the eligible cate-
gories. They left it to special commissions in the
States and the Centre, however, to find out who

exactly the backward classes were. Since the
Constitution was ratified in 19 50, many Back-
ward Classes Commissions have come and gone,
but none produced a final, authoritative list of
eligibles. New groups who demand recognition
as backward classes keep coming up, and
entitlements of older groups are hotly disputed.
Fresh commissions make new lists, sometimes

increasing the number of eligibles recognized by
their predecessors, sometimes - less often -

decreasing it. Hence, selecting the Socially and
Educationally Backward Classes for the purpose
of affirmative action is a continuing process.

This essay examines that selection process
and traces its effects on group formation and

group identity in India. In the heyday of class
analysis and planned economy, scholars cred-
ited governments with the power to shape
society and reduce economic inequality. Post-
modern theorists now credit governments with
the power to ’construct’ social and cultural

identity. In India, this view is especially promi-
nent in studies of colonial government and the
caste system. The theory is also used to explain
religious identity (Pandey 1992: see Kooiman
199 5, and Talbot 199 5 for critical discussions).
Some authors claim that India’s caste system
was constructed by the British colonial admin-
istration. Interestingly, the methods whereby
colonial administration in India is said to have
done this - registration of the population by
social category, followed by implementation of
policies and laws specific for each category - are
similar to the methods now used to enforce
atlirmative action for the backward classes. In
both cases, moreover, registration and the

policies based upon it promote political mobili-
zation. and with it. group formation and

identity politics. Given these similarities, it is

interesting to ask what has become of the

Socially and Educationally Backward Classes.
Does affirmative action (as it is argued for
British policy in colonial times) result in the rise
of new social identities? In other words, has the
Indian government after independence been
able to do with the Socially and Educationally
Backward Classes what the British allegedly did
with caste? .

2. Administrative construction of caste

The caste system, as historians and social
scientists since the late 19th century portray
it, is governed by division and hierarchy (some
classical studies on caste are Mayer 1960;
Srinivas 1962, 1966; Beteille 1965; Dumont
1970; Mandelbaum 1970).S The units of
division are endogamous groups with a tradi-
tional occupation and a hereditary member-
ship. The basic criterion for ranking these

groups is ritual purity. Purity and pollution of
castes follow from their traditional occupation
and stick to castes as a whole. Most polluting are
death and bodily emissions. Castes whose
traditional occupation entails contact with
them (for instance, washermen, leatherworkers
and barbers) rank low. All members of a caste -
regardless of whether they follow its traditional
occupation - share its rank in the hierarchy.
This does not mean that the present occupation
of caste members is completely irrelevant to

status. Castes are not immobile. Many studies
show that given time, means, organization and
a favourable political climate, castes and sub-
castes (not individuals) can rise in the status
hierarchy (Kothari & Maru 1965; Rudolph &

Rudolph 1967: Mandelbaum 1970:23-24;
Shah 1975).

Division between castes is most clearly
manifest in patterns of marriage and commen-
sality. Moreover, caste identity follows the

segmentary principle: the meaning of caste is

relative to context. In the context of local events.
castes are small endogamous groups of people
with the same name, spread over a few adjacent
villages. On a regional level, castes are clusters
of local castes, perceived by others as groups
with similar status and subsumed under one
name. In the context of a state or the nation,
castes are clusters of regional clusters. In Indian
languages, these three segments are called jatis.

’Caste’ also refers to the four categories into
which the Hindu scriptures divide society at

large: Brahmins (priests and scholars), Ksha-
tryas (rulers and soldiers), Vaishyas (traders and
merchants) and Shudras (agriculturalists).
Note, however, that these latter categories -
vartias in Indian languages - are not actual
groups. They form an ideological scheme, used
by people ’as a handy gross classification of
others’ (Mandelbaum 1970:13).

Some authors specify the segmentary levels
as caste, subcaste or sub-subcaste. Others refer
to castes of the first through the fourth order.
Most, however, simply say ’caste’ and assume
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that the relevant level of segmentation is clear
from context. The ’castes’ in government
publications like the Census of India or the
lists used for affirmative action are mostly
regional- or state-level caste clusters. But
whereas these clusters are treated as groups
with similar status by outsiders, including the
government, they are still highly stratified for
insiders. The subtleties of rank within a caste
cluster are often unknown or unrecognized by
people outside it. For instance, washermen can

simply be identified by others as Dhobi. But to
Dhobis things look different. As Mandelbaum
writes: ’Those whose jnti occupation is to wash
clothes that are not only soiled, but soiled with
the exudation of sweat, are therefore consigned
to low jati rank. More defiling still than sweat
soiled clothes are clothes that have been stained
with menstrual blood; washermen who launder
the former may not want to touch the latter’
(Mandelbaum 1970:190).5

The government’s role in the making of the
caste system is an old theme in the literature on
colonial India. Since the 1960s. Bernard Cohn
has argued that colonial policy, administration
and law have been instrumental in fashioning
caste and caste identity in India (Cohn 1968,
1987). Cohn’s work was somewhat neglected in
the heyday of debates on class and political
economy, but recently under the influence of
Edward Said’s Orientnlism ( 19 78 ), Benedict
Anderson’s Imagh1ed Communities (1983) and,
indirectly, Foucault’s work on the analysis of
texts, this old thesis gained prominence. The
current version of Cohn’s thesis is basically a
critique of the idea of primordial attachments as
’givens’ of social or cultural life (Geertz 1973)
and of the essentialist (as opposed to construc-
tivist) view of a uniform caste system that has
characterized Indian society and culture since
time immemorial. The latter view is attributed

especially to Louis Dumont’s Homo Hierarchicus
(1970). Postmodern scholars see the caste

system not as an ancient given, but as a

construction that originates largely in British
times.

