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Abstract 

India's 2026 anti-reservation wave, fronted by groups like the Reservation Hatao Andolan and amplified 

by viral claims that students with "30-40% marks" are securing medical seats and public jobs, rests 

heavily on a statistic that conflates NEET's qualifying cutoff with its far higher admission cutoff. This 

article traces that claim against the fuller record: the constitutional basis for reservation under Articles 

15 and 16; the legal architecture built through Indra Sawhney (1992), the 103rd  Amendment and EWS 

quota (2019, upheld in Janhit Abhiyan, 2022), and the Davinder Singh sub-classification ruling (2024); 

the historical arc from the 1990 Mandal protests and Rajiv Goswami's self-immolation through the 2006 

agitations to 2026's Cockroach Janta Party protests and NEET paper-leak fallout; the paradox of 

dominant-caste agitations (Patidar, Maratha, Jat) demanding entry into quotas rather than their abolition; 

overlooked factors like management-quota seats and the still-unimplemented Rohini Commission 

findings on OBC benefit concentration; and judiciary representation data cited by reservation's 

defenders. It closes by giving equal weight to the anti-reservation movement's legitimate grievances the 

creamy-layer gap, genuine individual hardship, and an unexamined private sector before offering 

practical suggestions for students, media, and policymakers navigating an unresolved, decades-old 

debate. 

 

1. The Clip That Started It 

If you've spent any time on Indian social media this year, you've probably seen some version of the same 

clip. A young panelist on a news debate, voice rising, cutting through the anchor's attempt to move on: 

"A student gets 30 to 40 percent marks and becomes a doctor, while a general category topper is left 

with nothing." The clip gets shared, re-shared, turned into a reel with dramatic background music, and 

forwarded in the family WhatsApp group with a caption like "wake up India." It feels true. It's stated 

with total conviction. And once you actually sit down with the numbers behind it, it turns out to be built 

on a statistic that doesn't mean what it's being made to mean. 

That gap between what's being repeated on prime time and Instagram, and what the underlying data and 

legal history actually show is what this piece is about. It's a debate with real history behind it self-

immolations in 1990, deadly street violence as recently as 2025, and Supreme Court benches splitting 

narrowly on questions that remain unresolved even after three decades of litigation.1 Getting the facts 

right matters more, not less, because of how high the stakes and the emotions already are. Not because 

                                                 
1 ‘Cannot Treat Scheduled Castes as a Homogenous Group: Supreme Court’ (The Hindu, 7 February 2024) 

<https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/cannot-treat-scheduled-castes-as-a-homogenous-group-supreme-court/article67821926.ece> ac-

cessed 17 September 2026  
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the people angry about this issue are wrong to feel something is unfair. Plenty of them have lived 

through a genuinely painful experience: missing a seat by a handful of marks, watching a friend's family 

go into debt for a private college fee they wouldn't have needed to pay with a slightly higher rank. That 

pain is real. But real pain has, throughout this debate's history, repeatedly been paired with numbers that 

don't hold up and with a framing of "who is general category" and "who caste-reservation actually helps" 

that's far messier than either side likes to admit. 

 

2. The Number That Keeps Getting Misused 

Start with the number itself, because it's the load-bearing wall of the entire "undeserving doctor" 

narrative. 

Every year, the National Testing Agency releases two very different figures for NEET, and public 

debate keeps collapsing them into one. 

The first is the qualifying cutoff the bare minimum percentile score needed just to be eligible to enter 

the counseling process. It is not the score needed to get a seat. For NEET 2025, the qualifying cutoff sat 

at the 50th percentile for General/EWS candidates and the 40th percentile for OBC, SC and ST 

candidates, which translated into a range of roughly 144 marks (General) down to 113 marks (reserved 

categories) out of a total of 720. For the 2026 re-exam, held in June after the original May papers were 

cancelled following a leak scandal, the qualifying range shifted upward 213 to 715 for General/EWS, 

and 177 to 212 for OBC/SC/ST because the paper itself was harder and fewer students scored at the top. 

This is where the viral "30-40%" figure comes from: 113 or 177 out of 720 does work out to roughly 25-

30 percent of total marks.2 

The second, completely different number is the admission cutoff what it actually takes to walk into an 

MBBS seat at a government medical college. That number tells a different story entirely. Reporting on 

recent years shows general category candidates needing anywhere from 550 to 620 plus marks for 

government seats, with All India Quota cutoffs often running higher still, around 620-650.3 Reserved 

category admission cutoffs, meanwhile, have typically sat in the 440-520 plus range depending on the 

state, the specific college, and the year. At AIIMS Delhi and similarly competitive institutions, even 

reserved-category candidates have needed well above 600 marks in most recent cycles.4 

So a student who scores 113 or even 177 marks does not become a doctor. They become eligible to 

compete in a counseling process where the seats actually go to candidates scoring several times higher, 

reserved category included. Presenting the qualifying cutoff as "the marks a doctor is made with" isn't a 

rounding error or a simplification for a TV audience. It's closer to telling people that passing a driving 

test's minimum score is the same as owning a car technically both numbers exist, but one has almost 

nothing to do with the outcome being described. 

It's worth adding one more wrinkle here, because it rarely gets mentioned: even within the "reserved 

category" cutoff figures, PwD (persons with disabilities) sub-categories and OBC-Non-Creamy-Layer 

classifications carry their own separate, usually even lower, qualifying thresholds because these are 

                                                 
2 ‘NEET 2025 Cut off for MBBS: Category Wise (General, OBC, SC), AIQ, and State’ (Physics Wallah) 

<https://www.pw.live/neet/exams/neet-2025-cut-off> accessed 17 September 2026  
3 ‘Total Govt MBBS Seats in India 2026 (Category-Wise Data)’ (EOCL India, 24 April 2026) <https://eoclindia.com/total-govt-mbbs-

seats-in-india/> accessed 17 September 2026  
4 SPM And Lalans CoachingThis article is written by the SPM & LALAN’S Content Team, ‘AIIMS Cut off 2026: Category-Wise Neet 

Marks & Rankings’ (SPM and Lalans Education, 17 August 2026) <https://spmandlalans.com/blog/aiims-cut-off-2026-category-wise/> ac-

cessed 17 September 2026  
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calibrated to identify who is even allowed into the counseling pool, not to reflect who will actually be 

admitted.5 Treating any of these numbers as a final admission outcome is a category error that has been 

repeated, seemingly without correction, across hundreds of televised debates and social media threads 

since mid of 2026. 

 

3. The Quotas Nobody Puts on Prime Time 

Here's something that rarely survives into the debate once it moves from a WhatsApp forward to an 

actual policy discussion: caste-based reservation is far from the only route into a medical or engineering 

seat that bypasses a pure merit ranking. 

