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1. substantive equality (noun) – a fundamental aspect of human rights law that is concerned with 
equitable outcomes and equal opportunities for disadvantaged and marginalized people and 
groups in society 

2. equality (noun) – equal rights, equal opportunities, non-discrimination. 
3. notion (noun) – idea, belief, conception. 
4. uphold (verb) – justify, vindicate, validate. 
5. consequential seniority (noun) – it refers to promotions made purely on reservation basis 

despite another person waiting for promotion being actually senior to him/her 
6. notable (adjective) – important, significant, noteworthy. 
7. quantifiable data (noun) – all data that is quantifiable, verifiable, and amenable to statistical 

manipulation classifies as quantitative data. 
8. strike down (phrasal verb) – abolish, annul, nullify (a law or regulation). 
9. ground (noun) – reason, cause, basis. 
10. backwardness (noun) – the condition/state of not developed. 
11. inadequacy (noun) – insufficiency, deficiency, shortage. 
12. lay down (phrasal verb) – formulate, stipulate, set down. 
13. compliant with (adjective) – in accordance with, in agreement with, in conformity with. 
14. pre-requisite (noun) – necessary condition, essential, requirement. 
15. contradict (verb) – oppose, challenge, be at variance with. 
16. in perspective (noun) – judge a particular thing’s real importance by considering it in relation to 

everything else. 
17. accord (verb) – give, grant, present. 
18. merit (noun) – excellence, goodness/distinction, calibre. 
19. transformative (adjective) – life-changing, metamorphic, progressive. 
20. envisage (verb) – foresee, predict, forecast. 
21. subjective (noun) – personal, individual, internal. 
22. norm (noun) – standard, criterion, measure. 
23. intent (noun) – purpose, intention, objective. 
24. interpretation (noun) – explanation, reading, understanding. 
25. affirmative action (noun) – it means positive steps taken to increase the representation of 

women and minorities in areas of employment, education, and culture from which they have 
been historically excluded. 

26. give someone the go-by (phrase) – avoid/evade, keep away from, eschew. 
27. heed (verb) – pay attention to, adhere to, consider. 
28. antithesis (noun) – direct opposite, reversal, contrast. 
29. diverse (adjective) – various, multiple, different. 
30. adverse (adjective) – unfavourable, disadvantageous, bad. 

Substantive equality: on SC/ST govt. staff promotions 

The Supreme Court decision rightly rejects the notion that quotas affect efficiency 

The Supreme Court verdict upholding a Karnataka law to preserve the consequential seniority of 

Scheduled Caste/Scheduled Tribe candidates promoted on the basis of reservation is notable for being 

the first instance of quantifiable data being used to justify reservation. After a similar 2002 law was 
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struck down on the ground that there was no data, as required by the judgment in Nagaraj (2006), the 

Karnataka government appointed a committee to collect data on the “backwardness” of SC/ST 

communities, the inadequacy of their representation in the services and the overall impact of 

reservation on the efficiency of the administration — parameters laid down in the 2006 verdict as 

constitutional limitations on the power to extend reservation in employment. Based on the report, the 

State enacted a fresh law, which has now been upheld on the ground that it is compliant with 

the Nagaraj formulation, as well as the clarification found in Jarnail Singh (2018). A key principle in 

this decision is that where reservation for SC/ST candidates is concerned, there is no need to 

demonstrate the „backwardness‟ of the community. The other pre-requisites of a valid system — 

quantifiable data on the „inadequacy of representation‟ for classes of people identified for reservation, 

and an assessment of the impact of such quota on the “efficiency of administration” — remain valid. 

Justice D.Y. Chandrachud‟s judgment applies the rule emerging from Jarnail Singh, which decided 

that Nagaraj did not require reconsideration. At the same time, it held that Nagaraj was not right in 

insisting on data to justify the „backwardness‟ of SC/ST communities, as it contradicted a nine-judge 

Bench decision in Indra Sawhney (1992). 

The judgment places in perspective the historical and social justification for according reservation, 

rejecting the argument that quotas, by themselves, affect administrative “efficiency”. It says merit lies 

not only in performance but also in achieving goals such as promotion of equality, and that India‟s 

transformative Constitution envisages not just a formal equality of opportunity but the achievement of 

substantive equality. It accepts the subjective satisfaction of the government in deciding the adequacy 

of representation, subject to the norm that there should be relevant material before it. One must also 

recognise the constant tension between legislative intent and judicial interpretation. Most judgments 

on affirmative action indicate that the courts are laying down constitutional limitations, lest the 

equality norm, a basic feature of the Constitution, be given the go-by. It is welcome that the 

backwardness of the SCs and STs no more needs to be demonstrated. Policy-makers should heed the 

appeal contained in the judgment: there is no antithesis between the concept of efficiency and the 

inclusion of diverse sections of society in the administration. While data on representation may be a 

requirement, the idea that reservation has an adverse effect on administration must be rejected. 

 

 


