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Abstract
Religion and its envisaged structures have both macro- and micro-level
implications for business. Of the many stratification schemas prevalent
in India, two macro-social stratification schemas are important at the
workplace: caste, which has been an age-old, religion-mandated, closed social
stratification prevalent in Hinduism that had led to inequality in the society,
and trade union, which is a relatively new and optional open workplace
stratification that empowers workers and fosters equality. This study tries
to decipher whether these two structures influence each other; if yes how
and why do they influence each other (the tensions and contradictions that
may happen between them), and whether the influence is uniform for all
members. We conducted in-depth interviews with 43 trade union members,
three trade union leaders of two state-owned organizations in North India.
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Initially, we found that caste does not have any superficial effect on the
relationship between union members. However, a deeper analysis reveals
that roots of this social reality reflect in the social and workplace exchanges
between union members, and affect their social identity and loyalty. In the
discussion we present a model of twin loyalties between union and caste.
From the institutional logic perspective, we also delineate the caste and trade
union perspective, and show how there is a change in trade union identity
because of the influence of caste-based logic. Our findings have implications
for industrial democracy, worker representation, and union effectiveness.
Keywords
caste logics, dual loyalty, industrial relations in India, religion-based caste,
social stratification, trade union

Religion’s positive as well as negative impact pervades across individuals at
a microlevel (Albaum & Peterson, 2006; Miller, 2002; Mir, 2013) and even
countries at a macrolevel (Cairns & Mercer, 1984; Maoz, Steinberg, Bar-On,
& Fakhereldeen, 2002). “Religion has the potential to result in both adaptive
and maladaptive outcomes for organizations and their members” (ChanSerafin, Brief, & George, 2013, p. 1585). However, this intersection of organization and religion is not well explored by researchers (Hinnings &
Raynard, 2013; Tracey, 2012) and has been a blind spot (Tracey, Phillips, &
Lounsbury, 2014).
Both religion and organizations provide some form of formal or informal
schema for stratification of people within its ambit (Soundararajan, Spence, &
Rees, 2017). Structuration results in categorization, and categorization creates
strata or groups, and that leads to formation of one’s social identity and subsequent in-group and out-group classifications and behaviors toward members
of these groups (Quinn & Macrae, 2014). Sometimes, these schemas are similar, whereas at other times, the basic tenets of these schemas can be contradictory, leading to split identification (Gutierrez, Howard-Grenville, & Scully,
2010). Two such incompatible schemas are the caste system of Hindu religion
and the trade union system in organizations. Although it was initially conceived as a division based on occupation, caste has, over a period of time,
become a religious, closed social stratification system (Bailey, 1963), which
decides the socially prevalent position of an individual in society by birth, thus
not allowing any movement within different castes. Trade unions, however,
provided an open system of social stratification for workmen, which allowed
the choice to be associated with a particular trade union and its ideologies, and
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even shift from one union to another. Unionism stands by the virtues of industrial democracy (Kaufman, 2000), whereas caste, in its present form, stands by
hereditary accrual of status. Each member of an organization can have different identities (Huy, 2011) that originate from different affiliations; in our case,
we take the identities stemming from caste and union membership. It is important to study which identity matters to most of the members. Tracey (2012), in
his critical review on religion and organization, notes,
An area where management scholars arguably have greater potential to make a
distinctive contribution concerns the role of religious identity in secular
organizations. For example, exploring the relationship between individuals’
religious identity and their professional identity, the tensions and contradictions
that may exist between them, and the processes through which they are
reconciled, has the potential to make an important contribution. (p. 115)

Taking motivation from the above, in terms of religious identity, we look
at caste-based identity that has its roots in religion (i.e., Hinduism) and secular professional identity in terms of trade union affiliation. From the sociological lens, we see identity from perspectives of the social constructivist
view (Ran & Golden, 2011) of caste-based identity and social actor view
(Whetten & Mackey, 2002) of trade union–based identity. Caste is a social
construction with no hereditary markings as in the case of race or ethnicity
(Lobo, 2002), whereas trade union demands members to play its part in the
industrial relation framework with other actors of management and government (Dufour & Hege, 2010; Dunlop, 1958). The novelty of this study lies in
the fact that it looks at two strata that coexist and share members. The study
tries to decipher whether these two structures influence each other; if yes,
how and why do they influence each other (the tensions and contradictions
that may exist between them), and whether the influence is uniform for all
members. It also contributes to the literature on dual loyalties, which have
been applicable to people with twin nationalities (Baron, 2009), and have
been extended to the context of industrial relations loyalties between union
and organization or management (Dean, 1954). There have also been studies
that question the universal application of existing relationships in Indian settings (Pandey & Singh, 2016), and this article brings in the unique context of
India. Figure 1 positions this study graphically.
The next section introduces this concept of caste system and its origin in
religion followed by the status of caste system in present India. The following
section outlines linkages of castes with trade unions and positions our study
at the intersection of religion and business. It introduces the existing tension
between the caste system and the union system and moves on to the research
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Figure 1. Conceptualization of castes and unions.

