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In 1968, in the United States, a small-
town schoolteacher called Jane Elliott 
in Iowa conducted a unique experi-

ment. The foremost leader of the civil 
rights movement, Martin Luther King Jr, 
had been assassinated the day before in 
Memphis by a white supremacist. Elliott 
wanted to bring home the message of rac-
ism to her third grade students, very few 
whom had ever met an African-American. 
The teacher asked her class what they 
knew about blacks. Her class responded 
with stereotypes – “Negroes are dumb” 
and “could not hold jobs”. So Elliott sug-
gested an exercise. She divided the class 
into two groups, blue-eyed people and 
brown-eyed people, while declaring that 
the blue-eyed were better than the brown-
eyed. Blue-eyed people “were cleaner…
more civilised…And they were smarter 
than brown-eyed people”. “Blue-eyed  
people can go out during recess, but 
brown-eyed people must stay indoors.” 
“The brown-eyed people must not drink 
from the drinking fountain, they must use 
the paper cups.” Students first resisted this  
division. But Jane Elliott countered these 
with pseudo-scientific explanations for 
her actions. As notions of equality fell 
away, blue-eyed people became assertive 
and domineering towards their brown-
eyed classmates, who slumped in their 
seats, eyes on the floor. The next day, the 
teacher reversed the roles, and behaviour 
switched as well.

As with race in the US, so with caste in 
India. Prejudice, stereotyping, justifica-
tions and the response are the subject of 
Blocked by Caste, a collaboration between 
academics from India and the America, 
led by Sukhadeo Thorat and Katherine 
Newman. The outcome is a volume of 
timely research on the nature of caste-based 
discrimination in India, mostly in the  
labour market, but also in housing, health, 
schools, businesses and public services.

The first chapter by Thorat and Newman 
establishes the fact of discrimination 

against low caste candidates in hiring for 
white-collar jobs. This is not a trivial exer-
cise. Most empirical studies of the job 
market offer binary comparisons of out-
comes for low and high caste candidates. 
This neither offers insight into the dynam-
ics of the hiring process, nor does it ac-
count for systematic differences in the 
professional and personal characteristics 
of the two groups.

Thorat and Newman corrected for those 
shortcomings by conducting a field experi-
ment that estimated the relative perform-
ance of low and high caste candidates on 
the job market. In this experiment, Thorat 
and Newman collected advertisements 
from major English-language newspapers 
announcing vacancies for entry-level white-
collar positions in private sector firms. The 
advertisements were classified according 
to the level of education (bachelor’s or 
master’s degree) and the area of speciali-
sation (for example, business, pharmacy 
or engineering) required from a success-
ful candidate. The research team then 
generated three artificial applications for 
each type of position. Each application for 
the same type of position had nearly iden-
tical educational qualifications and expe-
rience, matching university pedigree, aca-
demic performance as well as years and 
quality professional experience. However, 
each application had an important differ-
ence. The application was associated with 
either a stereotypically high caste Hindu, 
dalit or Muslim family name, which was 
the only way in which applications for the 
same type of position could be distin-
guished. So the researchers “applied” for 
each position with four near identical  
applications – one with a dalit name, one 
with a high caste Hindu name, one with a 

Muslim name and a final application was 
identified with a dalit name with a master’s 
level qualifications if the job required only 
a bachelor’s degree, or with a high caste 
name with bachelor’s level qualifications if 
the job required at least a master’s degree.

The outcome of interest was whether an 
“applicant” was contacted, via phone or 
mail, to arrange an interview. Differences 
in callbacks for dalits, high caste Hindus 
and Muslims who have the same educa-
tional qualifications and experience identify 
the level of discrimination faced by these 
groups in the job market.

The results establish that dalits and 
Muslim applicants face significant dis-
crimination in the white-collar job market 
on the basis of identity. The odds of a dalit 
applicant receiving a callback were 67% of 
a high caste Hindu applicant with the 
same set of CV characteristics. More ex-
treme were results for Muslim applicants, 
whose callback odds were 33% of high 
caste peers. Callbacks for overqualified 
dalit applicants could not be statistically 
distinguished from those of appropriately 
qualified high caste applicants, as was the 
case for underqualified high caste appli-
cants in comparison with appropriately 
qualified dalit applicants.

