
  
  

Reasonable Classification Test
For Prelims: Reasonable Classification, Article 14, Special Courts, Sessions Court, High Court, 
Supreme Court.    

For Mains: Evolution of reasonable classification doctrine and its importance in delivering social justice.

Source: IE 

Why in News? 

The Anwar Ali Sarkar Case, 1952 is a landmark Supreme Court ruling that laid the foundation for
the reasonable classification test under Article 14 of the Indian Constitution.  

This test has now become a standard for evaluating the constitutionality of laws. 

What is a Reasonable Classification Test? 

About: It is a legal principle under Article 14 of the Indian Constitution that ensures fair
treatment by permitting the grouping of individuals or entities based on clear
differences that are logically linked to the law's objective. 

It prevents arbitrary discrimination while acknowledging that not all cases are
identical. 

Essential Features:  
Classification must be based on a clear and reasonable distinction. 
The distinction must logically connect to the law’s purpose. 
The classification should address social or policy needs without violating rights. 
Large groups cannot be arbitrarily selected for different treatment (no class
legislation). It must ensure justified, not random, differences in treatment. 

Significance: 
Support Specific Regulations: It allows tailored laws for distinct societal conditions,
ensuring equal treatment doesn’t lead to unfairness. 

It guides lawmakers and judges in interpreting statutes to prevent irrational
outcomes. 

Legitimacy Testing: It assesses the legitimacy of laws, ensuring rationality and reducing
legal challenges. 
Standard for Judicial Review: It offers a standard for courts to review and nullify
irrational or arbitrary administrative actions, ensuring legislative accountability. 

Limitations: 
Risk of Unjustified Differentiation: If not applied properly, it can lead to unjust
differentiation and potentially violate fundamental rights. 
Subjectivity: Classification factors (e.g., age, gender, physical strength) can be
subjective, leading to inconsistent judicial interpretations of the doctrine. 
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What is the Anwar Ali Sarkar Case, 1952? 

Background: In 1950, Anwar Ali Sarkar was convicted under the West Bengal Special Courts
Act, 1950 by the Alipore Sessions Court that sentenced him to transportation for life.  
SC Judgement (1952): The SC invalidated a law permitting the arbitrary referral of cases
to special courts, stating that the classification lacked a logical connection to a legitimate
objective. 

The ruling established the “reasonable classification” test, which allows
for exceptions to equality under Article 14 under certain conditions. 

Article 14 (Equality Before the Law) 

About: No person, whether a citizen or foreigner, can be denied equality before the law or
the equal protection of the laws in India.  

Equality Before the Law ensures no special privileges, applying the same laws to
all. Equal Protection of the Laws guarantees equal treatment under similar
circumstances. 

Reasonable Classification: Article 14 forbids class legislation but allows reasonable
classification based on intelligible differentia (distinguishable differences). 

Judicial Stand on Doctrine of Reasonable Classification 

Saurabh Chaudri Case, 2004: Two key principles were laid down by the SC: 
Intelligible differentia: The classification must be based on clear and distinct
reasons for distinguishing a group. 
Rational nexus: The classification must have a logical connection to the objective of
the law. 

Shri Ram Krishna Dalmia, 1958: A law can be constitutional if it applies to a specific
individual due to special circumstances, treating them as a class.  

There is a presumption of constitutionality, and the burden of proof is
on challengers to show it violates constitutional standards. 

Conclusion 

The Anwar Ali Sarkar Case, 1952 laid the foundation for the "reasonable classification" test under
Article 14, ensuring fairness and equality. It enables laws that treat different groups distinctly but
requires logical justification, preventing arbitrary discrimination while promoting social justice. 

Drishti Mains Question: 

 Explain the doctrine of reasonable classification with judicial Stand.

 

UPSC Civil Services Examination, Previous Year Question (PYQ)

Mains

Q. Analyse the distinguishing features of the notion of Right  to Equality in the Constitutions of the  USA
and India. (2021)

Q. Starting from inventing the ‘basic structure’ doctrine, the judiciary has played a highly proactive  role in
ensuring that India develops into a thriving democracy. In light of the statement, evaluate the role played 
 by judicial activism in achieving the ideals of democracy. (2014)
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