Journalists covering the 2026 protest wave Newslaundry's reporting on this point is particularly worth 

reading noted that the explosion of anti-reservation content in August 2026 coincided almost exactly 

with the aftermath of the Cockroach Janta Party protests (more on those shortly), and that big news 

channels and viral social accounts pivoted quickly from questioning the government over a paper leak to 

questioning caste-based affirmative action instead. In doing so, they pointed out, the coverage skipped 

past two other quotas that materially shape who gets a seat, and which get essentially none of the same 

"is this fair to merit" scrutiny: 

Management quota. 

In private medical and engineering colleges across several states, a meaningful share of seats are 

allocated not through entrance-exam rank at all, but through direct payment or NRI-category admission.6 

Reporting on Karnataka found that close to 40 percent of engineering seats in the state fall under largely 

unregulated management quota meaning that, in practice, an entrance-exam rank in the tens of thousands 

can still secure a seat, as long as the family can pay.7 One teacher interviewed in that reporting described 

how, at the private college he taught at for three years, admission for management-quota seats 

essentially required nothing beyond clearing the pre-university exam and being able to afford the fee. 

Another institution reportedly set an internal qualifying mark for its management-quota stream at a level 

no different from what any moderately prepared student could clear. 

EWS; the 10 percent quota that already exists for poor general-category students. 

Introduced in 2019, the Economically Weaker Sections quota is specifically designed for financially 

disadvantaged candidates within the general category precisely the population the anti-reservation 

movement says has nowhere to turn.8 It carries its own cutoff (historically around 121-136 marks in the 

qualifying stage, and roughly similar admission-cutoff ranges to OBC in many states), and its own 

certification process. Ten percent of AIQ seats are set aside under this quota. Its existence complicates 

the "poor general category student has zero support" framing considerably though, as the closing section 

                                                 
5 Vedantu, ‘NEET 2026 Reservation Quota for SC St OBC EWS’ (VEDANTU, 11 September 2026) <https://www.vedantu.com/neet/neet-

reservation> accessed 17 September 2026  
6 ‘Will the Proposed Supernumerary NRI Quota in Karnataka Medical Colleges Boost Students’ Interest’ (EducationTimes.com) 

<https://www.educationtimes.com/article/campus-beat-college-life/99735838/will-the-proposed-supernumerary-nri-quota-in-karnataka-

medical-colleges-boost-students-interest> accessed 17 September 2026  
7 R. J, ‘Karnataka Government to Fill Management Quota Engineering Seats of Private and Deemed Universities through Karnataka Exam-

inations Authority’ (The Hindu, 15 July 2026) <https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/karnataka/karnataka-government-to-fill-

management-quota-engineering-seats-of-private-and-deemed-universities-through-karnataka-examinations-authority/article71220932.ece> 

accessed 17 September 2026  
8 Staff AJ, ‘Why 10% Quota for “economically Weak” in India Has Caused Uproar’ (Al Jazeera) 

<https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/11/9/why-10-quota-for-economically-weak-in-india-has-caused-uproar> accessed 17 September 

2026  
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of this piece discusses, critics do have legitimate complaints about how EWS is actually implemented.9 

If the underlying concern really is fairness and freedom from unearned advantage, critics ask a fair 

question: why does public outrage over quotas point almost exclusively at the one associated with 

historically marginalized castes, and barely at all at the one that benefits families wealthy enough to pay 

full private-college fees? 

One more layer of context on the numbers themselves: the qualifying cutoff isn't static from year to year, 

and its movement tells its own story about how misleading a single cited figure can be if lifted out of its 

year. In 2025, the General category qualifying cutoff sat around 144 marks; in the 2026 re-exam, held 

after the original papers were leaked and cancelled, it jumped to 213 because the replacement paper was 

set at a different difficulty level and the candidate pool's overall performance shifted. A commentator 

quoting "144 marks" in 2026, or "213 marks" while discussing 2025 data, would already be comparing 

two different exams under two different conditions and that's before even getting into the qualifying-

versus-admission distinction covered above.10 Cutoffs are also state-specific for the 85 percent quota 

reserved for state-domicile candidates, meaning a "general category cutoff" in Uttar Pradesh (historically 

around 600-620 for state quota) is not directly comparable to the same category's cutoff in a state with 

fewer aspirants or fewer available seats. Collapsing all of this into a single national "30-40%" figure 

erases nearly every variable that actually determines outcomes. 

 

4. A History Written in Fire: 1990 to 2026 

To understand why this debate resurfaces with such intensity every few years, it helps to actually walk 

through its history because the current moment is, in almost every structural sense, a repeat of a script 

written 36 years ago. 

The Mandal moment, 1990 

On 7 August 1990, Prime Minister V.P. Singh announced that the government would implement the 

Mandal Commission's decade-old recommendation of a 27 percent reservation for Other Backward 

Classes in central government jobs, on top of the existing 22.5 percent for SCs and STs taking total 

central reservation to 49.5 percent.11 The announcement triggered one of the most convulsive periods of 

student unrest independent India has seen. 

On 19 September 1990, a 19-year-old Delhi University commerce student named Rajiv Goswami, at 

Deshbandhu College, doused himself in kerosene and set himself on fire in front of hundreds of fellow 

protesters and journalists.12 He survived with roughly 50-55 percent burns, but the image captured by 

photographers as flames engulfed him became the defining visual of the anti-Mandal movement, 

circulated in newspapers nationwide and turning Goswami, almost against his will, into a symbol of the 

anti-reservation cause. His act triggered a wave of copycat self-immolation attempts across northern 

India in the following weeks; historian Ramachandra Guha has put the number of such attempts at 

                                                 
9 ‘Great Quota Rush: New 10% Reservation Promises More Crippling Burdens for Indian Higher Education’ (Times of India Voices, 21 

January 2019) <https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/toi-editorials/great-quota-rush-new-10-reservation-promises-more-crippling-

burdens-for-indian-higher-education/> accessed 17 September 2026  
10 ‘Re NEET 2026 Result 2026 vs 2025: What Changed? Result Trends, Marks & Cutoff’ (Physics Wallah) 

<https://www.pw.live/neet/exams/re-neet-2026-result-2026-vs-2025> accessed 17 September 2026  
11 Shayakmajumder, ‘Sunday Story: Mandal Commission Report, 25 Years Later’ (The Indian Express, 15 August 2015) 

<https://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-others/sunday-story-mandal-commission-report-25-years-later/> accessed 17 September 2026  
12 ‘Gulf War and That Cursed Autumn of 1990-91’ (India Today, 16 March 2026) <https://www.indiatoday.in/world/interactive/story/the-

cursed-autumn-of-1990-mandal-kamandal-and-the-war-india-watched-live-2882538-2026-03-16> accessed 17 September 2026  
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around 200, with more than 60 resulting in death, according to reporting citing his estimate.13 Among 

those who died was Monica Chadha, a 19-year-old woman who set herself on fire and, according to a 

Los Angeles Times report from the time, remained defiant about her decision even from her hospital 

bed.14 

The protests contributed directly to the collapse of the V.P. Singh government two months later. 