Ideas from Orientalisrn and Imagined Com-
iiiiiiiities appear occasionally in the public
debate and literature on affirmative action in
India today, but the constructivist critique of
Dumont is based primarily on studies of the
colonial period (Pant 1987; Dirks 1989; Inden
1990: Appadurai 1993; Ludden 1993). The
claims of constructivist theory are not limited to
past events, however. Construction and decon-
struction of social identities (including caste) is

a continuous process (Fuller 1996). Therefore,
it is worthwhile to consider the constructivist
thesis in light of more recent developments, and
affirmative action for the backward classes

provides ample evidence.
The current process of selecting and

registering the beneficiaries of affirmative action
bears strong resemblance to the British colonial
Census of India, whose importance in fashion-
ing India’s caste system the studies cited above
all emphasize. Consider the following charac-
teristics of affirmative action for the Socially and
Educationally Backward Classes. First, the

policy requires registration and official recogni-
tion of people’s membership in a particular
social category. Second, it creates a vested
interest in affiliation with the social categories
thus recognized, since it bestows important
advantages - jobs and education - upon the
people who qualify. Like these requirements of
affirmative action today, the colonial Census
first registered people by social category - in casii
castes (see Smith 198 5 on the emergence of this

practice) - and then created a vested interest in
belonging to these categories because castes,
once recognized and listed, increasingly became
the target of group-specific policy and law. The
constructivist thesis holds that the system of
castes in the Census of India corresponded only
loosely to social reality at first, but became

increasingly real in its consequences once policy
was based upon it. The colonial Census Officers
- misled by 19th-century orientalist discourse
and their upper-caste informants - wrongly
considered caste and caste hierarchy to be the
basic social facts of Hindu life. Their ideas and

descriptions of caste society nevertheless
became authoritative and form the basis of
most social science and historiography on India
ever since, but that authority. David Ludden
writes, was based on ’imperial utility’, not on
their truth (Ludden 1993:2fit1 ). Ludden tries to
show that almost every scholar who wrote
about caste since the 19th century merely
helped to ’factualize’ (the term abounds in his
article) imperial fiction. Ludden aims to go

beyond Edward Said. Said shows that oriental-
ists are wrong about the facts, but ’[b]y
presuming that there is to be found in the East
a real truth about its self-existent peoples, Said
employs the very positivist logic that gives
orientalism life’ (Ludden 199 3: 2 71 ). This thesis
may seem impossible, but it can be sustained.
with a stroke of the pen. by denying the
existence of facts.
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no need to prove ideas wrong by finding and
presenting facts that falsify them. Guilt by
association serves as proof: since the ’imagery’ 

I

of caste and caste hierarchy served imperial
projects such as collecting taxes and controlling
the population of India, it must be wrong.
Today’s harsh reality, however, remains: dec-
ades after the British departure, the significance
of caste in social, religious and political life is

unmistakable. But to Ludden this does not shed
the slightest doubt on the construction thesis.
On the contrary, he thinks it proves his point:
’[T]oday orientalism is most defensible on the

ground that people in India and elsewhere
believe its imagery to represent the truth about
themselves’ (Ludden 199 3:2 0). That people in
India have mistaken beliefs about themselves,
Ludden continues, cannot be attributed solely to
British influence. Among the believers in the
imagery of caste are the political leaders who
shaped and ruled society after independence.
The orientalist image served their power, as it

had served the British before, and using that
power the government reinforced the image
(Ludden 1993:272-273).

Imagine the gratidew- of this thesis. Imperial
administrators invented a social structure and

managed to make generations of scholars,
politicians and people in India believe (and act
upon the idea) that this structure was real. This
is truly a remarkable feat of social engineering.
Governments all over the world can only wish
they had the recipe. Indeed, after independence,
the government of India tried to do something
similar with another type of social structure.
The hypothesis that political leaders after

independence simply subscribed to the image
of caste and intentionally continued to reinforce
it is false. They certainly believed that caste was
real, but the Socially and Educationally Back-
ward Classes is a secular and modern category,
and making them eligible for affirmative action
was a deliberate attempt by the political elite
who framed affirmative action policy to ’decon-
struct’ the colonial construction of caste.

3. Backward classes in the constitution

As they say of caste in the British Census, the
Socially and Educationally Backward Classes

originated as an administrative category - its

inventors, however, were informed not by
orientalist, but by social democratic and Marxist
discourse. Affirmative action in India is legally
grounded in the Constitution. The relevant

statements are Article 46 in section 4, the
Directive Principles of State Policy, and articles
15(4) and 16(4), on education and government
jobs, in section 3, the Fundamental Principles.
Article 46 allows preferential treatment of
’weaker sections of the people’. Article 15(4)
talks of ’the advancement of any socially and
educationally backward classes of citizens’, and
Article 16(4) permits ’any provision for the
reservation of appointments or posts in favour of
any backward class of citizens’. Both latter
articles were made in the first round of
constitutional amendments in 1951. In effect

they adjust articles 15 and 16 - which prohibit
discrimination on the basis of caste, class and
sex - to the practice of affirmative action that
existed in various states ever since the 19?Os.

What made the Constituent Assembly
legislate affirmative action? Marc Galanter, in

his detailed and extensive study on the legal
intricacies, writes that the decision to give
constitutional support for affirmative action

’proceeded from an awareness of the entrenched
and cumulative nature of group inequalities’
( 1984:11. Galanter concludes this from debates
in the Constituent Assembly, where affirmative
action, like many other constitutional articles,
was discussed in connection with the goal of
greater social equality (cf. Beteille 1992:2). As
noted, however, articles 15(4) and 16(4) are
amendments to fundamental principles that

guarantee individual equality of opportunity
and prohibit discrimination in education and

public employment. With one hand the Con-
stitution grants individual citizens equality
before the law, but with the other hand takes
it away.

This contradiction is inherent in affirma-
tive action and it is not unique to India. Max
Weber discusses the same conflict in connection
with the rise of democracy and modern bureau-
cracy in Europe. Weber’s discussion of this

period shows that redistributing offices through
affirmative action entails specific consequences
and is distinct from other redistributive policies.
First, affirmative action infringes on the princi-
ple of equality before the law, whereas other
redistributive policies - for instance, land
reform, progressive taxation or free public
education - do not. The rules that govern
access to office in modern government are a
constitutional application of the principle of

equality before the law. Changing these rules
infringes on that principle. Second, affirmative
action is a distinct type of redistributive policy
because it not only redistributes economic
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means - or the chances to acquire these means
- but also offices and thereby political power (cf.
Government of India 19980:57). One purpose of
this redistribution is to limit bureaucratic power.
Weber explains democratic attempts to redis-
tribute offices by the fear of bureaucratic power
and the urge to enlarge representation in

government.
Bureaucracy and democracy, in Weber’s

view, are ’parallel phenomena’ that result ’from
the demand of equality before the law’. Their
ascendancy in modern society ends ’the horror
of privilege’. The displacement of traditional
recruitment patterns by modern bureaucratic
ones diminishes the ’significance of social and
economic differences for the assumption of
administrative functions’ (Weber 1948:226).
In modern bureaucracy, ’educational diplomas
have replaced privilege as the basis of adminis-
trative recruitment’ (Bendix 1960:430). Weber
uses sweeping terms like the ’universal accessi-
bility of office’ (1948:224) to stress the differ-
ence between bureaucracy and traditional
administration, but he also argues that exam-
ination becomes a new means for monopolizing
offices. Acquisition of diplomas requires con-
siderable investment of time and money, result-

