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In the Name of Globalisation
Meritocracy, Productivity and 
the Hidden Language of Caste

This paper draws on interview data to analyse the attitudes of employers/hiring managers 
in India’s organised private sector towards the caste and community attributes of their 

potential employees. We focus on the role ascriptive qualities play in employer 
perceptions of job candidates, arguing that they persist despite a formal adherence to the 

importance of merit. Antagonism toward reservations, as a mechanism for promoting 
employment for scheduled castes, is articulated as a principled commitment to  the

modern virtues of competition and productivity.
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or temporary employees – usually hired via outsourcingly for 
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the head of human relations or managers holding equivalent 

employer perceptions of the Indian labour force and challenges 

employment, and the legislative branch of government, should 

employment of stigmatised groups in India  be laid fully at 
the feet of discriminatory actors, acting either consciously or 
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sistent evidence of discrimination under controlled conditions, 
researchers have turned to the study of employer attitudes as 
one ingredient that contributes to the pattern of unemployment 

II
Modernism and Merit

 I
Introduction

More than a decade ago, Joleen Kirshenmann and Kathryn 

to understand the role they played in the production of 

levels of unemployment, these sociologists sought to understand 

Kirshenmann and Neckerman [Kirshenmann and Neckerman 

by the Urban Institute and Princeton sociologist, Devah Pager 
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But the same goals that led them to study the social attitudes of 
employers and hiring managers in Chicago animated the present 

The Indian Study 

This paper is based on a qualitative pilot study of a conve

(meaning they are on the direct payroll) and data on contract 
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Of course, nepotism and other forms of preferential selection 
played a role in the admission to credentialing institutions, 
but the concept of merit took hold as a public declaration 

The oncept of merit as the sole legitimate basis for employment 

the service of a potentially laudatory goal, like the advancement 
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politan image as part of its market appeal, there is a bottom 

5 but 

caste or community or the kind of friends he has also belong 

Yet from his perspective, this is not a modern attitude and 

of the past because globalisation creates competitive pressures 
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The language of merit, the morally virtuous credo of com
petitive capitalism, subtracts from the conversation the many 
forms of institutional discrimination and disinvestment that 
prevent all members of a society from competing on a level 

point (regardless of evidence of deprivation), enter equally ef

III
Family Matters

The American language of meritocracy similarly relies on the 

overlook the persistent impact of historical discrimination that 
has left deep tracks in test score gaps or differential educa

Whatever the consequences of these handicaps, the American 
variant nonetheless clings to the principal that the only thing 

What kind of information is an Indian hiring manager seek

some, the concept is amorphous and stretches to include virtually 
anything that is not directly related to educational credentials 

The human resources manager of a multinational shoe 

over 100 years, selling agricultural manufactures, clothing, and 

people from slum areas because their appreciation for cleanliness 

important part of the hiring system that the question seemed 

kind of environment you had in your family, home, colony and 

applicant beyond surface characteristics, the successes of the 

If parents have good education, the children also have good 

As these managers see it, background characteristics of this 
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Hence, they search for additional information to short up their 

This practice of screening applicants based on family background, 

to be employed in the informal economy and their children 

upper registers is not nearly so punishing as it is for those 

a central position favours those industrious members of the 
middling classes and makes life harder for those at the very 

IV
Regional Stereotypes

Closely linked to ideas of family background and the implica

ties that different regions inculcate in their inhabitants, they 

ers together in unbalanced combinations of antagonistic local 

based on caste, tribe, or village membership, in the service of 

founded 45 years ago to supply caustic soda to the aluminum 

are involved in salt manufacture, an essential element of caustic

of integration, it is perhaps not surprising that the professional 
management can rattle off images of local ethnic groups that 

completely open about the fact that they select on appearance, 
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Physical appearance is integral to his image of the right 

than those coming from a rural area in this company, because 

I go to Noida area (in Uttar Pradesh), the social system is not 

India Motors, an automobile manufacturer is a multinational 

has been on the receiving end of labour actions that can be more 

dominates, and the labour relations are more professional and 

Health Corporation employs about 4,000 people in northern 

think that this is not a good profession, looking after the patients, 

One could argue that this manager is merely describing a labour 
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V
Reservations

The proposal to introduce reservations in the private sec

in increasing productivity and this, in turn, requires that each 

inserts ascriptive criteria into the hiring process and short cir

Beyond this general attack on reservations, there are a variety 

issue in the past, but India has turned a corner and as a modern 

created by an educational system that disadvantages dalits and 

hiring manager for Global Productions insisted that unequal 

that dalits are virtually never employed in top private sector 

invested as heavily in education as it needs to do and should 

attend inferior schools and this, business leaders agree, needs 

Creams is the author of an important report from the business 
7

We cannot progress in this regard (equal hiring) unless 

Hence investment in education and encouraging integration 

be rigorous at the primary level; there should be standardisation 

His counterpart at the India Shoe Company echoes the same 

opportunities in education and after that, they should compete on 

What are the pitfalls of insisting on reservations for the 
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person is passed over or not hired, not unlike the problems he 

into their organisations by virtue of quotas and, they argue, 

competitiveness, employers point to government organisations 

and incompetent people cannot be relied upon to [do] such 

According to these employers, not only does reservation 

They have already accepted that they are smaller [less capable] 

Conservatives like Ward Connerly  go on to argue that these 

ment that reservation policy serves only a small creamy layer 

deserving students, as a means of encouraging meritorious 

VI
Concluding Comments

The language of meritocracy has spread around the globe 

Largely gone is the notion that patrimonial ties, reciprocal 
obligations, and birthright should guarantee access to critical 

What are the consequences of this cultural shift, of the 

voiced alongside convictions that merit is distributed by caste 
or region and hence the qualities of individuals fade from 
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one must take the profession of deep belief in meritocracy 

to insist on the actual implementation of caste blind policies 

mon and accepted practice of assessing family background 

of credentials, particularly in the form of education, is hardly 

investment in public schools, healthcare, nutrition, and the 

This is not to suggest that a commitment to competition is, 

vast improvement over unshakeable beliefs in racial, religious 
or caste inferiority, for it admits of the possibility that talent is 

Notes

]

perspective of employer attitudes based on survey research, see Harry 

2

manufacturing – still heavily represented in the city of Delhi – to ser

have on the core labour force and, in any case, the hiring managers 

portunities provided by contract positions is undoubtedly more 
important than the positions that are at issue for the core labour 

Table: Firm Type and Size

Firm Type Number of Core (and Contract) Employees

Construction 8,000
Hotel 550 (100)
TV and  Magazine 700
Auto manufacturer 4,500 (3500)
Shoe manufacturer 10,000 (2000)
Daily newspaper 3,000 (800)
Chemical company 1,100
Tobacco manufacture/hotels 20,000
Healthcare 4,000 (1800)
Steel manufacturer 11,000 (10,000)
Food processor 150
National airways 6,000 (2400)

Alternative medicine 3,000
Air conditioning manufacture 300 (700)
Courier/cargo no data
Public toilet placement/cleaning 3,500
Retail home furnishings/clothing no data
Hotel 1,000 (100)
Automobile manufacturing 7,000 (42,000)
Watch manufacturing 2,800
Hotel/restaurant/food processing 2,000
Ice cream manufacturer no data
Communications/video 800
E-commerce 135

EPW
It is more likely the case that employers and hiring managers understate 

7 ASSOCHAM report on Concrete Steps by Indian Industry on Inclusive-
ness for the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribe, submitted to the 
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