questions that the study proposes to answer. The “Method” section highlights
the process of interview and introduces the sample followed by the presentation of results that exposit the impact of caste on trade union as well as the
manifestation of this impact in the social and work space. This is followed by
unearthing the reasons for the impact, which include historical, social, and
psychological, along with contradictory views about affirmative action policies. The results also show the outcome of this manifestation of caste in trade
unions, especially in the democratic processes of unions such as seeking
votes and in deterioration of relationship amid members, leader, and management. Strong caste-based identification is also an important outcome that has
been addressed as caste solidarity. The results at last also present the differential impact of castes among union members by dividing them into four
groups based on caste and union affinity. The “Discussion” section connects
the findings with theoretical underpinnings of social identity theory and realistic group theory. The “Theoretical Contribution” section presents a model
of dual loyalties for union members and presents a holistic perspective from
institutional logics. The institutional logics perspective delineates the caste
and trade union logics and presents the mechanism for alteration of trade
union identity by caste-based logic.
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Religion and Caste System
The existence of multifold interpretations of different Hindu texts leads to
a plethora of views on issues that affect Indian businesses; for example,
the philosophy of Karma Yoga could provide varied interpretations on
how and why people work selflessly. We acknowledge that there are several positives of this religion that modern management can incorporate,
and there are avenues of congruence between modern management concepts/theories and Indian management thought (Pandey, Gupta, & Naqvi,
2016; Pandey & Singh, 2015a, 2015b). However, in this study, we focus
on how the caste structure of Hinduism affects organizations through
trade unions.
Social stratification based on caste is prevalent in India since ages, and
some go on to answer the question “What is India?” with statements such
as “India is a country of castes” (Ilaiah, 2007, p. 69). The caste system,
therefore, cannot be ignored by scholars of management and business in
India. The caste schema is called the “four-rank system” (Karve, 2014, p.
25), and has been institutionalized through religious scriptures and practices. The roots of the system lie in the division of population based on
occupation, which later became hereditary. Some define it as “a form of
differentiation wherein the constituent units of the system justify endogamy
on the basis of putative biological differences, which are semaphored by the
ritualization of multiple social practices” (Gupta, 2014, p. 49). The four
major ranks or varnas were (a) Brahmans, who were the priestly class; (b)
Kshatriyas, who were the warrior class; (c) Vaishyas, who were the trader
class; and (d) Shudras, who did other menial work and service. There were
also Dalits who were excluded from the Varna system. These varnas gave
rise to jāti or castes, which were subdivisions within a varna. Most often,
the castes associated with the three varnas, that is, Brahmans, Kshatriyas,
and Vaishyas, were termed “upper” castes; the Shudras along with the
Dalits were termed “lower” caste.
This stratification system had a direct impact on business, both ownership
and practices. Traditionally, trade and business were controlled by the
Vaishyas (owners and managers), with Kshatriyas providing the patronage
(protectors/sponsors), Brahmans providing advice (consultants), and Shudras
working for the business (labor). Moreover, certain services to society and
professions, such as the ones by barbers, potters, blacksmiths, goldsmith, and
so on, were particular to specific caste groups, which is also true for business
(Kimber & Lipton, 2005). Even in modern business, caste forms a major
social tie to transfer material private information and make more accurate
financial forecasts (Chen, Chittoor, & Vissa, 2015). In Hinduism, a skewed
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interpretation of scriptures by certain groups is the main reason for this division being misconstrued as hierarchy: right from the oldest scripture, Rig
Veda, explaining the origins of Brahmans from the mouth of God but Shudras
from the feet of God (Purusha Suktam, in Rig Veda 10:90), to newer compositions such as Tulsidas’s Ramcharitmanas that talks of beating Shudras like
drums and animals.1 Such interpretations gave a scriptural (religious) sanctity
to the domination of one caste by the other. The historical oppression of lower
castes by upper castes has led to inequalities in the distribution of resources,
such as wealth and education between the two groups (Ilaiah, 2007). This
division of “haves” and “have-nots” has a similarity with the bourgeoisie and
the proletariat classes of the Marxian class theory (Lukács & Lukács, 1971).
This is so ingrained in India’s social fabric since ages that Chapter 8, Verse
417 of Manusmriti, the Hindu book of law, reads, “A Brahman may confidently seize the goods of (his) Shudra (slave); for, as that (slave) can have no
property, his master may take his possessions,”2 thus legitimizing the oppression of the lower castes by upper castes.

Caste System in Present India
The Indian constitution exhorts the central and state governments to make
“any special provision for the advancement of any socially and educationally backward classes of citizens or for the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes” (Constitution of India, Article 15 (4)). Thus, to remedy the oppression that this group of people has faced for centuries, the Government of
India introduced affirmative action in the form of “reservation,” wherein a
certain share of seats in educational institutions, legislative bodies, and jobs
in government organizations are reserved for people belonging to these sections of society (Dessler & Varkkey, 2009; Srinivas, 2014). In educational
institutions and government jobs, the Scheduled Castes (SCs) receive 15%,
Scheduled Tribes (STs) have 7.5%, and Other Backward Classes (OBCs) are
entitled to 27% reservation. Furthermore, the mandated eligibility criteria
for government job applicants are relaxed for candidates from these groups.
Such affirmative action was expected to lead to the creation of adequate
representation for people belonging to these sections of society in government organizations, thus theoretically countering the labor market differentiation against them.
Available evidence points out that in spite of reservation, some castes have
higher representation in certain occupations. A study found that those belonging to the lower castes largely occupy subordinate or menial positions
(Aggarwal, Dreze, & Gupta, 2015) in organizations. These castes have been
lagging behind in economic as well as educational indices in comparison
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with the national average (Ilaiah, 2009a). However, in the private sector, no
concrete information exists on what occupations people choose based on
caste (Banerjee, Bertrand, Datta, & Mullainathan, 2009).

