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🎤
INTERVIEW ANGLE

"The editorial argues meritocracy claims ring hollow without institutional self-examination of
unequal access. Can an institution genuinely claim to reward merit if it has never examined
whether its own selection processes carry structural bias, even if no individual within it acts with
conscious prejudice?"

Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

A selection process that treats everyone identically is not automatically fair to everyone equally, if they did

not arrive at the starting line on equal footing.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

This editorial supplies a precise, GS2-relevant distinction between procedural neutrality and substantive

fairness in institutional design, a framework applicable to any question on merit, reservation, or equal

opportunity in Indian public institutions. It avoids the common trap of treating “meritocracy” and “equity” as

opposites, instead arguing genuine meritocracy requires addressing unequal access as a precondition, not a

competing value.

GS Paper 2: Issues relating to development and management of Social Sector/Services; government policies

and interventions; social justice.
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CONCEPT MEANING WHY IT IS TESTABLE

Procedural neutrality vs

substantive fairness

Uniform criteria versus genuinely equal

starting conditions

The editorial’s central

analytical distinction

Structural bias in access Pre-existing inequality shaping who competes

on equal footing

The specific gap the

editorial identifies

Institutional self-

examination

Actively assessing and correcting for bias, not

assuming neutrality is sufficient

The editorial’s prescribed

remedy

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

India’s public institutions, from civil-service examinations to higher-education admissions, have historically

emphasised competitive, criteria-based selection as the primary mechanism for ensuring merit-based access,

distinct from patronage or discretionary appointment systems. This is layered alongside constitutionally

mandated reservation policies under Articles 15(4), 16(4) and related provisions, designed specifically

to address historical structural disadvantage for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and Other Backward

Classes, an institutional acknowledgment that uniform criteria alone do not guarantee substantively equal

outcomes.

THE ANALYSIS

1. The procedural-versus-substantive distinction is the editorial’s core analytical move. A

selection process can be procedurally neutral, identical rules applied to all, while still being substantively

unfair if the pool of candidates does not arrive at comparable starting conditions, a distinction essential to any

serious meritocracy debate.

2. This argument is compatible with, not opposed to, India’s existing reservation framework.

Reservation policy is itself an institutional acknowledgment that uniform criteria alone do not produce fair

outcomes across historically disadvantaged groups, meaning the editorial’s argument extends rather than

contradicts this existing constitutional logic.

3. Institutional self-examination is presented as an active, ongoing obligation, not a one-time

fix. The editorial does not call for a single corrective policy but for institutions to continuously assess whether

their selection processes and outcomes reflect structural bias, an institutional-culture argument as much as a

policy-design one.

4. The counter-argument about discretionary alternatives deserves serious weight. Criteria-

based selection, whatever its imperfections, remains more transparent and accountable than discretionary or

patronage-based alternatives; the editorial’s critique should be read as calling for a more rigorous version of

merit-based selection, not its replacement.
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5. This connects to a broader, recurring debate about equal opportunity versus equal

treatment. Treating everyone identically (equal treatment) is not the same as ensuring everyone has a

genuinely equal opportunity to succeed, a distinction relevant across education policy, employment policy,

and public-institution access questions generally.

DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

PRELIMS-GRADE FACTS:

WATCH THE TRAP: DO NOT READ THIS EDITORIAL AS OPPOSING MERIT-BASED SELECTION. ITS

ARGUMENT IS THAT GENUINE MERITOCRACY REQUIRES ADDRESSING UNEQUAL ACCESS AS A

PRECONDITION, NOT THAT MERIT-BASED CRITERIA SHOULD BE ABANDONED.

THE DEBATE

Argument FOR institutional self-examination. Procedural neutrality alone can mask deep pre-existing

inequality in access to preparation resources, meaning institutions that do not actively examine their selection

outcomes risk mistaking uniform rules for actual fairness.

Argument AGAINST overcorrecting. Criteria-based selection remains more transparent and accountable

than discretionary alternatives, and excessive institutional self-critique risks undermining public confidence in

merit-based systems without necessarily producing better outcomes.

Balanced verdict. The two positions are reconcilable: retaining criteria-based, transparent selection

processes while actively examining and correcting for structural access bias achieves both accountability and

substantive fairness, rather than treating them as a trade-off.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

The transferable pattern: when evaluating whether a selection process is “fair,” check both its

criteria (are the rules uniform?) and its starting conditions (do all candidates arrive with

genuinely comparable preparation and resources?). A process can satisfy the first test while failing

the second, and genuine fairness requires satisfying both.