While the results of the experiment are 
conclusive, the study does not sufficiently 
address why discrimination occurs. For 
example, one explanation is that differences 
in outcomes reflect employers’ “taste-
based differences” for the social identity 
of employees. This idea was first proposed 
by Becker (1971) who argued that an em-
ployer discriminates against candidates of 
a particular social group when she rejects 
them at economic cost to herself.1 If this 
hypothesis is correct, economic growth that 
makes taste-based discrimination more 
expensive ought to reduce the incidence of 
discrimination. Empirical evidence for this 
explanation emerges from another corre-
spondence study of workers in the high 
growth information technology sector by 
Banerjee, Bertrand, Datta, and Mullainathan 
(2008) which found very little discrimina-
tion against dalit or Muslim candidates.

Another explanation worthy of consid-
eration is experience-based discrimination. 
Phelps (1972) introduced a model of  
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“statistical discrimination” where emp-
loyers might use social identity to infer 
employee characteristics that are unob-
servable on a job application. For example, 
if social skills such as language fluency, 
collegiality and ability to adapt to a pro-
fessional workplace are important deter-
minants of productivity, and employers’ 
past experiences lead them to conclude that 
dalit or Muslim employees lack these skills, 
then they might discriminate against  
candidates even when they are on par 
with high caste Hindu candidates on ob-
servable characteristics such as education 
and experience.

Additionally, unobservable factors might 
include the tastes of other participants in 
the business community. Basu (2006) 
presents a model of strategic discrimination 
where interactions with investors, custo-
mers, suppliers and fellow employees are 
vital for business success. If employers  
believe that those participants might be 
prejudiced against low caste or Muslim 
employees, then it would be rational for 
them to prefer equally qualified high caste 
Hindu candidates even without specific 
preferences themselves.2

Which of these hypotheses provide bet-
ter descriptions of the white-collar job 
market is addressed in the second chapter 
by Jodhka and Newman. In this study,  
researchers asked 25 human resources 
managers from large, Delhi-based firms 
their views on why scheduled caste (SC) 
workers experienced high levels of un-
employment, and on job quotas for SC and 
scheduled tribe (ST) workers. Most man-
agers refused to acknowledge prejudices 
against low caste workers, or strong in-
group preferences while hiring. Instead, 
they pointed to the importance of worker 
characteristics such as family background 
and urban upbringing and correlated those 
with caste. For example, one manager re-
ported, “we go for trained and profession-
al people and they all belong to higher 
castes”. These characteristics were impor-
tant, either because they had direct rele-
vance to the professional tasks, or because 
they would positively influence co-workers, 
clients and investors. This was true for a 
wide variety of industries – media, shoe 
manufacturing, security services, airlines, 
etc. These responses suggest that apart from 
caste prejudice and in-group preferences, 

both the statistical and strategic discrimi-
nation might describe the nature of differ-
ential outcomes observed in the corre-
spondence study. The precise magnitude 
of each is difficult to gauge from small-
sample interview studies, so perhaps that 
is an open exercise for empirical researchers.

The third chapter examines the job 
search experiences of master’s degree  
students from Jawaharlal Nehru University 
(JNU), Delhi University (DU) and Jamia 
Milia Islamia as they enter the labour 
market. In considerable detail, Deshpande 
and Newman document the differences in 
experiences between high caste and dalit 
students. Whereas high caste students 
view job search as an opportunity to  
advance their careers, dalit students high-
light the challenges of the interview  
process where their caste is central to the 
conversation. They are quizzed on their 
caste background, their views on reserva-
tion policies and family background. In 
this manner, selection of SC/ST candi-
dates to influential positions is rigged 
even before they have the opportunity to 
reveal their abilities.

However, while this chapter offers signifi-
cant insight into the dynamics of the entry 
level labour market at large, it also reveals 
that universities do not support their stu-
dents at a crucial stage of their careers. 
Students must arrange their job search 
themselves since even these elite universi-
ties lack well-managed career placement 
offices. As a result, they face discrimina-
tion in resume screening, non-standardised 
interviewing, and hostile questions.