Goswami himself lived for another 14 years, largely out of the public eye; his daughter later told a 

newspaper that Goswami had come to feel his sacrifice hadn't changed anything. He died in 2004, aged 

32, from complications related to his injuries.15 

It's worth noting what actually happened to the policy those protests were fighting: the 27 percent OBC 

reservation was not rolled back. It was challenged in court instead, leading to the landmark Indra 

Sawhney v. Union of India16 judgment two years later a case discussed in detail in the next section 

which upheld the quota while attaching conditions to it that remain central to Indian reservation law 

today. 

The quiet return, 2006 

Sixteen years later, in 2006, a second wave of protests broke out this time in response to a government 

decision to extend 27 percent OBC reservation to seats in central and private institutes of higher 

education, including the elite IITs and IIMs.17 Medical students in Delhi led the movement, organizing 

under the banner "Youth For Equality," with support from students at IIT Roorkee and elsewhere. Their 

demands were narrower than in 1990 a rollback of the specific higher-education quota, a government 

white paper on reservation policy, and a push for alternative, non-caste forms of affirmative action. The 

protests ended when the Supreme Court upheld the reservation policy for central institutions. Notably, 

one detail that recurs in retrospectives of that period: Tamil Nadu, which already ran the highest 

reservation percentage in the country at the time, saw almost no anti-reservation activity in 2006, even as 

Delhi and other northern cities erupted a regional pattern that resurfaces, largely unremarked upon, in 

2026 as well. 

The dominant-caste paradox: Patidars, Jats, Marathas, and Gujjars 

Here's a detail that complicates the "general category vs. reserved category" binary more than almost 

anything else in this debate, and it's rarely mentioned in anti-reservation media coverage: several of 

India's most intense, and most violent, reservation-related agitations of the last decade weren't fought by 

general-category students trying to abolish quotas. They were fought by politically and economically 

dominant castes trying to get themselves included in the quota system. 

                                                 
13 Shayakmajumder, ‘Sunday Story: Mandal Commission Report, 25 Years Later’ (The Indian Express, 15 August 2015) 

<https://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-others/sunday-story-mandal-commission-report-25-years-later/> accessed 17 September 2026  
14 ‘Students Sacrifice Selves to Protect Caste Privilege : India: Scores of Middle-Class Youths Have Committed Suicide to Protest Opening 

More Jobs to the Poor.’ (Los Angeles Times, 20 October 1990) <https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1990-10-20-mn-2237-

story.html> accessed 17 September 2026  
15 Ananya, ‘25 Years of Mandal Protests- His Struggle Changed India’s Politics: Rajeev Goswami’s Daughter’ (The Indian Express, 3 Oc-

tober 2015) <https://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-news-india/25-years-of-mandal-his-struggle-changed-indias-politics/> accessed 

17 September 2026  
16 AIR 1993 SC 477 
17 Krishnan R, ‘30 Years since Mandal Commission Recommendations  - How It Began and Its Impact Today’ (ThePrint, 7 August 2020) 

<https://theprint.in/theprint-essential/30-years-since-mandal-commission-recommendations-how-it-began-and-its-impact-today/477260/> 

accessed 17 September 2026  
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The Patidar reservation agitation in Gujarat, running from July 2015 to January 201918, saw the Patel 

community traditionally prosperous landowners and businesspeople demand OBC status specifically so 

they could access reservation benefits. Led by figures like Hardik Patel, the movement escalated into 

serious violence: 14 people died over the course of the agitation, at least 27 civilians and 203 police 

personnel were injured, and property damage across Gujarat ran into hundreds of crores of rupees, with 

over 650 arrests and 438 criminal cases filed (391 later withdrawn).19 The Patidars did not get OBC 

status in the end, but the pressure they generated is widely credited as one of the political forces that fed 

into the Modi government's 2019 decision to create the EWS quota instead a way of extending 

reservation-like benefits to economically advantaged-but-not-OBC communities without touching the 

existing caste categories. 

The Maratha reservation agitation in Maharashtra follows a similar pattern and continues to this 

day.20 The Maratha community which forms roughly a third of Maharashtra's population and has 

historically dominated its politics has campaigned since the early 1980s for OBC recognition, with the 

movement intensifying sharply after the 2016 Kopardi rape and murder case.21 Maharashtra granted a 16 

percent Maratha quota in 2018, which the Supreme Court struck down in 2021 for breaching the 50 

percent ceiling set by Indra Sawhney.22 The agitation resumed with force in 2023 under activist Manoj 

Jarange-Patil, whose hunger strikes have repeatedly turned violent: one 2018 wave of protests saw a 28-

year-old activist, Kakasaheb Shinde, commit suicide by drowning as part of the protest, followed the 

next day by the death of a police constable during related unrest in Aurangabad, with buses, police 

vehicles, and TV vans set on fire.23 A 2023 hunger strike in Jalna district turned violent when police 

tried to move Jarange-Patil for medical treatment, injuring 40 police personnel and leading to over 360 

people being booked. In 2025, two more supporters died of heart attacks while travelling to a Mumbai 

rally in support of the cause. 

Similar dynamics have played out with the Jats in Haryana (whose 2016 quota agitation also turned 

deadly) and the Gujjars in Rajasthan.24 What all of these movements share is instructive: they are 

agitations by economically and politically significant communities demanding entry into the reservation 

system, not campaigns to dismantle it. That's a very different picture from the one painted by any 

                                                 
18 Gouravmishra, ‘Gujarat Hardlook: Patidar Agitation: A Fight for Reservation and Recognition’ (The Indian Express, 23 August 2025) 

<https://indianexpress.com/article/cities/ahmedabad/gujarat-hardlook-patidar-agitation-a-fight-for-reservation-and-recognition-10207645/> 

accessed 17 September 2026  

 
19 ‘Who Is Reviving Caste Protests? Hardik Patel’ (The Hindu, 30 September 2017) <https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/other-

states/who-is-reviving-caste-protests-hardik-patel/article19778538.ece> accessed 17 September 2026  
20 Priyanka Kakodkar / TNN / Updated: Feb 04 2024, ‘Maratha Quota Demand: The Battle for Reservation in Maharashtra: Mumbai News’ 