ing in ’a setback for talent in favour of property’
(Weber 1948:241-242). Legal rules, governing
procedure, hierarchy, promotion and salary, are
the backbone of bureaucracy. They protect the
officeholder and the public against each other’s
whims and are thus a precondition for the

impersonal and formal execution of authority.
The better the officeholders are protected,
however, the more likely it is that they will
form a new ’privileged caste’ (1948:240).
Democracy therefore is tempted to curtail the
power of this new ’caste’ by changing the rules
of recruitment in favour of more social cate-

gories.
Discussing this fundamental tension

between bureaucracy and democracy, Weber
uses ’democracy’ in the sense of ’executive
leaders of an inarticulate mass’ ( 1948: 2 2 5.
226, 242). ’Democracy’ takes an ambivalent
attitude ... towards the system of examinations
for expertise, as it does towards all the

phenomena of bureaucratization which, never-
theless, it promotes’ (Weber 1978:999). Wher-
ever possible, democracy opposes the
bureaucratic ’caste’ it created by shortening
terms of office and by ’not binding the candidate
to a special expertness’ (Weber 1948:226).
Hence, in its fight against privilege, democracy
seeks to replace ’the arbitrary disposition of the

hierarchically superordinate ’master’ by the
equally arbitrary disposition of the governed,
or rather, the party bosses dominating them’
( 19 78:1000-1001 ). ~ 7

Weber might be describing Jawaharlal
Nehru’s defence before the Constituent Assem-

bly in 19 51 of the articles that grant affirmative
action to the backward classes. ’The essential

difficulty’, Nehru argued, is that

the whole conception of the Fundamental Rights is
the protection of individual liberty and freedom.
That is a basic conception ... derived from ...
European history in the latter days of the 18th
century: roughly speaking, you may say, from the
days of the French Revolution which spread on to
the 19th century. That might be said to be the
dominating idea of the 19th century and it has
continued [to be] a matter of fundamental

importance. Nevertheless, as the 19th century
marched into the 20th century and as the 20th
century went ahead, other additional ideas came
into the field which are represented by our

Directive Principles of State Policy ... If any kind
of appeal to individual liberty and freedom is
construed to mean an appeal to the continuation
of the existing inequality, ... then you become
static, unprogressive. (Nehru 1994:162)

In Weberian terms, Nehru was here proposing
to replace one form of social closure with
another (see Weber 1978:43-46). He wanted
to combat monopolization of office by one social
category with preferential policies for another
social category. Moreover, Weber’s characteriza-
tion of democratic politicians as ’executive
leaders of an inarticulate mass’ is particularly
apt here. Indeed, when Nehru spoke on behalf of
the Socially and Educationally Backward
Classes, nobody knew who these classes were.

Parliamentarians asked questions about
the identity of the backward classes, but these
questions could not be answered. The term was
used anyway. Nehru explained, to bring amend-
ments 1514) and 16(4) in line with Article 340
of the Constitution, which allows the President
of India to appoint a commission to develop
criteria and select the backward classes. The
first of these commissions would be appointed in
19 5 3. For the time being the identity of the
backward classes was left unclear. but that does
not mean that participants in the debate had no
idea: Law Minister B. R. Ambedkar - himself
one of the principle drafters of the Constitution -
bluntly replied that ’[w]hat are called the
backward classes are ... nothing else but a
collection of certain castes’ (in Galanter
1984:166). Other participants may have shared at TATA INSTITUTE OF SOCIAL SCIE on August 23, 2009 http://asj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
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this expectation, but most of them, not in the
least Prime Minister Nehru himself. were careful
to avoid mention of it. Galanter writes that it is

abundantly clear from the debate that Ambed-
kar only said what the others expected: the
backward classes would be a list of castes and
communities (Galanter 1984:1G6). This may be
so, but caste-based affirmative action was not
what the Constituent Assembly wanted, and the
same is true for successive parliaments after
independence. The Kalelkar report, with its
caste-based selection, was never implemented,
and in the early 1960s the Minister of Home
Affairs in Delhi issued a letter to all the State

governments suggesting that they use economic
instead of caste criteria to distribute the benefits
of affirmative action: ’[T]he remedies suggested
on the basis of caste.’ the Minister writes, ’would
be worse than the evil of backwardness itself’ (in
Galanter 1984 :177, see also 167-179).

According to Nehru, the backward classes
were ’groups, classes, individuals, communities,
if you like, who are backward’ (in Galanter
1984:166). Other speakers in the constituent
debates used similarly vague descriptions. Some
objected to affirmative action for the backward
classes because they feared that from within the
backward classes, better-off groups would take
all the advantages (Shri Ayangar, in Roy Bur-
man 1992:125). Shri L. Saksena said, ’[w]e
should take care that these privileges should go
to those who are really in need of them....
There may be classes which taken as a whole

may be backward but this is not the rule’ (in Roy
Burman 1992:125). Shri K. T. Shah argued
that ’retention of the word ’class’ would mean
... negation of the spirit of the Constitution’
and suggested to ’substitute the word ’citizen’
for it’ (in Roy Burman 1992:128-129). Shri
Kamath. referring to Nehru’s introductory
speech, said ’the Prime Minister was right in
saying ... that it would be more proper to refer
to backward individuals and not classes as a
whole or in a lump’ (in Roy Burman 1992:129).
Indeed, Nehru said that

My amendment is not intended to be a communal
amendment, or to help ... a communal approach
to this problem. We must distinguish between the
communal approach and the approach of helping
our weaker, backward brothers and sisters ... [I]t
is the backward individual citizen that we should

help. Why should we brand groups and classes as
backward and forward? It is a fact that certain

groups or classes are backward but I do not wish to
brand them as such or treat them as such. (Nehru
1994:185)

In the same speech, however, Nehru also said
that ’[w]e have to do something for the
communities which are backward education-
ally, economically and in other respects’ (in Roy
Burman 1992:106).