Trade Union and Caste System
The roots of caste system in India are very old but the trade union has germinated its root in India in relatively recent times. With the advent of
British in India, our economy shifted toward institutionalized manufacturing and All India Trade Union Congress was formed in 1920, under the
British rule (India gained its independence on August 15, 1947). British
Indian government (Panikkar, 1959) passed the Trade Union Act in 1926
to give legislative garb to unions in India. The worker’s movement encompassing unions before independence was a part and parcel of Indian independence movement that championed labor rights along with freedom
struggle. Therefore, though newer than the caste system, the trade unionism in India has strong origins, which fostered collectivization and solidarity. After independence, these unions became extensions of political parties
and instruments of collective voice of public sector employees for protection of their rights. Indian Railways strike (Siddhanta, 1974), independence of Goa, and Bihar Aandolan of 1974 (Dutt, 1957) are examples of
such collectivization. Similarly, in the same time frame after independence, caste has been a major highlight in the political and social arena of
India. It has led to the rise of specific parties that claimed support of specific caste groups and hedged the rights of the members of these castes,
such as unions.
Despite contentions by some that the caste system does not reflect the reality of India anymore (Virmani, 2015), or by some others that if it exists, it
must be set aside (Ramaswamy, 1979), it is a social reality that is intertwined
with religion and still subsists and survives in India (Ilaiah, 2009b), and can
be guessed by an individual’s surname. To avoid easy identification, some
individuals have adopted the practice of using neutral surnames that do not
reveal their castes (Chaudhary, 2009) and still others have used names of
spaceships and celestial bodies (Samdani, 2015).
Employment relations in India exist in this social reality and are bound to
get influenced by dominant or dormant societal structures and institutions
(Isaac, 1985), such as religion and its further manifestation in the form of
caste. Trade unions are important representatives of the workers in the industrial relation framework (Dunlop, 1958), and in India, the influence of caste on
such an important pillar of industrial democracy cannot be ignored. Figure 2
shows the intersection of these systems and the position of our study.

8

Business & Society 00(0)

Figure 2. The context of our study.

We wish to study whether, how, and the extent to which the societal structure of caste (which has its origins in Hinduism) influences trade unions in
the Indian context.

Research Questions
Among others, sociocultural and psychological factors that are affected by
the caste system are shown to have the greatest impact on the state of industrial relations at the organizational and national levels (Sharma, 1973). Caste
is said to perform “the magic of dividing and combining workers in and
across unions” (Sheth, 1996, p. 8). Identity is so deeply rooted in caste at
birth that it defines a person’s locus in society and economy to a large extent
(Fontaine & Yamada, 2013), and, thus, its effects can be found in organizational unions as well (Ali, 2011). In such a situation, the trade unions
emerged as a new social order that workers could jointly identify with at the
workplace to assert their demands, although stratification from the caste system already existed between them. The contentions by Sheth (1996) and Ali
(2011) are based on their observations of trade unions and do not deal
directly with the core issue of caste and trade unions through the route of
primary data collection, analysis, and reporting. Ramaswamy’s study in
South India, which was conducted in 1976, had dealt with the issue of caste
and trade unions directly and was based on empirical data collected from the
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unions of textile workers in Coimbatore. After that, there has been a paucity
of studies, which look at the interface of caste and unions based on systematic data collection and analysis. This study tries to fill this lacuna by finding
answers to the following questions based on data collected from union members and leaders:
Research Question 1: Does caste have an impact on trade union
members?
Research Question 2: If yes, then how does this impact manifest in lives
of trade union members?
Research Question 3: What are the reasons for caste having an impact on
trade unions?
Research Question 4: What are the consequences of this manifestation?
Research Question 5: Is the impact of caste equal on all members? If
unequal, then what are the types of union members based on the impact?