(The Times of India) <https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/mumbai/maratha-quota-demand-the-battle-for-reservation-in-

maharashtra/articleshow/107393923.cms> accessed 17 September 2026  
21 Sarfaraz K, ‘Two Tales of Two Very Different Murder Trials, a Dalit and a Maratha’ (The Indian Express, 29 November 2017) 

<https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/kopardi-rape-and-murder-two-tales-of-two-very-different-murder-trials-a-dalit-and-a-maratha-

4959776/> accessed 17 September 2026  
22 shreyabaldwa28, ‘Supreme Court Throws out Maratha Quota Law, Cites 50% Reservation Cap’ (The Indian Express, 5 May 2021) 

<https://indianexpress.com/article/india/supreme-court-quashes-maharashtra-law-granting-reservation-to-maratha-community-7302656/> 

accessed 17 September 2026  
23 ‘Maratha Quota Agitation: Jarange-Patil Cranks up Pressure on Shinde Government’ (The Hindu, 29 October 2023) 

<https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/other-states/maratha-quota-agitation-jarange-patil-cranks-up-pressure-on-shinde-govt-shinde-

sena-faction-mp-resigns-in-solidarity-of-quota-stir/article67473687.ece> accessed 17 September 2026  
24 ‘Flip Side of the Jat Agitation in Haryana’ (India Today, 9 March 2012) <https://www.indiatoday.in/india/north/story/jats-agitation-

haryana-reservation-95386-2012-03-07> accessed 17 September 2026  
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narrative suggesting "general category India" is a unified bloc standing against caste-based quotas on 

principle. In practice, large and powerful caste groups have spent much of the last decade fighting to get 

in, not to tear the system down. 

2026: the paper leak, the Cockroach Party, and the pivot to reservation 

The immediate trigger for this year's anti-reservation wave wasn't reservation policy at all it was an 

exam integrity scandal. NEET-UG 2026 exams held on 3 May and 7 May were cancelled by the NTA 

after evidence emerged of a paper leak, and a CBI investigation followed, leading to multiple arrests. 

Education Minister Dharmendra Pradhan acknowledged the breach at a 15 May press briefing, and a re-

examination was held on 21 June.25 

Public anger over the leak coalesced around a satirical youth movement called the Cockroach Janta 

Party (CJP), founded by an organiser named Abhijeet Dipke, which staged a series of demonstrations at 

Delhi's Jantar Mantar between 6 June and 25 July 2026.26 The protests drew support from established 

many student organizations i.e. the All India Students Federation, All India Students Association, and 

Students' Federation of India and gained a further boost when Ladakhi engineer and environmentalist 

Sonam Wangchuk joined an indefinite hunger strike alongside six AISA students, demanding Pradhan's 

resignation. On 25 July 2026, roughly ten weeks after the movement's founding social media post, 

Pradhan resigned a outcome CJP supporters celebrated as a direct political win, though the celebrations 

were followed by stone-pelting injuries to a special commissioner and two police officers at Jantar 

Mantar the same day.27 

It's in the direct aftermath of this episode that the anti-reservation content wave took off, according to 

the News laundry analysis referenced earlier with major channels and social accounts redirecting the 

anger that had brought down a cabinet minister over exam fraud into a campaign against caste-based 

reservation, a subject that had comparatively little to do with the original leak.28 Harsh Dubey, who first 

gained attention through a televised debate about the leak itself, emerged as one of the new movement's 

most visible faces, building a large social media following before organising his own protest push at 

Jantar Mantar.29 The Reservation Hatao Andolan, meanwhile, grew from an Instagram-based campaign 

with millions of followers into a movement holding physical rallies its first in Nagpur, Maharashtra, 

followed by a large gathering in Delhi on 21 August 2026, and further demonstrations reported in 

Lucknow and elsewhere. It has since rebranded as the "RHA Reservation Reforms Movement," with a 

formal charter demanding a National Commission for the General Category, a rollback of the UGC's 

2026 caste equity rules, and a dilution of the SC/ST Atrocities Act's protections around arrest and bail.30 

The government's response has been engagement rather than dismissal. BJP president JP Nadda met 

                                                 
25 Yadav AD& N, ‘NEET 2026: India’s Aspiring Doctors Heartbroken by Exam Paper Leak’ (BBC News, 13 May 2026) 

<https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/ckgpdge641po> accessed 17 September 2026  
26 Limaye Y, ‘Abhijeet Dipke, CJP: The Student behind “cockroach” Protests That Forced an Indian Minister to Quit’ (BBC News, 11 Sep-

tember 2026) <https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cly749x4k2vo> accessed 17 September 2026  
27 Pandey G, ‘Dharmendra Pradhan, CJP: India’s “cockroach” Protest Called off after Education Minister Quits’ (BBC News, 25 July 2026) 

<https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cdx828gj5xko> accessed 17 September 2026  
28 ‘How CJP’s Protest Became Fodder for Anti-Reservation Stir’ (India Today, 30 July 2026) <https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/how-

cjp-neet-protest-fuelled-anti-reservation-hatao-movement-caste-based-quota-2959062-2026-07-30> accessed 17 September 2026  
29 ‘NEET Protest 2026: Neet Aspirant Harsh Dubey on Reservation, Neet & MBBS Seats’ (Get Latest News, India News, Breaking News, 

Today’s News - NDTV.com, 23 July 2026) <https://www.ndtv.com/shorts/neet-protest-2026-neet-aspirant-harsh-dubey-on-reservation-neet-

mbbs-seats-1132218> accessed 17 September 2026  
30 Lakshman A, ‘“reservation Hatao Andolan” Solidifies into Quota Reforms/General Category Interest Platform’ (The Hindu, 9 September 

2026) <https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Delhi/reservation-hatao-andolan-solidifies-into-quota-reformsgeneral-category-interest-

platform/article71392617.ece> accessed 17 September 2026  
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RHA representatives directly in August 2026, and Uttar Pradesh Deputy Chief Minister Brajesh Pathak 

announced that the protesters' demands would be placed before the BJP's central leadership, with a 

delegation expected to meet a Union minister shortly after. At the same time, the government reaffirmed 

its constitutional commitment to caste-based reservation, and opposition figures including Samajwadi 

Party leader Akhilesh Yadav pushed back hard against the "reform" framing, describing "reservation 

reform" language as a euphemism for undermining the rights of historically disadvantaged communities. 

5. The Legal Architecture Nobody Quotes Correctly 

A huge amount of what gets said on TV and social media treats reservation's legal status as either self-

evidently unconstitutional or beyond any possible challenge. Neither is accurate, and the actual case law 

is more specific and more interesting than either extreme. 

The constitutional foundation 

Articles 15(4) and 16(4) of the Constitution explicitly empower the state to make special provisions for 

socially and educationally backward classes, and for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, in matters 

of education and public employment. This isn't a workaround invented by a sympathetic court it is 

written directly into the Constitution's equality framework, inserted via the First Amendment in 1951 

specifically because the original equality clauses were being read by early courts to prohibit any group-

based preference at all. 