Constitutional basis for corrective measures: Articles 15(4), 16(4) (reservation provisions for
SC/ST/OBC)

Core distinction: procedural neutrality (uniform criteria) vs substantive fairness (equal starting
conditions)
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DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Procedural neutrality
uniform criteria applied to all

Unequal access, unaddressed
preparation, schooling, capital

Substantively unfair outcomes
despite neutral-looking process

Procedural neutrality alone does not guarantee substantive fairness if underlying access to preparation

remains unequal and unexamined.

TAKEAWAY BOX

A selection process that treats everyone identically is not automatically fair to everyone equally, if they did

not arrive at the starting line on equal footing.

Articles 15(4), 16(4) reservation provisions; procedural neutrality vs substantive fairness distinction.

does an institution have an ethical duty to actively investigate whether its own selection outcomes reflect

structural bias, even absent any complaint or evidence of individual prejudice?

UPSC has repeatedly tested equity versus equality and reservation-policy rationale (GS2); this editorial’s

procedural-versus-substantive framework strengthens any answer on merit and social justice.

“Genuine meritocracy requires addressing unequal access, not merely applying uniform selection criteria.”

Examine this claim with reference to India’s public institutions.

Sources: Indian Express, Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment

Source: If India Wants a Genuine Meritocracy, It Must Examine the Institution — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State

PCS Editorial Analysis
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K E Y  A R G U M E N T S  A T  A  G L A N C E

✓ SUPPORTING

⚠ COUNTER

Uniform, criteria-based selection processes remain preferable to explicitly discretionary or
patronage-based alternatives, and an excessive focus on structural critique risks undermining
public confidence in merit-based systems that, whatever their imperfections, are still more
accountable and transparent than the alternatives they replaced.

→ WAY FORWARD

The editorial calls for institutions to actively examine their own selection processes and
outcomes for structural bias, rather than treating procedural neutrality as sufficient evidence
of fairness, building genuine equal-access conditions alongside merit-based selection criteria.

The Indian Express argues that claims of meritocracy in Indian
public and educational institutions ring hollow without genuine
institutional self-examination, since unequal access, governance

failures and structural bias in who reaches the starting line of
“merit-based” competition must be addressed before merit can

function as a genuinely fair sorting mechanism.

Formal merit-based selection processes, competitive examinations, standardised criteria, can
appear procedurally neutral while still reflecting deep pre-existing inequalities in access to
preparation resources, quality schooling and social capital that shape who arrives at the
competition adequately prepared.

Institutions that treat their own selection outcomes as self-evidently fair, without examining
whether structural bias shapes who competes on equal footing, risk mistaking procedural
neutrality for actual fairness.

Genuine meritocracy requires institutions to actively examine and correct for unequal
starting conditions, not merely apply uniform selection criteria to an already unequal pool of
candidates.
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✍️ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION

Examine the claim that meritocracy in Indian public institutions is undermined by unequal access rather

than by the absence of merit-based selection criteria. What institutional reforms would address this gap?
(250 words)

INTRODUCTION

The Indian Express argues that meritocracy, as claimed by many of India’s public and educational
institutions, requires more than procedurally neutral selection criteria; it requires active institutional self-

examination of whether unequal access to preparation resources and social capital undermines the fairness
the meritocratic claim depends on.

BODY

The editorial’s core argument distinguishes procedural neutrality, applying the same selection criteria to

everyone, from substantive fairness, ensuring everyone competes from genuinely comparable starting
conditions. A competitive examination that applies identical criteria to all candidates can still produce

systematically unequal outcomes if candidates arrive with vastly unequal access to quality schooling,
coaching resources, and social capital that shapes exam readiness, meaning the selection process rewards

accumulated advantage as much as raw ability.
Institutions that do not examine this gap, treating uniform criteria as self-evidently sufficient for

meritocratic legitimacy, risk mistaking procedural neutrality for actual fairness. The editorial’s prescription
is institutional self-examination: actively assessing whether structural bias in access shapes selection
outcomes, and correcting for it, rather than assuming a merit-based label is self-justifying once selection

criteria are formally uniform.

CONCLUSION

This argument does not call for abandoning merit-based selection in favour of discretionary alternatives,

which carry their own well-documented risks of patronage and unaccountability. Instead, it calls for a more
rigorous, self-critical version of meritocracy, one that actively examines and addresses unequal starting

conditions rather than treating uniform criteria as sufficient proof of fairness.
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