Regardless of expectations about the iden-
tity of the backward classes held by participants
in the debate, a loose connection between
’backwardness’ and the caste system suited
both the secular socio-economic agenda and the
Gandhian principles of the Congress leadership.
(Gandhi was opposed to affirmative action
because he said it would divide the nation.)
The Constitution prohibits discrimination on
the basis of caste, so the problem was repre-
sented as a simple dichotomy between ’the
backward’ and ’the forward’. Such a represen-
tation is far removed from the multiple distinc-
tions that characterize the caste system, and
more in line with class analysis (cf. Parkin
1974 :1. 5). The problem of caste, however, did
not disappear. It continued to impress itself on
the government’s attention in the process of
implementing affirmative action.

4. Two national Backward Classes
Commissions

The first national Backward Classes Commis-
sion was installed in 19 5 3. Its terms of reference
read that it should determine criteria of back-
wardness, find out which, if any, sections of the
population should be treated as socially and
educationally backward, and prepare lists of
these sections (Government of India 19 5 6:2 ).
Hence, the first Backward Classes Commission
formulated the problem to match the solution
given in the Constitution.

The report of this commission breathes the
same spirit of secular egalitarianism that

inspired India’s Constitution and that led its
drafters to grant affirmative action to weaker
sections of the nation. This spirit is especially
visible in the many doubts and regrets the
commission had about the results of its own
work: after more than two years’ research -
travelling all over the country, receiving over
3,000 memoranda and holding almost 6.UU0
interviews (Government of India 1956 :217) -
the commission came up with a list of 2,399
eligible castes.~Together these castes comprised
roughly 40 percent of the population of India.
Just as Ambedkar predicted, the Socially and
Educationally Backward Classes turned out to
be a selection of castes. Note, however, that this at TATA INSTITUTE OF SOCIAL SCIE on August 23, 2009 http://asj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
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commission - and the same is true for its
successors - did not begin with caste as the
criterion of selection. The criteria of backward-
ness used to select beneficiaries were a variety of
social and economic indicators such as income,
education and (father’s) occupation. However,
these secular criteria were used to rank cate-

gories. not individuals. We know that bureau-
cracy is inclined to categorize (Merton 1940),
and indeed in our case it can hardly be
otherwise. The alternative was to rank indivi-
duals, or perhaps families, on the scale of
backwardness. Though this would no doubt
have been the most precise and just method, it
would also have been highly complicated and
expensive. Registering individuals would have
required a huge research effort. Without benefit
of averages estimated for entire castes, the

background and socio-economic status of

many millions of people would have required
separate investigation. Moreover, since this
research could hardly be done ’door to door’,
it would have been hard to reach all potential
beneficiaries. Problems of unequal access to

registration - already prevalent for different
castes - would have multiplied if individuals had
been approached.

Criteria of backwardness were (and still
are) applied to categories. The question is why
these categories turned out to be castes.

Administrative convenience is part of the
answer. The first commissions used existing
British registrations, which were in terms of
caste. This may seem to support the constructi-
vist view that the administrative practice
constructed and maintained the caste system.
But a look at what the commissions themselves
write clearly shows that administrative conve-
nience was not the main reason for selecting
castes. On the contrary, the commissions
assumed that caste was the cause of inequality
in India: hence, logic demanded that castes

should become the beneficiaries of affirmative
action. In the first Backward Classes Report we
find a history and sociology of the caste system
(Government of India 1956 :14-26, 39--47).
which concludes that ’in India economic back-
wardness is often the result and not the cause of
social evils. Our society was not built essentially
on an economic structure but on the medieval
ideas of Varna, caste and a social hierarchy’
(1956:39). To combat this evil, therefore,
affirmative action had to benefit castes. The
commission reluctantly acted upon this
conclusion. ’We would like to make clear,’ it

writes,

that we are ... anxious to eradicate the evils of the
caste system [and not] desirous of perpetuating a
system which is operating to the detriment of
common nationhood. We tried to avoid caste but
we found it difficult to ignore caste in the present
prevailing conditions. We wish it were easy to

dissociate caste from social backwardness at the
present juncture. (Government of India 1956:41) I

Chairman Kalelkar attached a letter to the
report in which he expressed serious doubts
about the wisdom of the entire project. To his
great dismay the commission had been unable
to construct any viable collectivity other than
caste. Moreover, they had not been able to do
even that satisfactorily, because after 19 51, the
Census had discontinued the colonial practice of
collecting caste statistics. ’We realise.’ the report
reads, ’that the chief reason [for this change]
was that caste-wise figures helped to perpetuate
caste-distinction ... but we would like to record
here that the Census of 1961 should collect and
tabulate all the essential figures caste-wise’

(1956:7).
A second important reason for making

castes the beneficiaries is that claims made on
the commission by collectivities demanding
recognition as backward classes came mostly
from castes. The commissions report that they
tried but failed to avoid recognizing castes

because caste categories were forced upon
them by spokesmen and representatives of
castes. The commissions, again reluctantly.
succumbed to this pressure. Kalelkar feared
the implications of making castes the benefici-
aries of affirmative action. ’[T]he result of our
inquiry,’ he writes in his letter, ’is that caste-
consciousness, caste loyalties and caste aspira-
tions, have increased throughout the country’
(1956:xiii). Kalelkar was especially sorry that
the commission’s work made even Muslims and
Christians claim they had castes:

[P]rivileges accorded to Hindu castes acted as a
bait and a bribe inciting Muslim and Christian
society to revert to caste and caste prejudices...
We discovered to our pain and sorrow that...
Indian Christians were prepared in many places to
assert that they were still guided by caste ... in
social hierarchy of high and low. (Government of
India 1956:vi; see Kooiman 1993 3 for recent

examples)

Kalelkar, like most other members of the
commission, considered it his task to promote
the ’casteless and classless’ society envisioned by
Nehru and Gandhi and proclaimed in the

preamble of the Constitution ( 1 9 5 6: 1 <)0- 1 <) 1 >.
However, the report observes that ’[a]lthough
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shri Jawaharlal Nehru has been advocating the
eradication of casteism unfortunately the com-
mission did not find the same fervour motivat-

nag the actions of many political leaders’

;19 5 6:1 O 1 ). One problem the commission

aced during its research was that representa-
:ives of castes that had once assumed high-caste
names in order to be upgraded in the Census,
now ’did not hesitate to give us their original
caste names lest they should lose the State help’
Government of India 1956:44).

These and other findings - Kalelkar

expected dominant castes from within the
backward classes to corner most benefits

1956:iii-xx) - made Kalelkar wary of the

enterprise. Foreseeing what would come of his
Jwn work, he declared himself ’definitely
against reservation in government services’

1956 :viii). The report was submitted, but the
government in Delhi never acted upon it, and it
rvas discussed in parliament only a decade later.