Indra Sawhney v. Union of India (1992)31 

This nine-judge bench ruling arising directly from the 1990 Mandal protests remains the backbone of 

Indian reservation law, and it did three things that rarely get mentioned together in the same breath on 

television: 

 It upheld the 27 percent OBC reservation as constitutionally valid. 

 It imposed a 50 percent ceiling on total reservation, to be breached only in extraordinary 

circumstances a limit that, as the Tamil Nadu and Maratha examples above show, has already been 

exceeded in practice by more than one state. 

 It introduced the creamy layer principle a rule that better-off members of OBC communities 

(defined by income and occupational criteria) must be excluded from reservation benefits, so that 

quotas reach the genuinely disadvantaged rather than those who are merely part of a historically 

backward caste but no longer economically disadvantaged. Notably, Indra Sawhney explicitly held 

that creamy-layer exclusion had "no relevance" for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes a 

distinction that continues to generate debate, since it means there is currently no equivalent income-

based filter for the wealthiest SC/ST families. 

 It also barred reservation in promotions (a position later modified for SC/ST employees by 

subsequent constitutional amendments and cases such as M. Nagaraj v. Union of India in 2006 and 

Jarnail Singh v. Lachhmi Narain Gupta in 2018). 

The 103rd Constitutional Amendment (2019)32 

This amendment inserted new Articles 15(6) and 16(6), creating the 10 percent EWS quota specifically 

for economically weaker sections of the general category legally separate from, and additional to, 

existing SC/ST/OBC reservation, and explicitly excluding SC, ST, and non-creamy-layer OBC 

beneficiaries from EWS eligibility on the reasoning that they already have their own reservation route. 

                                                 
31 AIR 1993 SUPREME COURT 477 
32 Mar 06 2019 13:28 IST Updated: Mar 06, ‘The Constitution (One Hundred and Third Amendment) Act, 2019’ (Return to frontpage, 6 

March 2019) <https://www.thehinducentre.com/resources/article26444951.ece> accessed 17 September 2026  
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Janhit Abhiyan v. Union of India (2022)33 

When the EWS amendment was challenged as unconstitutional, a five-judge Supreme Court bench ruled 

3:2 to uphold it. The majority, led by Justices Dinesh Maheshwari, Bela Trivedi and J.B. Pardiwala, held 

that economic criteria alone can be a valid, standalone basis for reservation, and significantly that the 50 

percent ceiling from Indra Sawhney is not an absolute, unbreachable wall. The two dissenting judges, 

including then-Chief Justice U.U. Lalit, argued that excluding SC/ST/OBC citizens from EWS eligibility 

purely because they already benefit from other reservation routes was itself a form of unequal treatment, 

and potentially damaged the Constitution's basic structure. The case is a genuinely split, closely 

contested piece of constitutional law not the one-sided ruling either side of the current debate tends to 

present it as. 

State of Punjab v. Davinder Singh (2024)34 

In one of the most significant reservation rulings of recent years, a seven-judge Constitution Bench, in a 

6:1 majority led by then-Chief Justice D.Y. Chandrachud, ruled that state governments can sub-classify 

Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes internally creating quotas-within-quotas to direct a greater share 

of benefits toward the most disadvantaged sub-groups within SC/ST categories, rather than treating all 

SC/ST communities as a single homogeneous bloc. This overturned a 2004 precedent, E.V. Chinnaiah v. 

State of Andhra Pradesh, which had held SCs to be a legally indivisible group. The lone dissenting 

judge, Justice Bela Trivedi, argued the earlier precedent was correctly decided and warned that sub-

classification risks fragmenting SC/ST communities along administratively convenient but socially 

fraught lines. What makes this case relevant to the present debate: it's direct evidence that the Supreme 

Court, as recently as 2024, was actively working to make reservation more precisely targeted at genuine 

disadvantage the opposite of a system indifferent to fairness concerns, even if it is a system reformers 

argue still has real gaps. 

Recent judicial pushback on the "merit vs. reservation" framing 

In upholding 27 percent OBC reservation within NEET's All India Quota seats, the Supreme Court 

explicitly rejected the idea that reservation contravenes merit, holding instead that a fuller definition of 

merit one that includes values benefiting society, such as equality is not undermined by reservation but 

is arguably fulfilled through it. 

Taken together, this body of law tells a considerably more complicated story than "reservation is 

unconstitutional" or "the courts always side with quotas no matter what." The system has hard limits (the 

50 percent cap), internal filters meant to target genuine need (the creamy layer, sub-classification), and a 

live, contested debate happening inside the judiciary itself about how far those principles should extend 

visible in the 3:2 and 6:1 splits on the two most recent landmark rulings. 

 

6. The System Does Catch Abuse; It Just Doesn't Go Viral 

It's worth stating plainly: reservation critics aren't imagining that quota misuse happens, and pretending 

otherwise would be its own form of misleading the public. Courts have called it out directly, sometimes 

in striking language. 

In a 2026 case, the Chief Justice of India, hearing a matter involving two NEET-PG candidates who had 

converted religions after applying for the exam apparently in order to claim benefits under a Buddhist 

minority quota openly questioned the sincerity of the conversions. Noting that the candidates belonged 

                                                 
33 2022 INSC 1175 
34 2024 INSC 562 
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to a socially and economically well-placed community, the Chief Justice remarked that the move looked 

like "another way of fraud." The bench's skepticism reflects a broader, ongoing judicial effort to 

distinguish genuine minority or backward-class status from opportunistic claims, an effort that also 

underlies the sub-classification and creamy-layer doctrines discussed above. 

This kind of case rarely gets the same viral spread as an outraged panelist's soundbite but it's arguably 

more representative of how the system actually functions day to day: imperfectly, with real cases of 

gaming the rules, but also with active mechanisms, invoked regularly, for catching and correcting it. 

 

7. The Numbers Reservation's Defenders Point To 

If you want to understand why reservation's supporters insist the underlying problem hasn't gone away 

that this isn't a historical grievance that has simply outlived its relevance this is usually the kind of data 

they cite. 

Government figures placed before Parliament in 2026 showed that of 593 High Court judges appointed 

nationally between January 2021 and January 2026, barely 4 percent came from Scheduled Castes and 

about 2 percent came from Scheduled Tribes in a field of appointment that has no caste reservation 

whatsoever.35 Nearly 80 percent of those appointments went to candidates from forward castes. 

Separately, independent tracking cited alongside this data found that roughly 36 percent of sitting judges 

came from Brahmin communities alone a group that constitutes under 5 percent of India's population 

nationally. 

