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ABSTRACT: In the last decade or so, Affirmative Action as a concept in
global political-economyhasbeenincurrencybothinforaofdevelopednationsas
well as the United Nations. Affinnative Actioa could be defined as, .. prwiding
selective, disciminatary pivileges to minoities and socially under-privileged

classes in a society tovards the goal of achieving eryality and social iustice.
Such classes of uuder-privilaged are common to all large societies, arising out

ofhistorical or political reasons .. even smaller counties like Hungary or Fiji are

no exceptions. Traditionally dicatatorial regimes world over have

suppressed privileges of minorities, often nrthlessly. However, democracies

navi teen relatively more recqrtive though by no mear6 over-arching. h fact,

the failure of even older democracies like the UK or United States of America

to address e{Iectively the problem of minsriliss, whether the Flemish or

welsh language question or the American Indiaos or the Blacks have raised

questions on the age-ola democratic dicturn of eryality .. tlerfore, the question

oi protective discrimination, though this, pronormcedly goes against the principle

of equality (before law) and thus, even a more complex issue.

the question of protective ilisciminotion based affirmative action in India is not

a new concept. The constitutional safeguards of the rights and privileges of
scheduled castes and Tribes under schedule 5 and 6 0fthe Indian constitution

and the policy of reservations in Government jobs and parliament and

state lagi;atues have contiuned for nearly half-a- cenhrry of independent

India. However, a water-shed was the question of reviewing the reservation

policy for Backward Classes fostered by the V.P. $ingh Qsvernmenl in 1989

L^"i * the lv{aMal Commission Report. The politics in the aftermath of the

reservation policy has no doubt aagmented the Indian polity on caste lines.

The results *rla, in a way, be viewed by the new phenomeoon of hrmg-Padimelrt

and hung-legislatures. significantly, the Indian economy has ernbarked on a

putn of 
-E"inomr" Libeitisation and consequenfly, global-integration of the

'"*rro*y 
since 1991, with mixed results (and no doub! a fair amonunt of

hopes).
fn" otioti* of the paper is to analyse the linkages the policy of

oSrr*tin, o"Uon and- i libemlising ,',o'o"'y, " wo*ld a policy of protective

discrimination affect economic performance of the economf? On the other han4

does political economy and welfare economics provide efficient methodogies in

;kl-g sgch complex political and social issues, especially for countries like India?

Does eJonomic liberalisation, for example, after all provide benefits to all? .. in u,hich

case, protective discrimination to a certain sectiotr, if it affects overall

p.rro.ma".e of the economy, may as well deJeat the purpose by undermining

ielfare for all, thus, even to the partic,lar sectiotr to which specific protection was

p,rovided.
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Democracy is not all about popular will or
popular rule, .. it is a process towads a just
society) .. as counterposed to autocracy,
monarchy or wen fascisnL it proposes to provide
an alternative to arbirtrary action and
discrimination, .. a product of the
Enilightenment ideologt but never the less,
imperfect one. The question of affirmative
action ernergd in rece,lrt times, as the aftermath
ofthe American Civil RigbtAct of 1964, .. an
affirmative legislation itself on American race
relations, especially in the context of post-
Martin Luther King (Jr.) assassination.
Atrrmative action could be defined as, ..

provi ding s e le ctive, di s ctiminotory privi li le ges

to minorities and socially under-privileged
classes in a society towards the goal of
achiveing equality and social justice. S:uch
classes of under-priviileged are common to all
large societies, arising out of historical or
political cont€xts and reasons. To quote Hugh
Murray, one ofthe front runners ofthe American
Civil Rights Movement 'The 1964 law was
passed to end discrimination and implement
equal opportunity. .. The civil rights community
endorsedthe 1 964 legislation." I The American
history is replete with bitter race relations
bstween the whites and the blacks, with the
backdorp of slavery and the civil war which
proposed to eliminate the disctimination against
the blaclq .. but., that continued and parhaps,

continues. Many ofthe civil rights leaders, like
Hugh Murray had pinned hope on the 1964
Act.z Nothing really happened. Learlers like
Murray, disillusioned take quite the opposite
position. 3 Gonzales stat€d.

"llhe earth's most developed country, does

:r..:t seem able to deal with differences in
siar ;;igrnentation, to the point tlat its best
int€llectuals systematically make fools of
thsmselves in explaining it. Far from being

about peripheral policy dstail, however,
debates concering race actually go to the
heart of one ofthe most important political
question today: the possibility of social
engineering long standing recial conflicts
out of existence. While there has been a
wide conse,nsus.... What has remained
unsettled is what to do about the effects of
past iqjustices. Can they be remedied and
if so how? Are these .... remedied through
social engineering? Furthemore, if past
insitutional parctices have caused great
harm to same groups, should they not be
compensated according to standard lagal
precedents? fthese social injustices can be
socially engineered out of existence and it
is at all possible to compensate its victims,
then measures such as affirmative action
or even outright "reparation" would seem
unwarranted.a

The question that worries Gonzales is the end
of institutional racism at one hand vs.
continuance of personal racist attitude, the
latter, impossible otremovethrough institrtional
reforms or means.5 The relevantviewtaken by
Gonzales in support of Murray and in criticism
ofGottfried and Ost et al6is the social cinstruct
theory propoed by latter, flowing from the
deconsftuction theology. 7

The paralletism draram with the concept of
affirmative actioninthe coutext of thepluralistic
American societyandthat ofthe indian socioty
is ample, though in case of the latter, the
history of disctirumatiorq subservience and
oppression on lines of ethnicity goes back to,
perh4ps, a few thousand years. Independence
movement brought the problem to focus,
particularly the question of untouchability and
also, the caste question.s Independence, with
the dream of constructing a welfare society
based on the principles of equality, justice and
fraternity, rgmoval of age-old opperssiorl
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exploitation and discriminatiorq led to shaping
of the Constitution of India with specific
reformist legislation on uutouchability (&t. 19),

the Directive Principles (Chapter ry, Art 36-
5 l, particularly, Art. 46 for SC & ST and Art.
39-A)e and various schedules, especially the

Fifth and Sixth in relation to certain
discriminatory privileges for the Scheduled
Tribes. r0 The constitutional provision, including
those under the Fundamental Rights are non-
discriminatory institutional provisions, .. they
truly do not construe an affirmative agenda.