Method
We aim to study the dynamics of trade unions in the context of caste realities
in India. We believe that caste is a reality that is socially constructed and
subjectively experienced by individuals. We wish to answer our research
questions by results that are grounded in data that are gathered and analyzed
in a systemic fashion. We, thus, use the grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin,
1990) for this research. The grounded theory is more concerned with “explication and emergence” (Charmaz, 2008, p. 156) as opposed to “testing or
verification of existing theories” (Martin & Turner, 1986, p. 142), which is in
line with our research questions.
We adhere to the assumptions of Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton (2013) that
the organizational world is socially constructed, and that the members of the
organization who construct these realities are “knowledgeable agents” (p. 17)
and are capable of expressing their actions, intentions, and thoughts.
Therefore, researchers are initially “glorified reporters” (p. 17) and, therefore, we do not a priori force fit our viewpoint onto their narratives and present the voice of the informant. However, researchers also have the capability
to uncover concepts and relationships that the informant is not able to gauge,
and report them in terms that are theoretically relevant. The voice of informants is, therefore, used in the analysis along with the voice of the researcher
in the form of aggregate dimensions. This dual reporting adds to the depth of
qualitative analysis and is considered as a “hallmark of high-quality qualitative research” (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 18). This is followed by the generation of
overall themes.
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Sample
The study comprises a cyclic process of collecting data as well as analyzing
and seeking new informants on the basis of the insights provided by the previous informants. The first interview, thus, directs the second interview and
associated observations and so on (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). This resulted in
an incremental sample until saturation was reached, as suggested by researchers in the field of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The sample was
drawn from state-owned enterprises in Uttarakhand and Uttar Pradesh in
India, and both these organizations were highly bureaucratized and offered
public service in transport and public works sector. In addition to industryspecific trade unions, major unions in terms of their political affiliation also
existed in these organizations. Theoretical sampling was used to maintain
consistency and representativeness (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). The selected
member should have been a member of a trade union for more than 3 years
and should be open to talking about the issue of caste. We conducted in-depth
interviews of 43 trade union members—30 from the first organization and 13
from the second. The sample consisted of 15 respondents belonging to the
general category (upper caste), and the rest were from the SCs, STs, and
OBCs.3 Of the 43 respondents, five had a postgraduate degree, 12 had graduation degree, and the rest had passed 12th standard. The average age was 43.1
years with a standard deviation of 9.1 years. Of the 43 members, 12 were
women. The youngest member was 30 years old and the eldest was 58 years
old. To facilitate triangulation, we interviewed three trade union leaders and
three experts who deal with caste-related issues.
A state-owned enterprise operates under two policy constraints—one that
“specifies a recruitment quota for members of the economically deprived
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, and another that seeks to establish
democratic socialism in India” (Sharma, 1976, p. 6). The unique condition of
state-owned enterprises ensures the representation of people from all groups
(general, SCs, STs, and OBCs) in the organization by law, which is not the
case with private organizations. We, therefore, preferred to study state-owned
organizations.

Procedure
We initially established a good rapport with the respondents, so that they could
trust us and freely communicate with us. This required many field visits to
these organizations, and initially developing relationships followed by a
request for an interview. Moreover, complete anonymity was ensured to facilitate discussion on the sensitive topic. The interview started with introduction
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and personal questions such as their demographic details, followed by questions on the organization such as “Since when have you been in this organization?” followed by questions about the union such as tenure of the union. It
was only after arriving at a level of comfort that the issue of caste was brought
into the conversation. The interview was open ended and free flowing, and
was mainly geared toward eliciting information about any caste-based discrimination the respondents or anyone they know had faced. Initially, we
entered the field with broad questions and intended observations, which were
refined as we progressed with the respondents, thus guiding our research
toward newer unexplored routes to understanding (Corbin & Strauss, 1990).
Probes and cross questioning were used to better understand the respondents’
perspectives. As suggested by Glaser and Strauss (1967), we listened to stories
and incidents narrated by the respondents, which, after analysis, provided us
with sharper questions. This helped us not only in collecting data but also in
validating previous information (Chenitz, 1986). Special attention was paid
that the pivots for the questions and answers remain in the interface of trade
union and caste, and do not wander into caste and workplace. Particular attention was paid to ensure that the answers that dwell in areas such as practices
outside workplace did have an association with our research questions on
trade union and caste. Interviews were conducted in Hindi, the local language
of the region. Consitent with previous research (Ghanshala, Pant & Pandey,
2013) the language of the questions was modified as per the answers of the
initial questions and the region. For example, interviews in Uttarakhand were
conducted in a dialect of Hindi, which had influence of Sanskrit, whereas in
Uttar Pradesh, it had influence of Urdu as well.
As suggested by Gioia and colleagues (2013), to counter the bias that
might arise due to being too close to respondents and, thus, losing objectivity
and perspective for theorizing at higher levels, only one author conducted all
interviews and the other author assumed the perspective of an outsider and
critiqued interpretations that might look a little too gullible. We also interviewed trade union leaders and other experts after analyzing our data and
presented them with our findings to get better insights into the phenomenon.
These different sources agreed with our findings.
Field notes made during the interview process helped in analyzing the data
collected. The study was conducted keeping in mind the “qualitative methods” aimed at theoretical generalizability (Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Thompson,
1999). These notes generally described the clarifications on the usage of certain terms by the respondents after they have spoken. It was done for the
respondents to continue with their chain of thoughts on a topic without getting distracted and disturbed in between. An example of this being the usage
of the term hum (we), which was used at times to refer to oneself (some
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people used plural when referring to themselves), members of trade union, or
members of one’s own caste. Similarly, the usage of the term wo (they) was
different in a single sentence. At one point, it referred to the union leader,
whereas at other, it referred to people of the respondent’s caste. (Refer to the
first excerpt of interview in “Differences in Campaigning and Voting” section
of the findings, for example, of such usage.)

Analysis
The interviews were translated from Hindi to English, along with back translation by different persons having full proficiency in both languages for
ensuring accuracy and to minimize interpretative errors (Brislin, 1970). The
coding of the interviews was done separately by the authors so as to aid in
triangulation.
Coding is the initial step to find information in the data gathered (Walker
& Myrick, 2006). We started with open coding as proposed by Straus and
Corbin’s (1998), which warrants “close reading and interrogation of the data”
(Charmaz, 2008, p. 163). This led to the emergence of a variety of informant
terms and codes, which were in the voice of the respondent without classification into any category. These in vivo codes were not trimmed, so as to
ensure that the information that the quote represents (in terms of the meaning
by the respondent) is not compromised (Charmaz, 2008). Next, we analyzed
these codes and gave them voice of informant codes labels, and descriptors as
second-order codes, which provided a higher level abstraction (Martin &
Turner, 1986). At last, we analyzed the codes at two levels to find their correspondence to relevant themes that answered our research questions and
gave a theoretical grounding. This procedure allowed us to develop a data
structure akin to the recommendations made by Gioia and colleagues (2013),
providing a graphic representation of the rigor (Pratt, 2008; Tracy, 2010) of
how we progressed from raw data to themes. Whenever incidents and opinions were encountered in the transcripts, they were compared against others
for ascertaining the differences and similarities for achieving consistency and
precision (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). It also aided in understanding viewpoints
of members from different groups (both trade unions and castes).