A second Backward Classes Commission,
:haired by B. J. Mandal, was installed in 1979.
Like its predecessor, this commission worked for
:wo years to establish criteria of backwardness
and to select the people who satisfied these
criteria. This commission also travelled the

country, received petitions and delegations,
and in the end came up with a list of castes.
rhis time, however, 3,743 eligible castes were
isted. Like Kalelkar, the Mandal commission
ustified its recommendations on the basis of a
zistory and sociology of India (Government of
india 1980:19-2 5 ). Quoting India’s most pro-
ninent historians and social scientists, the
Vlandal report concludes that ’[c]astes are the
milding bricks of the Hindu social structure
and] in the traditional Indian society social
backwardness was a direct consequence of caste
3tatus’ (1980:22). Moreover, Mandal warns the
-eader that a hasty conclusion ’about the

wakening of caste as the basis of social

Jrganisation of the Hindu society’ would be
nistaken (1980:24). Modern developments,
<uch as the weakening of certain traditional
:aste taboos, ’do not imply that the caste system
tself is showing signs of debility’ ( 1980:24).y

Unlike Kalelkar, the Mandal commission

2xpressed no clear doubts about the wisdom of
using caste criteria. But elsewhere dissidents
nade clear that the commission faced the same

problems as its predecessor, trying in vain to
avoid caste (see Roy Burman 1992). In a public
debate, Mandal’s secretary, Shri S. S. Gill,
defended the Mandal commission against
Veena Das’s accusation that their report rein-

forces the caste system and reaffirms the
colonial construction of caste. Gill’s reply to
this criticism is interesting: the criteria used by
the commission to identify the Backward
Classes did not imply only caste, he said, nor
did the commission assume that the outcome
would be castes. ’We did not seek caste,’ he
exclaimed, ’caste pursued us’ (Gill 1991:34).

All participants in the planning of affirma-
tive action acted as if caste were the only viable
category they could think of. It can be argued,
after Ludden, that this merely illustrates the

magnitude of the mistaken belief among the

people of India in orientalist imagery. But then
this imagery must have already been hegemo-
nic by the turn of the century, because British
Census officers - the original ’orientalist admin-
istrators’ - met similar demands from caste

representatives.

5. Equality and representation

The complaints of Kalelkar and Gill about being
pursued by caste echo the complaints of British
Census Officers at the turn of the century.
Census Superintendent Herbert Risley’s decision
of 1901 to list castes in the Census of India ’by
social precedence as recognised by native public
opinion’ (Risley 1912:111) prompted a deluge
of petitions and memorials from caste leaders
who demanded higher ranking for their castes
(Risley 1912:112-113). Risley took these
demands as proof that caste was a living
concern among the Hindu masses, and since
most petitions were written in English, he
included in these masses the English-speaking
elites even though they usually opposed the
caste system in public ( 1912:1121.

Census registration was a channel of

upward caste mobility (Cohn 1968:18; Srinivas
1989 :47-49 ; Beteille 1991:18-20). Thim-
maiah observes that in Madras, the 1901
Census led to the emergence of six new caste
associations, all seeking to enhance their caste’s
position in the Census (1993:69). Census

registration enhanced mobility because it

meant official recognition of a caste’s ritual
status, and ritual status determined occupa-
tional chances. Jobs in the higher echelons of
administration, for instance, were a virtual

monopoly of Brahmins. In fact, high caste
status was a prerequisite for access to higher
education and government jobs. Higher ranking
meant new occupational chances.
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began in South India in the 1920s reversed this
situation. Lower castes no longer had to strive
for higher caste status in order to get govern-
ment jobs. On the contrary, they realized that
status enhancement would be relatively easy
once the necessary jobs, education and political
power were obtained (Srinivas 1989:47).
Hence, affirmative action led caste leaders to

change their demands from higher rank in the
Census to backward status on the eligibility list
for affirmative action (see Government of India
1956:44: Thimmaiah 1993 :126-127, 156).
This change was underway in South and West
India long before the Constituent Assembly
debated affirmative action and the identity of
the backward classes.

The first affirmative action programs began
under British rule as attempts to appease the
non-Brahmin movement in the 1920s and
1930s. The non-Brahmins mobilized wide

support on the basis of one clear grievance -
the monopoly on government jobs by Brahmins
and other upper castes. The non-Brahmins
demanded affirmative action in order to break
that monopoly. The relative ease with which
they got the government to honour their
demands can be explained by two circum-
stances : first, with the rise of democratic

government in the provinces, and the end of
British rule impending, various political orga-
nizations (including the British) were in search
of support (see Brown 1994). Second, the
British were ready to break the Brahmin

monopoly on government jobs because it was
a source of social unrest. They accused the
Brahmin castes of widespread nepotism and
corruption, which undermined their authority
(cf. Frykenberg 1965; Irshick 1969).

There are important differences between
the national debate on the backward classes and
earlier affirmative action in South India. First,
the terms ’backwardness’ and ’backward
classes’ were used in the early period to

designate eligibles for affirmative action, but
backwardness referred to underrepresentation
in government jobs and provincial parliaments
rather than to low socio-economic status. Since
the forward classes were clearly identifiable as
upper castes, however, the ’backward’ identitied
themselves in caste terms as well - as non-
Brahmins (Thimmaiah 199 3: 51 ). Second,
neither the government nor the non-Brahmins
in the early period perceived aflirmative action
as a radical change in recruitment principles.
Over 50 years of formal equality before the law
and individualist (as opposed to collective) ’rules

of exclusion’ (Parkin 1974) in recruitment to
the bureaucracy did not produce proportional
job distribution by caste. Affirmative action,
with collective rules of exclusion, was an

important change, but it was not a new

principle. Rather, it reaffirmed the significance
of caste for recruitment to officialdom.