This situation might be addressed by 
simple and clear policies that the contribu-
tors to this volume, as top professors and 
academic administrators, are well-placed 
to implement. Universities across India 
should, either individually or collectively, 
organise the hiring process for new gradu-
ates. In this process, all students would 
have equal access to advertisements for 
vacancies in the private sector, perhaps on 
an internet site. The universities would in-
sist on rules that bar asking about age, 
caste, religion or other markers of social 
identity in interviews, especially those 
held on-campus. Indeed, a detailed study 
of the placement outcomes at the Indian 
Institute of Management Ahmedabad  
reveals no caste-based discrimination 

(Chakravarty and Somanathan 2008), quite 
possibly because the placement process at 
that institution is held on-campus in an 
organised manner.

The rest of the chapters in this volume 
consist of detailed empirical work using 
non-experimental datasets. Using National 
Sample Survey (NSS) data, Madeheswaran 
and Attewell reveal that in the urban  
labour market, caste-based differences in 
earnings are driven by discrimination in 
hiring. Thorat, Mahamallik and Sadana 
conduct a survey of three villages in  
Gujarat, Orissa and Maharashtra and report 
differences in both asset ownership as 
well as access to employment opportuni-
ties. This is followed by chapters on dis-
crimination in provision of non-market 
endowments such as education, health 
and nutrition. The end of this volume con-
sists of econometric studies on differences 
in asset ownership and enterprise on the 
basis of caste and ethnicity.

Exciting Possibilities

The field experiment techniques used in 
Blocked by Caste open exciting possibilities 
for researchers interested in labour market 
discrimination and its consequences. The 
magnitude of wage differences by caste 
remains an open question, as does the 
long-term career consequences of early  
career discrimination. Also, to what extent 
do other demographic groups, such as 
women or those from other ethnic groups, 
experience labour market discrimination?

The answer to these questions should 
be informed by other compelling research 
on the dynamics of social identity in India. 
First, Hoff and Pandey (2006) investigated 
the role of caste salience on the perform-
ance of 12-year old boys in simple tasks, 
and found that the revelation of caste had 
a large negative impact on the perform-
ance of Chamar boys. Are similar effects 
observed in the labour market? Second, 
Beaman, Chattopadhyay, Duflo, Pande, 
and Topalova (2009) document that expo-
sure to female leaders in village panchay-
ats weakens stereotypes about gender 
roles. Do employers similarly reduce dis-
crimination after exposure to high per-
formance dalit and Muslim employees?

In 1982, Jane Elliott revisited her stu-
dents 14 years after her first experiment. 
Most of her students still lived in all white, 
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all Christian farming communities of Iowa. 
But they had radically different notions of 
prejudice and race. “When I hear hateful 
comments, I wish that those people could 
also go through what I went through” re-
marked one ex-student. “It’s just the way 
of thinking that’s the difference.” As with 
race, the causes of caste discrimination lie 
in thinking, but the consequences are  
severe for many in society.

Tarun Jain (tarun_ jain@isb.edu) teaches at the 
Indian School of Business, Hyderabad.

Notes

 1 I use female pronouns for employers and male 
pronouns for candidates and employees, with no 
implications for gender roles.

 2 In Jain and Narayan (2009), we provide empirical 
support of the strategic discrimination hypothesis 
in the context of pay for performance policies for 
teachers.

References

Banerjee, A, M Bertrand, S Datta and S Mullainathan 
(2008): “Labour Market Discrimination in Delhi: 
Evidence from a Field Experiment”, Journal of 
Comparative Economics, 37(1), 14–27.

Basu, K (2006): “Participatory Equity, Identity and 
Productivity: Policy Implications for Promoting 
Development”, BREAD Working Paper No 119.

Beaman, L, R Chattopadhyay, E Duflo, R Pande and P 
Topalova (2009): “Powerful Women: Female 
Leadership and Gender Bias”, Quarterly Journal 
of Economics, 124(4), 1497-1540.

Becker, G (1971): The Economics of Discrimination 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press).

Chakravarty, S and E Somanathan (2008): “Discrimi-
nation in an Elite Labour Market? Job Placements 
at IIM-Ahmedabad”, Economic & Political Weekly, 45.