Trustworthiness
For trustworthiness of our findings, we utilized the techniques propounded
by Lincoln and Guba (1985). The initial principle of this technique is credibility, which is similar to internal validity that is utilized in quantitative
research. We attained credibility through extended engagement with the
respondents. Another method of establishing credibility was through member
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checks where our findings were shared with the interviewees; all instances of
member checks resulted in confirmation of our narrative (Elo & Kyngäs,
2008). This rigorous method of establishing credibility along with a comprehensive analysis of the interview transcript and observations resulted in
removing any flaw that could have occurred from relying on only one source
of data (Alvesson, 2003). The next principle for trustworthiness (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985) is transferability of our findings to other groups. We have
accomplished this by dwelling into “thick description” instead of just abstractions. Also, the context, selection, and characteristics of the participants along
with the data collection and analysis processes are described in detail, which
have been supported by authentic citations (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004;
Patton, 1990; Sandelowski, 1993). The next principle of trustworthiness is
dependability. For this, we engaged two research scholars (not familiar with
our study) and provided them our coding dictionary that had the categories
enumerated from our findings along with the section of the transcript in
which such categories were present. We requested the research scholars to
enumerate the category that best reflected the passage. The percentage of
agreement amid the two coders was then calculated and was found to be 0.89
which is above the suggested minimum cutoff of 0.70 (Cohen, 1960). The
fourth principle of trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) is that of conformability. We maintained a clear record of footsteps that were taken in the
research process and can be replicated by other researchers. Sufficient transparency in the study has been maintained for replication and inspection. We
also made sure that individual respondent identification from quotes was not
possible (Ford & Reutter, 1990).
Tenets of grounded theory propose that unlike studies where review of literature is exhausted before collecting data, this approach dictates that literature is referred to “as part of an iterative, inductive and interactional process of
data collection, simultaneous analysis, and emergent interpretation” (Goulding,
2005, p. 296). We, thus, present the results, followed by the “Discussion” section that connects the results with relevant theories in literature.

Results
The following themes emerged from the interviews:

No Obvious Differentiation, but
At the start of the interview, respondents unanimously expressed that members in the trade union came from different castes but there was no castebased discrimination in their respective unions, as can be seen from the
following response:
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Figure 3. Manifestation of caste in lives of trade union members.
“No, no these things [behavior influenced by caste] do not happen here” and
the response of the same person later in the interview process “It [caste-based
distinction] has been there since ages; who are we to question it in union.”

The responses reflected the ideal trade union stance as the institution that unifies members and removes all distinctions between them. However, more
probing revealed other themes, which are represented in Figures 3 to 7.

Impact of Caste on Lives of Trade Union Members
The divisive impact of caste can be seen in both professional and social lives
of trade union members.
Divide in the social arena. Although the caste-based division did not make a
direct appearance in the trade unions per se, it was prevalent in the social
fabric of the unions. In India, workplaces serve as a ground for social interaction, and members of a work unit (such as an office or a factory) invite each
other to social functions. Caste membership dictates to a large extent the
socioeconomic position and even potential marriage partners (Pless & Appel,
2012). The degree of participation of a union member in the social and personal life of another was often influenced by caste. This is evident from various narratives compiled during the course of the study. For example, a union
leader did not visit the wedding of another union member’s daughter mainly
because of caste differences. The member explains,
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Figure 4. Reasons for the impact of caste on trade union members (A).

Figure 5. Reasons for the impact of caste on trade union members (B).
After our union leader could not make it to my daughter’s wedding, I learnt that
it was because of the caste I belong to. What made me bitter was the fact that
he was present at similar events hosted by other members [belonging to upper
castes].
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Figure 6. Outcomes of caste manifestations in unions (A).

Figure 7. Outcomes of caste manifestations in unions (B).

We could also interview the leader being referred to in the above conversation. No longer the leader of trade union, he was about to retire from his job
and initially disagreed to have shown any patrician behavior. However, later
in the interview, when the question was repeated with specific reference to
wedding, he confirmed this:
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You youngsters don’t understand all this; we have to maintain this [distance
and exclusion]. Do you know which colony they [referring to people of other
castes who lived in a colony in a specific part of the city] live in. If I would
have gone there, others [people of his caste] would have boycotted me.

Varied customs and traditions existing across castes (Dirks, 2011) become a
deterrent to participation in social functions, and this awkwardness reflects
within the trade unions as well, resulting in a nontangible barrier. When some
union members do not invite all the members to participate in social events
hosted by them, the ignored members reciprocate by inviting only a select few
union members from their own community to social events. Such an equation is
considered a better option for maintaining a distance without hostility, and yet
sharing cordial work relations. The following excerpt brings forth this point:
They (members of other castes) don’t invite us in their marriages and neither do
we . . . It is better this way . . . also their traditions are different, and ours are
different . . . though we are in the same union but we invite only a selected few
from our community.