The Non-Brahiiiiti Manifesto, published in
1916 to announce the Justice Party in Madras,
illustrates this point. The principal injustice
it protests is the Brahmin monopoly on

government jobs (Irshick 1969:358-362).1° It
was around this issue that the Justice Party
mobilized voters. Representation was the issue,
not poverty, social backwardness, economic
class or equality. On the contrary, the Justice
Party demanded affirmative action for non-

Brahmins precisely because they included

upper-class Zamindars, landowners, and agri-
culturalists who, the Manifesto admits, lacked
English education, but whose ’large material
stakes, traditional and inherited interests in the
soil and the social prestige that goes with it’
(Irshick 1969:362) nevertheless entitled them
to government jobs (cf. Radhakrishnan

1996:110-111). Demands by the non-Brahmin
movement led to a variety of affirmative action
schemes in the South and in Bombay. In 1921,
Mysore launched a programme for ’backward
communities’, defined by the Miller Committee
as ’all communities other than Brahmins who
are not now adequately represented in the

public service’ (in Galanter 1984:156). As
noted above, the British motive for starting
these programs was to promote representative
bureaucracy for purposes of effective govern-
ment, not socio-economic equality. Miller’s
scheme made 96 percent of the population
eligible (Dushkin 1979:661). Like the Census
before, the Miller Committee prompted the

emergence of new caste associations. Thim-
maiah lists 18 new associations in the year that
Miller started his work (1993:69-72). In 1925,
Bombay introduced affirmative action for all

except Brahnins, Prahbus, Marwaris, Parsis.
Banias and Christians (Galanter 1984:156).
The 1927 Communal Government Order in

Madras reserved tive of every 12 government
jobs for non-Brahmin Hindus. two each for

Brahmins, Christians and Muslims, and one for
’others’ (Irshick 1969 :236-244 : see also Rad-
hakrishnan 1996:113-114). In all these pro-
grams representation was the issue, not

equality in the broader sense used in parliament
by Nehru.
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Brahmin movement joined forces with the

growing Backward Classes movement in North
India. The Constituent Assembly made some of
its most crucial decisions about quotas -
including amendments 15(4) and 16(4) -
under the influence of organized protest from
this coalition (Galanter 1984 :162-167 ; Shah
1991:606; Radhakrishnan 1996:121-122),
which many expected to become a national

political force (see Galanter 1984:162; Thim-
maiah 1993:47).

To sum up, the tradition of making castes
eligible for affirmative action was firmly estab-
lished in South and West India by the time the
Constitution was enacted. Caste associations

had emerged specifically for the purpose of

demanding quotas, and caste leaders readily
used the political opportunity offered by the
Kalelkar and Mandal commissions to get their
followings on the list. It is no surprise that these
commissions were ’pursued by castes’. Class

terminology and the ’backward/forward’

dichotomy that Nehru introduced into the
debate on affirmative action matched the

ideology of the actual claimants only super-
ficially.

6. Reconstructing the caste system

Commenting on failed attempts to turn the
backward classes into a viable new category,
Beteille says that ’it is as if we were forced to

acknowledge the existence of castes, wishing at
the same time they were classesl’ (1992 :33).
This remark gets truer with time. When the
Constitution was framed, it was not as clear as it
is today that caste would remain the basic unit
of affirmative action. The non-Brahmin move-
ment and the backward classes movement were
not purely caste organizations. The opposition
between Brahmins and non-Brahmins, though
framed in caste (that is, varna) language, is still
quite different from the manifold distinctions
that characterize the caste system proper. The
opposition between backward and forward
resembles the socio-economic classes Nehru
envisioned rather than the complicated hier-

archy that the colonial Census allegedly con-
structed.

However, over time the logic of affirmative
action, as I shall call it, undermined the
usefulness of class and aggregate caste identities
for politicians and their followings. Affirmative
action broke the Brahmin monopoly on govern-
ment jobs in favour of those who called

themselves non-Brahmins. On the assumption
that it was profitable for the beneficiaries to
remnin organized as ’non-Brahmins’ or ’back-
ward classes’, we might expect a declining
significance of caste for job allocation. However,
the discrepancy between the number of govern-
ment jobs to be shared out under affirmative
action and the number of people who fall into.
eligible categories works against that assump-
tion. Reserved Government jobs can be counted
in the thousands, whereas the backward classes
comprise hundreds of millions of people. The
benefits have to be spread so thin that most
people never notice the effect of quotas at all.
Given the limited number of government jobs,
political leaders often attempt to raise the

quotas. Though such raises can be considerable
- Chief Minister Solanki of Gujarat, for instance,
announced an increase in the quota from 10 to
28 percent in 1985 (Wood 1990; cf. Rouyer
1994:84 on Bihar) - it hardly changes the
proportion of jobs and eligibles. This situation
makes it hard for any political leader to create a
lasting interest in the larger collective.

Add to this that the unequal distribution of
jobs is as likely to occur among the backward
classes as it is among the population as a whole
(cf. Desai 1984: Sowell 1990; Shah 1991 :603-
610; Beteille 1992:36-37, 41), and the next
step makes perfect sense. Soon after the Back-
ward Classes were granted affirmative action,
spokesmen from within their ranks argued that
the benefits were being cornered by the most
forward sections of the backward classes, so

they demanded quotas within quotas. And just
as the first quotas had excluded Brahmins, the
next quotas excluded the dominant castes

among the non-Brahmins, and so on.
Those sections of the backward classes who

are said to corner the benefits are consistently
identified by their opponents as caste clusters,
subcastes or sub-subcastes. 11 The first Back-
ward Classes Report (Government of India
19 5 6 ) already distinguished between the ’back-
ward’ and the ’more backward’. Radhakrishnan
describes fissions within the backward classes

category in Madras as early as the 1930s.

Various groups of castes claimed their own
share of quotas (1996 :116-118). The Madras
Communal Government Order of 1947 recog-
nized ’Forward non-Brahmin Hindus’ and
’Backward non-Brahmin Hindus’ (Radhakrish-
nan 1996:125). Fission continues today. The
Vanniyars in Tamil Nadu, for instance, a large
agricultural caste cluster, formed a militant
movement in the 1980s that mobilized people at TATA INSTITUTE OF SOCIAL SCIE on August 23, 2009 http://asj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
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around the grievance that nothing was being
done for the really backward (Radhakrishnan
1996:125). At present the Vanniyars constitute
5 3 per cent of the category ’most backward
classes’, for whom 20 percent of government
jobs and places in educational institutions has
been reserved (Srinivas 1996:xviii). In Karna-
taka, one caste cluster, the Vokkalingas, con-
stitutes a large portion of the Socially and
Educationally Backward Classes. At present.
lower subcastes from within their ranks claim
that Gangadikar and Morasu, both higher-
ranking Vokkalinga subcastes, have monopo-
lized all the benefits. The Lingayats, another
large cluster of backward castes in Karnataka,
face similar claims from within their own ranks.
The Sadar Lingayats are said by other subcastes
to have cornered all the Lingayat benefits
(Thimmaiah 1993:157-158).