Defenders argue this is precisely the point: the higher judiciary is one of the few significant areas of 

Indian public life with no quota system attached to it, and it shows one of the starkest representation 

gaps of any institution examined. To them, that's not a coincidence it's closer to a natural experiment 

showing what happens, across a large system, in the absence of any corrective mechanism. Critics of this 

framing, in turn, note that judicial appointments depend on factors like years at the bar, networks within 

the legal profession, and a collegiums system with its own well-documented opacity meaning the 

judiciary's specific representation gap may reflect problems distinct from the ones reservation in 

education or entry-level government jobs is designed to fix. Both readings of the same data circulate; 

neither has definitively settled the argument. 

 

8. The Data That Cuts Against Reservation's Own Defenders 

Not every uncomfortable statistic in this debate favors the anti-reservation side. Some of the most 

damaging data about how reservation actually functions on the ground has come from a government-

appointed commission set up specifically to fix OBC reservation from the inside and it's barely been 

discussed outside specialist policy circles, let alone on the news channels currently fighting over the "30-

40%" claim. 

In October 2017, the government constituted the Rohini Commission36, headed by retired Delhi High 

Court Chief Justice G. Rohini, under Article 340 of the Constitution, to examine whether the 27 percent 

OBC reservation should be internally sub-divided splitting the OBC category into smaller groups based 

                                                 
35 Mar 06 2019 13:28 IST Updated: Mar 06, ‘The Constitution (One Hundred and Third Amendment) Act, 2019’ (Return to frontpage, 6 

March 2019) <https://www.thehinducentre.com/resources/article26444951.ece> accessed 17 September 2026  
36 Singh MK, ‘India’s Caste Census and the Rohini Report: Will Subcategorisation Reshape Social Justice?’ (Frontline, 10 May 2025) 

<https://frontline.thehindu.com/social-issues/caste-census-rohini-report-obc-subcategorisation/article69557239.ece> accessed 17 Septem-

ber 2026  
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on relative socio-economic status, so that benefits reach the most backward OBC communities rather 

than concentrating among a handful of dominant, politically organised ones. The commission's mandate 

came directly out of a long-standing grievance: that a small number of well-organised OBC communities 

had captured a disproportionate share of the 27 percent quota, while hundreds of smaller, more 

genuinely marginalised OBC groups saw almost none of it. 

After 13 extensions and nearly six years of work, the commission finally submitted its report to 

President Droupadi Murmu on 31 July 2023. Its central finding, according to reporting on the 

commission's own study, was stark: roughly 40 of the approximately 5,000-6,000 sub-castes and 

communities classified as OBC nationally less than 1 percent of the total number of OBC sub-groups 

had cornered around 50 percent of OBC reservation benefits in central government jobs and educational 

institutions. In other words, the "OBC quota" isn't functioning as a single, evenly-distributed benefit 

across a broad and diverse category; it is, according to the government's own commissioned research, 

heavily concentrated among a small set of already better-organised communities within that category. 

More than two years after submission, the report's substantive recommendations have not been made 

public, and as of reporting in 2025-2026 the government had not moved to implement its findings, even 

as the Supreme Court's 2024 Davinder Singh ruling opened the door to exactly this kind of sub-

classification for SC/ST categories. Analysts covering the issue have pointed out that implementing the 

Rohini Commission's likely recommendations would be politically difficult for any ruling party, since it 

would mean redistributing benefits away from politically powerful, well-mobilised OBC communities 

toward smaller and less organised ones a redistribution within the reserved categories themselves, rather 

than between reserved and general categories. 

This is a genuinely important fact for anyone trying to understand this debate honestly, because it 

complicates the picture from a direction neither side's talking points usually acknowledge. Reservation 

supporters who treat the OBC quota as evenly serving "backward classes" as a monolithic group are 

contradicted by their own government's data. And anti-reservation campaigners who frame this purely as 

"general category vs. reserved category" miss that some of the most serious inequity documented in this 

entire policy area is happening within the reserved categories, not between reserved and general 

candidates. 

It's also worth being precise about what the judiciary data does and doesn't show. The 593-appointment 

figure covers a five-year window across all of India's High Courts, not a single court or a single year, 

which makes the underrepresentation harder to dismiss as a short-term statistical fluke. At the same 

time, judicial appointments in India run through a collegiums system senior judges recommending future 

judges, largely from within the existing pool of senior advocates and sitting judicial officers which is a 

fundamentally different selection mechanism from an entrance exam like NEET or UPSC. This means 

the specific barriers that produce judiciary underrepresentation (networks, seniority at the bar, informal 

mentorship) may not be identical to the barriers reservation is designed to address in education or entry-

level recruitment, even if the underlying pattern of caste-linked disadvantage looks similar on the 

surface. Both reservation's defenders and its critics have used this nuance to argue their case: defenders 

say it shows structural exclusion operates even without an exam-based gate keeping mechanism to 

blame, while critics say it shows quotas in education don't automatically translate into quotas 

everywhere disadvantage might show up, and that other, more targeted interventions might be needed 

for institutions like the judiciary specifically. 
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9. A Fair Hearing for the Other Side 

It would be dishonest and it would repeat exactly the kind of one-sided storytelling this article has been 

critiquing to leave things there, as though the facts above settle anything. The anti-reservation movement 

isn't built on nothing, and its spokespersons make arguments that deserve to be taken seriously on their 

own terms, not waved away because a few of their statistics have been sloppy. 

The creamy layer isn't a perfect filter, and for SC/ST it doesn't exist at all. 

Even where the creamy-layer principle applies to OBC candidates, critics argue that better-off families 

within those communities continue to capture a disproportionate share of reservation benefits access to 

better schooling, coaching, and information about the certification process itself all skew toward those 

already somewhat advantaged within a backward-class category. And because Indra Sawhney explicitly 

excluded SC/ST reservation from creamy-layer logic, there is currently no income-based filter at all for 

the wealthiest, most established SC/ST families, even as the poorest members of those same 

communities may see comparatively little practical benefit from the quota.37 This is a real structural gap, 

not a fabricated grievance, and it's one that legal scholars across the political spectrum have written 

about for decades. 

Individual hardship is not a myth invented for television. 

A general-category student who scored well above most reserved-category admission cutoffs, but still 

missed a government seat by a handful of marks because of how many seats were allocated to their 

category versus others, is a real and repeatable outcome of how the counseling system works. These 

cases are genuine, they are painful for the families involved, and they form the emotional core of why 

this movement resonates well beyond any organized political base. Aggregate statistics about admission 

cutoffs and judicial representation, however accurate; don't erase the lived experience of any individual 

student who was affected at the margin. 

"Reform" and "abolition" are not the same demand, even if headlines treat them as 

interchangeable. 