The relations between upper- and lower-caste members were neither hostile nor conducive. There was an underlying friction that affected their trade
union loyalty.
Informal workplace culture. We found that certain workplace practices that did
not have explicit support from the organization were perceived as tactics to
create a rift among employees on the basis of caste. Gathering in specific
groups at break time for tea, snacks, and lunch were seen as primary activities
that union members performed with their respective caste groups. Some
respondents from the lower castes echoed this sentiment in their responses:
They lunch within their groups. They never mix with us . . . I once offered paan
[which is a preparation combining betel leaf with areca nut and sometimes also
with tobacco] to Mr XYZ [name withheld], but his refusal was so insulting that
I never asked him again. We are better off the way we are.

Incidents such as the above were seen as widening the existing rift between
members of the same trade union, but belonging to different castes. Even the
religious practices followed by some were perceived as derogatory, as
expressed by another respondent:
He applies sandalwood paste on his forehead to show-off that he is an ABC
[name of caste withheld]. He also quotes scriptures in his speech to prove that
he is wise, and others are fools. These people are the most corrupt ones.
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The members of upper castes, however, felt that it was part of their religious upbringing to follow these customs. On the issue of applying visible
religious marks on face and body, a union member from upper caste said,
Why should I not follow my practices, I have been following them since
childhood.

Why Does Caste Have an Impact on Trade Union?
Historical social positioning and current psychological identification of certain
castes. Interviews revealed that members of certain higher castes perceived
themselves to be higher in the social hierarchy as well, and, therefore, they
felt uncomfortable if the leaders of their trade union were from a comparatively lower caste. This is elucidated in the following remark:
I am a *** [reference to caste], we are supposed to be *** [reference to the elite
vocation] . . . but the leader of my union is a *** [derogatory reference to
caste]; how can I respect him?

This perceived superiority is severely affected when a fellow colleague from
a lower caste is promoted. Such promotion decision generates a dissonance
among the upper castes. When organizations adhere to the promotion policy (the
norms are negotiated with unions, and/or mandated by reservation law), the decision may affect future treatment of the promoted worker by fellow workers.
What is the point of a trade union? When I am equally capable, how can my
colleague XYZ [name of person] get a promotion, and not me, just because he
is *** [reference to caste].

Contradictory views about reservation policy. Primarily, the suitability for reservation is decided on the basis of one’s caste. We found that affirmative actions
implemented by the government were perceived differently by people belonging to upper and lower castes. This difference in perception was also reflected
among the trade union members. We found that upper-caste employees did
not want such affirmative action to continue. They felt that everyone was
equal, and such reservation was the root cause of creating inequality, and
according to the principles of equality, all are to be treated equal.
If we are all considered equal as members [of the union], then why such
reservation for anyone in securing jobs? I feel this is the main reason for the rift
between us. Reservation should perhaps be based on one’s economic status;
many people from upper castes could be poor whereas several others from the
lower castes could be rich.
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Lower caste employees, however, found the outlook of their upper-caste
peers rather distorted. As one of them said,
They treat us differently; especially after the Mandal Commission Report,4 I
have personally seen a difference. When I look back at those times of agitation,
I remember that I used to feel awkward entering the office premises. They
would look at me as if I had done something wrong.

It was observed that the policy of reservation was, thus, perceived essential only by the lower castes, whereas the upper castes thought of it as a barrier to their progress. This also brought bias in the evaluations made by the
upper castes about other lower-caste trade union members in various areas
such as their competencies, reasons for selections, and promotions. Contrarily,
the lower castes were of the view that the upper castes had always had sufficient resources, thus enabling them to gain those competencies and acquire
positions in organizations. They further emphasized that the historical suppression by upper castes had made a huge dent in the sociopolitical and economic status of lower castes, which was also reflected in organizations. As
one member says,
We [members of lower caste] have been the oppressed in the past [historically]
and even in present, some members [referring to upper castes] don’t want us to
prosper and have our say.

Perceived oppression. Several respondents felt that the oppression faced by
the lower castes historically shaped their attitudes toward other castes, and
hence, toward other trade union members as well. Employees of the lower
caste expressed that they continue to feel the oppressive mentality of the
upper castes. Their colleagues from the upper castes acknowledged such
historical oppression while also believing that it was wrong for them to pay
the price of their ancestors’ actions. The dichotomy is reflected in the following two statements received from respondents of lower and upper castes,
respectively:
We have been oppressed by these people since ages; it is no different now. Only
the way in which we are oppressed has changed.
Why should we pay for what our forefathers did?

Perception of reverse discrimination. An interesting finding was that the respondents from upper castes felt that the lower castes were not very accepting of
them either, and even if they tried to forge bonds with them, it was refuted by
the latter. A respondent relates his experience:
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I was trying to get closer to the [lower caste] group but they did not accept me
as one of them. I do not believe in the caste system even though I am a ***
[name of upper caste] but to bridge this divide people from both ends should
take a step forward.

