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Introduction

The Patna High Court recently struck down the Bihar government's notification to increase 
reservation in government jobs and educational institutions from 50% to 65%. The court based 
its decision on the established 50% ceiling for reservations, emphasizing that while reservations 
aim to provide opportunities for backward classes, merit should not be entirely compromised.

1. Context and Background of the Article

The decision to strike down Bihar's increased reservation quota is rooted in the historical 
context of India's reservation system, particularly the 50% ceiling established by the Supreme 
Court in the landmark 1992 Indra Sawhney v Union of India case. This ceiling was set to ensure 
administrative efficiency and balance merit with social justice.

2. How it is Relevant for BPSC Exam

● Constitutional Law: Understanding the legal framework and judicial precedents related 
to reservations is crucial for questions on constitutional law.

● Public Administration: The article provides insights into the implementation and 
challenges of reservation policies, relevant for public administration topics.

● Current Affairs: The ongoing debates and legal challenges regarding reservation limits 
are pertinent for current events.

● Social Justice: Knowledge of reservation policies and their impact on social equity and 
inclusion is essential for discussions on social justice.

Body

● Details of the 50% Ceiling for Reservations
○ Historical Context:

■ The 50% ceiling was first established by the Supreme Court in the 1992 
Indra Sawhney v Union of India case to maintain a balance between 
reservations and merit.

■ This decision reinforced earlier judgments from the M R Balaji v State of 
Mysore (1963) and Devadasan v Union of India (1964) cases, 
emphasizing that reservations should not exceed 50% except in 
exceptional circumstances.

○ Rationale:
■ The ceiling ensures that merit is not entirely compromised while providing 

opportunities for backward classes.
■ It aims to maintain efficiency in administration and uphold the principle of 

equality.
● Legal Challenges and Exceptions

○ Indra Sawhney Ruling:
■ Reaffirmed in multiple cases, the ruling has become a cornerstone of 

reservation policy in India.



■ Efforts to breach the 50% limit have persisted, gaining political traction 
and leading to frequent litigation.

○ EWS Quota:
■ The 2019 introduction of a 10% quota for the Economically Weaker 

Section (EWS) was upheld by the Supreme Court, distinguishing it from 
SC/ST and OBC quotas.

■ The majority opinion in the 2022 verdict suggested that the 50% ceiling is 
not inflexible, hinting at possible future reconsideration.

● Arguments For and Against Breaching the Ceiling
○ Critics of the Ceiling:

■ Argue that the 50% limit is arbitrary and restricts the legislature's ability to 
address social inequalities.

■ Point to the evolving understanding of equality and social justice that may 
necessitate higher reservation percentages.

○ Proponents of the Ceiling:
■ Emphasize that reservations are exceptions to the general rule of equality 

and should not overshadow merit.
■ Cite Dr. B R Ambedkar’s caution that unqualified reservations could 

undermine the principle of equality.
● Reservation Policies in Other States

○ Tamil Nadu:
■ The 76th constitutional amendment placed Tamil Nadu's reservation law, 

which breaches the 50% limit, into the Ninth Schedule, providing it 
protection from judicial review.

○ Maharashtra:
■ In 2021, the Supreme Court struck down a law providing reservations to 

the Maratha community, ruling that the quota limit could not exceed 50%.
○ Similar Cases:

■ Other states, including Gujarat, Haryana, and Andhra Pradesh, have 
faced similar challenges with communities like Patels, Jats, and Kapus 
seeking reservations beyond the 50% limit.

Conclusion

The Patna High Court's decision to strike down Bihar's increased reservation quota underscores 
the ongoing legal and political debates surrounding the 50% ceiling on reservations. While 
reservations are crucial for social justice, maintaining a balance with merit and administrative 
efficiency remains a challenge. The evolving jurisprudence and societal demands may 
eventually lead to a reevaluation of this ceiling, but for now, it stands as a significant constraint 
on expanding reservations.
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