The RHA's current charter a National Commission for the General Category, adjustments to UGC caste-

equity rules, and changes to SC/ST Atrocities Act provisions around bail and preliminary inquiry is a 

reform agenda, not a call to eliminate reservation outright. Painting every voice within this broader 

movement as demanding the wholesale end of affirmative action flattens what is, in practice, a range of 

positions from full abolitionists to those who simply want periodic review of reservation percentages, 

updated income thresholds for EWS, or tighter creamy-layer enforcement. 

The EWS income threshold is itself contested, including by economists sympathetic to reservation. 

The current ₹8 lakh annual family income ceiling for EWS eligibility has been criticised from multiple 

directions some arguing it is set too high, capturing families who are not meaningfully "economically 

weaker" in a country where median household income is far lower, and others arguing it excludes 

genuinely struggling families in high-cost urban areas. This is a policy design question that doesn't map 

neatly onto either "pro-reservation" or "anti-reservation" camps, and reasonable people who support 

reservation in principle disagree sharply about where this line should sit. 

Government and political leadership are treating the movement as legitimate, not dismissing it as 

                                                 
37 Anagha, ‘Why Centre Says “Creamy Layer” Cannot Apply to SC/St Quotas’ (The Indian Express, 10 August 2026) 

<https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/explained-law/sc-st-creamy-layer-centre-supreme-court-reservation-10825769/> accessed 17 

September 2026  
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manufactured outrage. 

JP Nadda's direct meeting with RHA representatives, and UP's Deputy CM committing to carry their 

demands to the BJP's central leadership, are not the responses of a political establishment that views this 

movement as pure misinformation to be ignored.38 Whatever one thinks of the movement's specific 

claims, it has generated enough genuine public concern that senior political figures have chosen 

engagement over dismissal itself a form of evidence that something real, even if imperfectly articulated, 

is driving this moment. 

The private sector remains almost entirely outside this conversation. 

India's reservation system, with limited exceptions, applies to public education and government 

employment not to private-sector hiring, where the overwhelming majority of new jobs in the modern 

economy are actually created. Critics on the pro-reservation side have long pointed out that this means 

representation gaps in private industry, law firms, consulting, and finance sectors with their own well-

documented underrepresentation of SC/ST/OBC employees receive essentially no correction mechanism 

at all, while public-sector reservation absorbs almost the entirety of both the debate's attention and its 

policy energy. This is a point that cuts across the pro- and anti-reservation divide in an unusual way: it 

suggests both camps may be fighting over a shrinking share of total opportunity (government jobs and 

public college seats) while a much larger, unregulated share of the economy goes largely unaddressed. 

 

10. Quick Answers to Claims You've Probably Heard 

Given how much of this debate now travels as short clips and forwarded messages, it's worth directly 

addressing a handful of specific claims that circulate constantly, in plain terms. 

"A student with 113 marks out of 720 became a doctor." 

Not accurate as stated. 113 marks (or similar low figures) refers to the qualifying cutoff for reserved 

categories in a given year the minimum needed to enter counseling, not to be allotted a seat. Actual seat 

allotment in government medical colleges has required scores several times higher for every category, 

reserved included, in every recent year for which data is available. 

"Reservation was only ever meant to last 10 years." 

This claim usually conflates two different things. The Constitution's original 10-year sunset clause 

applies specifically to reserved seats in the Lok Sabha and state legislative assemblies for SCs and STs 

(repeatedly extended by constitutional amendment, most recently to 2030) not to reservation in 

education or employment under Articles 15(4) and 16(4), which carry no such time limit in the 

constitutional text itself. The Supreme Court in Indra Sawhney did suggest periodic review would be 

desirable, but it did not impose a fixed expiry date on employment or education reservation. 

"Courts have always ruled that reservation harms merit." 

Also not accurate. The Supreme Court's position in Indra Sawhney and in the more recent OBC/AIQ 

NEET ruling has been that reservation, implemented within defined limits (the 50 percent cap, the 

creamy layer), is a constitutionally valid mechanism for achieving equality not a departure from merit 

but, in the Court's own framing, an expression of a broader definition of it. Individual judges have 

expressed skepticism about aspects of implementation in specific cases, but there is no single, unbroken 

judicial position declaring reservation itself contrary to merit. 

                                                 
38 Lakshman A, ‘Nadda Has “cordial Discussions” with One Faction of Anti-Quota Protesters’ (The Hindu, 27 August 2026) 

<https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Delhi/nadda-has-cordial-discussions-with-one-faction-of-anti-quota-

protesters/article71396644.ece> accessed 17 September 2026  
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"General category gets nothing; only caste-based candidates get support." 

The EWS quota exists specifically to address this, and has since 2019. Whether its ₹8 lakh income 

threshold and implementation are well-calibrated is a legitimate, separate debate but the claim that no 

support mechanism exists for economically disadvantaged general-category students is factually 

incorrect. 

"All SC/ST/OBC candidates come from wealthy, well-connected families now." 

The Rohini Commission's39 findings (section 8A) and the ongoing creamy-layer debate cut in a more 

complicated direction: some communities within these categories are indeed well-organised and 

disproportionately benefit, but the same data shows this concentration exists precisely because most sub-

groups within OBC, and most families within SC/ST, are not capturing a proportional share of benefits 

at all. The claim of universal advantage doesn't match the government's own commissioned research on 

how unevenly these benefits are actually distributed. 

 

11. How This Debate Actually Travels Now 

One more thing worth understanding, separate from the facts and figures themselves, is how this 

particular round of the reservation debate has spread because the mechanics matter as much as the 

content. 

The Reservation Hatao Andolan didn't start as a political organization with offices and a formal 

membership structure. It grew, by its own account and by outside reporting, primarily as an Instagram-

based campaign, accumulating millions of followers before it ever organized a physical rally. Its first 

street demonstration was in Nagpur, Maharashtra not Delhi and only after that did it move to the more 

nationally visible stage of Jantar Mantar. Harsh Dubey's rise followed a similar, now-familiar pattern for 

Indian digital politics: a single viral moment (his comments during a televised debate on the NEET 

paper leak) generated a large, fast-growing social media following, which he then converted into offline 

organizing capacity and a claim to represent "general category students" as a constituency, without ever 

having been elected or formally chosen as a spokesperson by any such group. 

These matters for how the underlying claims get evaluated; because a statistic or framing that performs 

well on a short-form video dramatic, simple, morally clear is not the same thing as a statistic that holds 

up under the kind of scrutiny a policy debate deserves. The "30-40% marks" line works extremely well 

as a 15-second clip. The distinction between qualifying and admission cutoffs does not compress into a 

reel nearly as easily, which may be part of why it keeps losing the fight for public attention even though 

it is, simply, the more accurate description of the underlying system. 