What Are the Consequences of Caste Manifestation?
Differences in campaigning and voting. Union members belonging to the lower
castes felt that at the time of canvassing during elections, they were not personally approached in a manner comparable with other members. The following statement reveals this point:
The campaigning was aimed at everyone. However, while personally
canvassing and meeting people, they [union leaders] only sought out their
people [people of their own caste]; they did not approach us. They all [members
of upper castes] were a vote bank for the leaders as they [union leaders] wanted
to be sure of their votes.

It was also revealed by the respondents of lower castes that castes were
perceived as vote banks, both in the context of political as well as trade union
elections. The affiliation toward a particular caste was seen to generate different subgroups within unions, with leaders from each caste actively promoting
themselves in their groups but passively in the other groups. An important
finding was that vote blocks in terms of members of a particular caste were
seen as property of their leader who came from their caste. It was assumed that
they will vote for her or him, a member from lower caste explains this to us:
Sir, even if I vote for *** [union affiliated to a political party] no one, and I
repeat no one, including people of my own caste will believe that I could take
such a step.

Similarly, another member says,
I am a *** [caste] and it is assumed that our leader is *** [name of a national
political leader who champions the cause of Dalits] and whomever she/he
blesses [supports] will inherit the vote bank.

Trust issues with leaders and management. We found that those members, who
were not of the same caste as the trade union leaders did not trust their leaders. One respondent explained,
The trade union leader won because he belongs to the caste that enjoys a
majority. He does not care for us or the people of our caste.
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The decisions made by the union leaders were, thus, perceived as skewed
in favor of the caste they belonged to. The caste affiliation of the representatives of the top management also had an influence on the overall working and
functioning of the trade union, as can be seen from the following statement
expressed by a respondent:
It is a fact that while we are all in the trade union, the leaders are corrupt and
they blindly follow the top management. Our leader is of the same caste as the
manager, and therefore, they follow whatever the manager tells them.
Let me tell you, son, though we are in the trade union, they all are corrupt and
in pockets of top management. Our leader is of the same caste as the manager,
and thus he is in his pocket.

This study was conducted in a state-owned enterprise where the most
senior managers had powers to formulate policies, whereas managers at
the district level had relatively little powers. However, managers at the
district level, with similar caste affiliation as the top management, were
also seen as agents of the top management and, hence, powerful and
corrupt.
We could also interview the leaders and questioned them on this allegation
of being biased toward their caste. They were, however, of the opinion that
they go with the majority, which, according to them, is the basis of industrial
democracy. As one leader responded,
What is this logic, sir? Should we displease the majority [here being members
of a caste who were in majority] to placate the minority [members of a certain
caste who were in minority].

Another leader accused the members of having preconceived notions
about leaders and managers:
Your [referring to members who had raised the issue] perceptions are coloured
by the frame you use. If they have this attitude, that all are corrupt except them,
then they will not even trust God.

Caste identification and solidarity. The interviews also brought to light the existence of solidarity among members of the same caste. They believed that as
long as they belonged to the same caste, they had something in common,
regardless of the trade union that they were a part of. However, this commonality was not as strong for members of the same trade union, but belonging to
different castes. The following response to a question on relationships with
other trade union members reflects caste solidarity:
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Even though I and my friend XYZ [name of a person] are from different unions,
we belong to the same caste; we have been suppressed by the others [upper
castes].
We may be in different unions at the workplace, but outside we are brothers.
We are from the same community and we participate in each other’s social
functions.

Solidarity toward one’s own caste seemed to be an important variable that
dictated how people perceived the significance of trade unions in their social
lives. It laid the foundation of their behaviors toward other castes and the
related evaluation of the value of trade union.

Equality of Impact of Caste on All Members
There were no differences in the views expressed by members of the two
organizations as both organizations were similar in structure, culture, and
ownership. However, we found in our sample (pooled from both organizations) that there were four types of respondents: first, those who had higher
affinity to their caste and less affinity toward their union; second, those who
were loyal to their castes as well as the union—they were the ones who
belonged to the same caste as the leader of the union; third, those who had
high affinity to the union and cared less for the castes—they believed in the
idea of a healthy industrial democracy; fourth, those who were loyal neither
to the union nor to the castes—these members had history of leaving unions
or were in the union just for the sake of it. Figure 8 shows this graphically
with quotes from respondents.

Other Observations
The tenets of discourse analysis play an important role in analyzing qualitative data, especially interviews (Potter, 1996). The language in use plays an
important role in deciphering the discourse (Starks & Trinidad, 2007). When
we reviewed our transcripts and recordings, we found that, in some cases, the
use of language changed when respondents spoke about people belonging to
other castes. Although positive and negative attitudes could be inferred from
the use of language, respondents even used abusive language while speaking
about members from a different caste. This was also supported by our memos
that were made throughout the research process, as recommended by Corbin
and Strauss (1990) and Charmaz (2008). A strong “we versus them” spirit
was observed by the researchers in the conversations. Caste affiliation was
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Figure 8. Impact of caste and union on different members.

seen to have influenced the individual’s evaluation of members belonging to
other castes in the same union, and same castes in other (often rivals with
different terminal objectives) unions. The cohesion between members of the
same caste was stronger and spanned across trade unions, whereas between
members of the same trade unions, it was diluted based on caste affiliations.
The “we” that should have provided identity to the members of one trade
union, based on the principles for which the union stood for, was seen to
provide identity to people belonging to different castes, irrespective of trade
union affiliations. Usage of words such as “we” and “others” can be seen in
Figures 3 to 7. Some of these quotes are presented in Table 1.