Fission of the backward classes into castes
and subcastes has been especially well docu-
mented for South India by Radhakrishnan

(1990a, 1990b, 1993, 1996). For the North
there are fewer details, though Srinivas

(1996:xvii-xxii) describes a similar trend in
North India (see also Shah 1990: Rouyer
1994). M. N. Panini (1996 :58-60) discusses
developments in Bihar that evidence the process
of fission there too: under Chief Minister Laloo
Prasad Yadav, a division emerged between the
various caste clusters that supported the ruling
Janata Dal (a backward classes party strongly in
favour of affirmative action). In reaction to what

they call the ’Yadavization’ of this party and the
cornering of benefits by Yadavs (a large and
relatively well-off backward caste cluster).
Kurmis and Koeries (subcastes that consider
themselves more backward than Yadavs) split
off to form the Samata party. Panini also notes
the demand by the Atynnt Pidlhra Varg Maha-
sang (Most Backward Classes Association) in
Bihar (in 1992) for a 15 percent share of the 27
percent quota for backward classes recom-

mended by the second Backward Classes Com-
mission (Panini 199H:58).

Not all caste and subcaste claims are

granted by government and translated into

separate quotas. But since the 1968 Supreme
Court ruling that declares caste to be ’also a
class of citizens’ (P. Rajendrml versus State of
Madras, discussed in Galanter 1984 :197-198),
the trend is clear. Affirmative action programs
are continually relined, and refinement means
liner tuning of the policy to the caste distinc-
tions ’recognised by native public opinion’, as
Risley put it almost a century ago. Conse-

quently, the relevance of the more modern
construction ’backward classes’ is decreasing.
The lists of Socially and Educationally Backward
Classes in use at present for distributing the
benefits of affirmative action rival the British
Census in their attention to caste and caste
hierarchy. Caste distinction remains the pre-
dominant ’strategy of exclusion’ (Parkin 1974).
What the British allegedly did for caste - turn
administrative fiction into social fact - could not
be done, despite much improved means, for
class after independence.

If the construction-of-caste thesis is true, it
seems the British were amazingly effective. Their
’imagery’ is here to stay. This conclusion does
not fit well with the constructivist idea that
identities are flexible and easily invented, how-
ever. Perhaps identities become persistent social
facts once they are constructed. But this leaves
the question how the British (or any other

constructing agency) managed to change the
social structure that prevailed in India be(ore
they arrived. The alternative, of course, is that
the British had a lot less to do with the making
of caste than constructivist authors assume and
that the caste system was a social fact well
before the British arrived. Colonial administra-
tion and law at the turn of the century did not
create caste, then, but accentuated it, much as
affirmative action accentuates it today.’ ’

7. The logic of affirmative action

The backward classes split into smaller seg-
ments - castes and subcastes - claiming quotas
of their own. This split can be explained as an
example of the tragedy of the commons (Hardin
1968). Consider the following characteristics of
affirmative action: first, there is discrepancy
between the number of people who are eligible
and the amount of resources to be shared out by
the government. Second, the benefits of allirma-
tive action are unequally distributed among the
people who fall into the eligible categories.
Third, the rules that govern aflirmative action

recognize eligible collectivities, not individuals.
In this situation, the best option for those who
are eligible but have yet to profit from affirma-
tive action is to detine themselves as a collectiv-

ity apart from the rest and to demand separate
quotas. The smaller collectivities can always
argue that the same problems - inequality or
underrepresentation - that led the government
to undertake affirmative action in the first place
still exist, and they can appeal to existing rules at TATA INSTITUTE OF SOCIAL SCIE on August 23, 2009 http://asj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
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and laws that were made to solve these

problems. The courts will find it hard to resist

pressure for further quotas demanded by
smaller groups. Galanter’s study on the role of
the courts in monitoring affirmative action in
India illustrates this point. In his conclusion,
Galanter pictures the courts as ’keepers of the
sluice gates’ ( 1984:544), but he also argues
that their ability to restrain expansion of
affirmative action is limited. The courts neces-

sarily deal with individual cases brought before
them and not with long-term effects
(1984 :542-544). Despite the courts’ attempts
at restraint, affirmative action for the backward
classes still threatens to expand ’into a general
regime of communal allotments’ (1984 :552).
D’Souza notes a similar trend in the USA. With
the principle of proportional representation
legally established and in the absence of any
countervailing principle, the courts have no
coherent ground to dam the proliferation of
claims ( 199 5:229 ). Insofar as the smaller

groups succeed, the larger collective, with its

political power to defend affirmative action and
other policies in favour of backward classes,
suffers.

The characteristics of affirmative action

that activate this situational logic are by no
means unique to India. Discrepancy between
the number of jobs to be shared out under
affirmative action and the number of people
eligible to get them is the rule rather than the
exception. Unequal distribution of the benefits
within the categories of eligibles - providing
both a motive and an argument for demanding
quotas within quotas - is common in most

countries that pursue affirmative action ( Walzer
1983; Sowell 1990:157). The same is true for
the designation of collectivities as eligibles.
Segmentation of the original categories of

eligibles into their constituent parts is thus
bound to be common (cf. Verhaar 1998:234).
The question is segmentation into what? What
identities can we expect to arise in this process?

Constructivist theory predicts a wide array
of possible identities that may be made viable.
Some constructivist authors fear ’endless frag-
mentation’ when the government recognizes
and encourages new identities (Mouffe 199 3;
Voet 1993). Others, as in the literature on
colonial government discussed above, blame
governments for having purposely constructed
a variety of identities in order to divide and rule
(Pant 1987: Pandey 1992). Still others encou-
rage fragmentation because it serves multi-
culturalism (Young 1990). All assume that

viable identities can be constructed at will. The
case of India’s backward classes shows, how-
ever, that constructivist theory should be
handled with care. There are clear limits to
what identities can be made viable. The
discourse that emphasizes the Socially and

Educationally Backward Classes, even though
it is backed by considerable government
resources, fails to construct a durable social

identity. Discourse that stresses caste and
subcaste identity in support of demands for

quotas within quotas, on the other hand, works
well and helps the old caste system re-emerge.