Hoff, K and P Pandey (2006): “Discrimination, Social 
Identity, and Durable Inequalities”, American  
Economic Review Papers and Proceedings, 96(2), 
206-11.

Jain, T and T Narayan (2009): “Incentive to Discrimi-
nate? An Experimental Investigation of Teacher 
Incentives in India”, Indian School of Business 
Working Paper.

Phelps, E (1972): “The Statistical Theory of Racism and 
Sexism”, American Economic Review, 62(4), 659-61.

Local Space in a Global Map

Anjan Chakrabarti

Globalisation, as it has evolved in 
the last two decades, is supposed 
to propel growth and reduce 

p overty. Its Midas touch has been pro-
posed as a panacea for many seemingly 
insurmountable problems of our social 
life. The recent spate of events including 
the global economic crisis has now re-
vealed the contradictory albeit negative 
effects of g lobalisation. The same forces 
that were said to be responsible for growth 
expansion and poverty reduction are now 
seen as pulling down growth and increas-
ing poverty. 

Global vs Local

To add to this, for some time now, radical 
thinkers, including many Marxists, have 
been casting globalisation as a conduit for 
the expansion of global capitalism that is 
not only attempting to take nations along 
the path of industrial capitalism but in the 
process is also confronting and disman-
tling the “local” economies. In this line of 
thinking, globalisation with its self- 
professed positive goals of growth expan-
sion and poverty reduction telescopes a 
political project: the creation and expan-
sion of industrial capitalism through the 
dismantling of the “local” economies. It is 
this project which forms the focus of anal-
ysis by Pranab Kanti Basu. In this book, 
the context of the global takes the form of 
global capitalism while the local which 
harbours a vast non-capitalist sector is 

proposed as the site the former confronts. 
The content of contestation and struggle is 
creative as the local builds an alternative 
model of social construction based on 
communitarian ethics (nirman) and  
non-capitalist organisation of surplus; 
this alternative runs against the global 
based on individualised ethics and capi-
talist organisation of surplus. Conse-
quently, a clash (sangharsh) between the 
local and global is inevitable, a political 
clash that is as much economic as it is  
cultural. Sangharsh takes the form of  
nirman and nirman takes the form of 
sangharsh. It is not really sangharsh and 
nirman. Instead, sangharsh is nirman and 
nirman is sangharsh.

This book is rich in content and a 
number of concepts are weaved together 
to examine India’s ongoing transition to 
capitalist development as also the modes 
of resistance to it. Readers who are unini-
tiated in concepts such as rent, primitive 
accumulation and communitarian ethics 
are taken on a journey that is self- 
explanatory. While readers may have 
n umerous reasons for disagreement with 
the author, and I do have my share as well, 
the propositions and arguments for-
warded by Basu are of an order that have 
the possibility of outliving its time. It has 

e very chance of becoming controversial 
among Indian Marxists because it a ttempts 
to engage with non-Marxian thinkers- 
activists such as Mahatma Gandhi and 
Rabindranath Tagore on a plane rarely 
a ttempted in the Marxian intellectual 
m ilieu; as such it should be of interest to 
non-Marxist scholars as well. One can split 
the book into three parts.

Globalisation and the Commons

The first part focuses on the transmuta-
tion from national capitalism to global 
capitalism that is transpiring through the 
process of globalisation. Globalisation in-
volves, first, the creation and organisation 
of market and rules of competition that 
harbours the possibility of breaking down 
any site of the local and its articulation 
into the global camp, a change in which 
the State as also the international agen-
cies such as the World Bank, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund and the World Trade 
Organisation play a major role. The sec-
ond moment of discontinuity results from 
the manner in which global capitalist 
enter prises are using the market and rules 
of competition to create a new global or-
der through the destruction of the local. 
While there are lots of mainstream books 
available that discuss the policies of these 
international agencies, here a critical 
Marxian analysis is brought to bear on it 
in a clear and insightful manner that 
shows the policies of these agencies as 
v ehicles of socio-political construction of 
capitalism in the Southern countries.

The second part details the process 
through which the global capitalist enter-
prises with the help of these international 
agencies and the State are remapping the 

Globalisation An Anti-Text: A Local View by 
Pranab Kanti Basu (New Delhi: Aakar Books), 2008;  
pp 231, Rs 225.