It's also worth noting that this pattern outrage over one specific, genuine grievance (the NEET paper 

leak, a real institutional failure that led to a minister's resignation) curdling into a broader campaign 

against a mostly unrelated policy (caste reservation) has precedent. The 1990 anti-Mandal protests 

occurred against a backdrop of general anxiety about a shrinking pool of government jobs relative to the 

number of graduates competing for them; critics of that movement argued at the time, and have argued 

since, that reservation became a convenient target for frustration that had at least as much to do with 

overall economic scarcity as with caste policy specifically. Something structurally similar appears to be 

happening in 2026: a scandal about exam integrity, which affected candidates across every category 

                                                 
39 Lakshman A, ‘Explained: Why Are Justice Rohini Panel’s Findings Important?’ (The Hindu, 7 August 2023) 

<https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/explained-why-are-justice-rohini-panels-findings-important/article67162917.ece> accessed 17 

September 2026  
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equally, became the launching point for a campaign focused almost entirely on one specific set of 

quotas. 

 

12. A Wider Lens: How Other Countries Have Handled This 

India isn't alone in wrestling with how to balance group-based redress for historical discrimination 

against individual-merit selection, and a brief look outward is useful context for understanding what 

makes India's approach distinctive. 

In the United States, race-conscious affirmative action in university admissions designed to increase 

representation of historically disadvantaged racial groups was struck down by the Supreme Court in 

Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard40 in 2023, which held that using race as an explicit factor in 

admissions decisions violated the Constitution's equal protection principles, even where the stated goal 

was increasing diversity. The ruling effectively ended decades of race-based affirmative action at 

American universities, and unlike India's system, the US approach had never involved fixed numerical 

quotas it typically used race as one holistic factor among many, a structural difference that shaped how 

the legal challenge to it was framed and ultimately succeeded. 

Malaysia's Bumiputera policy41, in place since the 1970s, reserves preferential access to education, 

government jobs, and business opportunities for ethnic Malays and other indigenous groups, who make 

up a majority of the population a notable contrast to India, where SC/ST/OBC reservation targets groups 

that are collectively large but were not, historically, the dominant political majority in the way Malays 

are in Malaysia. The policy remains deeply embedded in Malaysian law and politics, with far less 

periodic judicial re-examination than India's system has undergone. 

South Africa's Black Economic Empowerment framework42, introduced after apartheid to redress 

centuries of racial exclusion, applies primarily to private-sector ownership, employment equity, and 

procurement a structural choice that stands in sharp contrast to India's system, which remains focused 

almost entirely on public education and government employment while leaving private-sector hiring 

largely untouched. This is one of the specific comparisons Indian policy analysts sympathetic to 

reservation reform have pointed to when arguing that India's framework, unlike South Africa's, leaves 

the fastest-growing part of its economy outside any corrective mechanism at all. 

None of these comparisons resolve India's debate each country's history, demographics, and 

constitutional structure are different enough that direct transplantation of any other model would be its 

own kind of oversimplification. But they do illustrate that India is not choosing between "reservation" 

and "some obviously superior alternative that other democracies have figured out." Every major country 

that has attempted group-based corrective policy has ended up with its own unresolved tensions, court 

challenges, and periodic political backlash India's current moment is a distinctly Indian chapter of a 

broader, genuinely difficult problem that doesn't have a clean solution anywhere it's been tried. 

 

 

                                                 
40 600 U.S. 181 (2023) 
41 Dan R, ‘A Brief Introduction to the History behind the Bumiputera Policy’ (UCL Asiatic Affairs, 7 February 2026) 

<https://www.uclasiaticaffairs.com/publications-list/a-brief-introduction-to-the-history-behind-the-bumiputera-policy> accessed 17 Sep-

tember 2026  
42 ‘Black Economic Empowerment’ (Nelson Mandela Foundation) 

<https://www.nelsonmandela.org/omalley/cis/omalley/OMalleyWeb/03lv03445/04lv04206/05lv04220/06lv04221/07lv04222.htm> ac-

cessed 17 September 2026  
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13. Where That Leaves You 

Pull all of this together, and a few things become reasonably clear. The "30-40% marks" claim, as it's 

commonly repeated in its viral form, doesn't hold up under even basic scrutiny that's a factual, checkable 

problem with the popular version of this argument, regardless of where you land on the broader policy 

question. Conflating a qualifying cutoff with an admission outcome isn't a matter of interpretation; it's 

simply not what the numbers say. 

At the same time, the claim that reservation is somehow beyond legitimate question, or that concerns 

about it are automatically bad-faith, doesn't survive scrutiny either. The Supreme Court itself has split 

3:2 and 6:1 on major reservation questions within the last four years. States have already breached the 50 

percent ceiling that was supposed to be a firm limit. The creamy-layer principle, meant to target the 

genuinely disadvantaged, doesn't apply at all to one of the two constitutionally protected categories. And 

some of India's most intense reservation-related street violence in the last decade has come not from 

opponents of the system, but from powerful communities fighting to get inside it a fact that complicates 

almost every simple story told about this issue, from any direction. 

Whether caste remains the right primary basis for affirmative action more than seven and a half decades 

after independence, whether income-based tools like EWS should expand relative to caste-based ones, 

and whether tools like sub-classification and creamy-layer thresholds are doing enough to reach those 

who need them most these are real, open, and difficult questions. They deserve better than a viral clip 

built on a misread statistic, from any side of the debate. No single number, and no single movement's 

talking points, has closed this argument. It remains, as it has been since 1990, one of the most contested 

and consequential debates in Indian public life and probably will be for a while yet. 

 

14. A Closing Thought 

Strip away the panel debates and the hashtags, and what's left is something quietly sad: a country full of 

young people who have all worked hard, all lived under real pressure, and all been told by different 

voices, at different volumes that someone else is the reason they didn't get what they earned. The 

general-category student who missed a seat by four marks is not lying about their pain. The first-

generation SC student who finally became a doctor because a quota existed is not lying about what that 

seat meant for their family either. Both of those stories are true at the same time, and neither one cancels 

the other out. The tragedy of this debate, as it's currently being fought, is that it keeps forcing people to 

pick a side in a fight that was never really between them while the actual gaps in the system (an 

unregulated management quota, an unfinished Rohini Commission report, an EWS threshold nobody has 

properly revisited, a judiciary with almost no diversity and no reservation at all) sit largely untouched, 

because they don't fit neatly into either side's slogan. 

If there's one thing worth asking of everyone in this conversation student, parent, journalist, politician 

it's simply to slow down before repeating a number. Not to abandon a position, just to check it first. A 

debate this important, and this old, deserves better than a statistic that falls apart the moment someone 

actually looks it up. 
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