Castes and subcastes overcame the
dilemma of collective action (Olson 1965),
whereas the backward classes fell victim to it.
Public discourse that accompanies attempts at
mobilization, Tarrow writes ( 1994:182 ), ’can
have a profound impact on collective identities,
and the latter become a resource in collective
action’ (cf. Klandermans 1992:87-89). This
also means, of course, as our case shows, that
public discourse can also have no profound
impact at all. Earlier in the same book, however,
Tarrow says that social movements, given
political opportunities, overcome ’Olson’s’ pro-
blem by mobilizing people on the basis of
’identifiable symbols that are drawn from
cultural frames of meaning’ (1994:6). This is
a crucial qualification. Castes and backward
classes differ in the extent to which they match
existing ’cultural frames of meaning’. Caste is an
identity that is drawn from a cultural frame of
meaning; backward classes is not. The backward
classes could not be made ’real’, despite much
discourse, whereas castes never ceased to be
such.

This conclusion does not mean that we
have to reject the minimal constructivist idea
(which secular social scientists almost all share)
that identities are not natural givens. Indeed.
people believe in and act on such exotic ideas as
caste, tribe, race or gender, which, we may
safely assume, are not natural givens and thus
might be otherwise. But from this it does not
follow that anything goes. Whether we like it or
not, people take some ’cultural frames of

meaning’ much more seriously than others.
Not even governments with their powers of

legislation and redistribution can construct or
deconstruct identities at will. Policy makers who
wish to engineer social structures by means of
affirmative action can better treat some iden-
tities as givens.

Outcomes of the logic of affirmative action
vary with culture. In India, segmentation at TATA INSTITUTE OF SOCIAL SCIE on August 23, 2009 http://asj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
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occurs along caste lines. In the USA. encom-
passing categories such as ’coloured people’
were invented, but did not make a new

identity 1 3 Instead, affirmative action programs
were quickly differentiated into more viable

categories such as blacks, Hispanics and native
Americans. As in India, unequal distribution of
the benefits among eligibles promotes interests
in further segmentation in the USA, though the
relevant subsegments among the largest cate-
gory of eligibles, African Americans, are framed
largely in class and not in ethnic or cultural
terms. Affirmative action promoted the emer-
gence of a ’black bourgeoisie’ (which corners
most of the benefits) and a black underclass
(D’Souza 1995:? 39-?~2). The latter, it can be

argued, have reason to demand further quotas.
but the courts do not recognize eligibility of
classes, and among African Americans no

viable subsegments have emerged that are

based on cultural or ethnic criteria. The reason,
I argue, is that such subsegments do not exist
and cannot be constructed at will.

First version received July 1999
Final version accepted October 1999

Notes

1 I thank Gananath Obeyesekere. Declan Quigley, Rosanne
Rutten, Charles Tilly and John Wiersma for helpful comments
on earlier drafts. Special thanks go to Rod Aya for his advice and
for correcting and improving the English, and to Odile Verhaar
for sharing her knowledge of the subject I am grateful also for
the research time and facilities provided by the International
Institute of Asian Studies (IIAS), Leiden, The Netherlands
2 Affirmative action here means a particular form of

recruitment in modern bureaucracy where an exception is

made to one of bureaucracy’s basic principles - recruitment on
the basis of achieved qualifications. Hence, this discussion deals
neither with preferential policy in legislative recruitment, nor
with recruitment in prebureaucratic administration. In the
latter case, affirmative action is either an anachronism or a

truism
3 Indians call affirmative action ’reservations’.
4 ’Scheduled castes’ is an official euphemism for Untouch-

ables. ’Scheduled tribes’ is official jargon for ’groups distin-

guished by tribal characteristics and by their spatial and cultural
isolation from the bulk of the population’ (Galanter 1984:147.
121-147) Reservations do not imply that beneficiaries are
excluded from open competition for non-reserved jobs.

5 This section depicts caste as it is represented in the

classical. Dumontian view. The reason is that this classical view
is the main target of constructivist critique Note, however, that
Dumont’s theory of caste is not necessarily true if constructivists
are pioven wrong There are other theories. See, for instance.
Declan Quigley (1997) for a critique of both Dumont and his
postmodern opponents. See Quigley (199 3) for a theory of caste
that denies Dumont’s principle of ranking based upon ritual
purity.

6 
Mandelbaum uses ’jati’ and ’jati-cluster’ instead of ’caste’

and ’caste cluster’.
7Elsewhere (de Zwart 1994) I analyse another character-

istic of India’s bureaucracy along these lines: India’s civil
servants are transferred from one place to another with striking
frequency Although these personnel transfers officially serve to
promote neutral and efficient bureaucracy, they are used on a
large scale by politicians whose electoral ambitions require that
the autonomy of bureaucrats be curbed
8 These are caste clusters on regional or state levels.
9 Because caste-based affirmative action is justified in this

way, the question of change and persistence of the caste system
takes on new relevance. Opponents of the present policy tend to
emphasize changes and the disappearance of caste, whereas
advocates emphasize the opposite This is an interesting change
of perspective because the staunchest advocates of affirmative
action are often the same people who used to denounce the
social sciences for making too much of caste and neglecting
class and economic analysis.

10 The Manifesto was originally published in The Hindu,
1916. I cite the reprint in Irshick (1969.358-367).

11 cf. Charles Tilly (1998), who emphasizes the role of

categorization in processes of social closure. Tilly also stresses
that social closure not only serves dommant groups, but also
facilitates ’efforts by underdogs to organize for the seizure of
benefits denied’ (ibid.:6-7).

12 This would also explain why, as Declan Quigley notes,
’There have been reports for centuries, in a great variety of
South Asian localities. of groups that are simultaneously bound
together and rigidly separated from each other, the whole

seemingly underscored by continuous ritual and pervasive
concepts of purity and pollution’ (1997:112). To assume that
commentators have invented this aspect of social structure time
and again, generation after generation, Quigley also argues, is

too facile (ibid.). 
13 An interesting case for future research is South Afnca.

The government pursues affirmative action for so-called

Historically Disadvantaged Individuals. This category consists
of blacks, women, coloured people and Indians. As yet.
affirmative action in South Africa is a soft policy. There is no
system of quotas and no constitutional mandate. The main

problem at present seems to be how to weigh people’s relative
historical disadvantages in order to decide who benefits first.
Black women are on top of the list. The category ’blacks’ in

South Africa, in contrast to the USA. consists of various ethnic

groups such as Dswana. Sotho. Swazi, Xhosa and Zulu Given
the political opportunity provided by official affirmative action
policy, the logic of affirmative action predicts an increase in

demands for separate advantages, first for larger categones such
as blacks or Indians, later for subcategories such as Zulus and
Sothos.
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