Drawn parallel with the Civil Rights Act of
1964, the reservation policy ofthe V.P.Singh
govemme,nt (based on the Mandal Commission
Report) towards the backward classes would
come closerto the American legislatio4 because

the state intrevenes directly in engineering
the discrimination out of eristence. T\e
reservation policy has been an extermely
contentious issue, .. daggers drawn by both the

suppprt€rs of the policy and those who are

sceptical about its wisdom. It is notthe irtention
here, in this paper, to go into all aspects ofthe
history ofthe backrvard class reservation policy,

or for ttrat matter, on the question of its
successes or failures. The question before us,

as a prelimanary formulation, is about the
possible effects of such a policy, if at all, on the

efficiency of the Indian economy under the

changed scflurio of a reformist, globalising

economic agenda.ll

WELFARE T}MORY

Wetfare Economics does provide altemative

mathodologies or options for adopting public
policies that optimises the social welfare
function, as essentially a choice in- between

economic efficiency 12 and equity. While
efficiency crieteria are more direct and

measurable, the equity is not, .. it is highly
subjective (normative), but never the less,

could be pivotal to social policies of a nation,

as in the case of affirmative action policy.l3
The equity, oftern is in conflict with economic
efficiency. The resolution of such conflicts
could be achieved by adopting such public
policies that are both efficient and conform to
the equityprinciple. One way of stating such a
choice would be around the principle that while
optimising social welfare, it is to be ensured
that while A" gains,'B' is not penalised. ]a This
is the bottom-line. Where rights of equality of
opportunity and equality before law is
fundamental to our constitutional provisions 15,

inthe domain ofpublic policy such equalityis
neither necessary nor desirablel6, and the state
is ernpowered to undertake declaration of
desirable welfare policies. However, under the
reservation policy, it is oftern argued ttrat it
would or could violate the Pars0o optimality,
e.g. the seat reservations in educational
institutions or reservations in public
employment t1 for some may affect or is likely
to affect tle welfare of others of other groups

of citizens. It is also argued that such
reservationsl8 would bypass merit,thus could
affect labour efficiency, therefore labour
productivity and ultimately, tle competitveness

of the economy.le Under the changed
circumastances of liberalisation of the Indian
ec.onomy and its inrtegration with the global
economy (globalisation), incerased labour
productivity will hold key to its conpetitiveness
and thus, a higher growth path.

ArTIR]VI{TIYE ACTION POLICY
AND TIIE INDIAN ECONOMY

As stated earlier, the job reservation policy (in
public employment) can be classed under the

affirmative action agsnda. There is, of course,

divided opinion (in the West) about both its
efficacy as well as its intrinsic logic. s Howwer,
even if one accepts the social commitrnents to
such a policy, it would be of interest to assess

the economic interpertation of such policy.
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l. If one accepts the inefficiency criteria
under quota recruiments in Public
empolymeirt, one way it could be inter-
perted is as a subsidy,i.e. the difference

between the expected service (value) and

the actual service delivered. This could be

perhaps, well justified under any such

subsidy programmes for public good.

However, such a subsidY could be

doalt in an altemative lruuuler, say by
providing a direct subsidy than an indirect
one, since a direct subsidY is a more

efficient method.r

2. On the other hand given that when 'A' is
employed in public service under the

quota reservation sustem and also, ifone
accepts that A is less efficient and there

fore, sufers a lower productivity compared

to'B' rryho is recrutied by open competition,

the productivity ofB is lilkelyto fallto the

lwel ofd since there would be no additional

inceirtive for B to be more efficient than A'
In an aggregative sense, then" the overall
productivity will be pulled down to the

level of A. Thus, loss to efficiency for the

economy. This can, perhaps, be remedied,

if actually the productivity of A can be

pushed up to the level of B or more, say

through (i) additional training and capacity

fuuilding, (ii) incentives on promotional

avenues, or , and (iii) linking salary and

wages to productivity and not to position

held. The last is intrinsicatly diffcult in

TRANSACTIONS OF TIIE INSTITUTE OF INDIAN GEOGRAPIIERS

publio sector or even private sector beoause

of constitutional provisions and priuciples
oa equal pay for equal worlP.It may be

noted that the Superme Coud has also

rejected the earry forward system in
reservation for backward classes. u

3. The third aspect to be examined is that
under the process of economic liberalisdion
and consequertrely, globalisation, the achral

component would get down-sized, both in
govemment services as well as in public
sector undertakings inthe relative sense, if
not, there is hardly any absolute cutdown
in employment. In such a sc€nario, the job
reservation policy, even if an inefficielrt
one, will have only residual impact on the

overall economy.

CONCLUSION

From policy objectives of a welfare society

there is the need to address both the principles

ofefficiency and equrty. Such a balance in the

two principles in designing public policies

would require credible economic evaluation

and also assessment of implications of
alternative strategies. It is notto take sides of
one wisdom or tle other. What matters

ultimately depends on the credibility of
altematives based on hard facts. Very ofterr,
economic decision which prima facie may look

irrational, could be acceptable, if the polity

wishes so, .. butthe cost couldbe well assessed

prior to a conscious decision on the matter.
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