Discussion
Religion has been used and abused since ages to unite and divide people. In
Hinduism, a dichotomy exists due to the interpretation of religion. The section “Religion and Caste System” highlights how scriptures have been used
to divide people; however, the interpretation of scriptures in different light
gives new meaning to them. For example, in Rig Veda, it is mentioned that
the Brahmans originated from the mouth of God but Shudras from the feet of
God, but in Indian context, feet are not considered to be a derogatory body
part. Instead, they are much revered, and there are customs where people
touch elders’ feet for blessings. At the same time, there are references to beating Shudras like drums and animals, as mentioned by Samudra (sea) to Rama
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Table 1. Other Observations.
Usage of words with reference to caste
“these people and us are actually very different since ages”
“Ambedkar was our saviour; these anti-Dalits would never understand that”
“do you know which colony they (referring to people of other castes who lived in
a colony in a specific part of the city) live in.”
“they (members of other castes) don’t invite us in their marriages and neither do
we”
“they lunch within their groups. They never mix with us”
Usage of foul language
“the leader of my union is a *** (derogatory reference to caste)”
“how can my colleague XYZ (name of person) get a promotion, and not me, just
because he is *** (reference to caste)”
“They live in dirt with *** pigs”
“These upper castes are leeches that suck our blood”
“These people against Babasaheb (Ambedkar) are ***”

in the narration. Scriptures of the same religion contain ideas of unity; examples include the Maha Upanishad (6:71-73), which speaks of the whole
world to be a family, and Rig Veda (10:191), which talks of people coming
together in agreement and harmony without divisions. We, therefore, do not
question the religion as such but its interpretations for gaining power by certain groups. The discussion follows the analysis of the answers to the research
questions from the “Results” section.
Initially, we wanted to assess whether caste has an impact on trade union
members. The dynamics of modern environment with an open economy and
government policies on equality have superficially faded the marks of castes
on trade unions. Therefore, we saw that the respondents initially did not
directly think of caste as a differentiating factor in trade unions. However, the
deeper markings of caste in the dynamics of trade unions were revealed gradually. The caste system is substratum to the evolution of informal social
groups at workplaces and is very much formal outside the organizational
boundaries, even in present times.
We knew from the answers to the first research question that caste did
have an impact on trade union members. Similar to the concept of “internalized religious self-identity” (Weaver & Agle, 2002, p. 77), which stems from
religious role expectations, we find that there also exists internalized castebased self-identity. It was further observed that the impact manifested in the
work life as well as the social life of members. The social identity theory
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(Tajfel & Turner, 1979) provides insights into the “we” and “them” evaluation among members of different castes; the three processes of social categorization, identification, and comparison are at the core of this phenomenon.
Despite belonging to the same religion, caste forms a social category to classify people into varied groups, helping individuals to locate themselves in the
social environment (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). This, in turn, provides prototypes that define the group as different from others. These groups develop
their own norms, behaviors, and practices that have evolved since ages, and
adhere to them. These norms, behaviors, and practices, when manifested at
the workplace give the members of the group a different identity. In the
domain of workplace, this manifested as practices and behavior (such as eating in one’s own caste group, applying religious markings) of these groups
members, and in the social domain outside work, it extended to inclusion and
exclusion in activities (invitation/noninvitation to social functions and attending or not attending them).
In the stage of identification, people identify themselves with the group in
which they have categorized themselves as belonging to. This identification
answers the third question on reasons why caste has an impact on trade union
members. This sense of belonging to a human aggregate gives them a perception of oneness, which paves the way for solidarity toward one’s own caste
and positions themselves in a social hierarchy relative to others. Similarly,
the final stage is of social comparison. People then have a tendency to compare their group with other groups. This comparison can be seen in our results
as answer to the third question—on one hand, people from lower castes compare their past and present situation to not be in parity with upper castes; on
the other hand, people from upper castes compare their present situation as
one of disadvantage due to the policy of reservation. This existence of ingroups and out-groups was also felt by members of upper castes who were
unable to forge identity with trade union members of lower castes.
The realistic group conflict theory (Sherif, 1958; Sherif, Harvey, White,
Hood, & Sherif, 1961) better explains the above intergroup hostility. The
theory elucidates the conflict in goals of different classes and their competition over limited resources, and the intergroup hostility that arises due to the
perception of prejudice and discrimination toward the out-group (Jackson,
1993). There exist two such classifications that operate simultaneously—one
that is based on religion and the other within religion, which is based on
caste. A caste group is seen to be relatively more (or at times less) resourceful
than others, either in the present scenario or in the past, which leads to a perception of inequity among members within the same union. Scarce resources
in the form of jobs and promotions catalyze groups to compete for them, and,
thus, create hostility to gain control over them by forming in-groups. The

26

Business & Society 00(0)

reservation policy preserves a share of the pie for people who come under its
ambit; thus, the scarce resources are more aggressively protected by them
and, at the same time, refuted by others (Desai, 2014).
The strong underlying impact of caste has specific threats for industrial
democracy, which becomes a diversionary luxury (E. A. Ramaswamy, 1988,
p. 239) in the case of India. Caste has been found to be the basis of many
inter- and intraunion rivalries (Sheth, 1993, p. 235). The economic and social
agenda takes a back seat once the focus shifts from the broader goal of collective bargaining to the narrow ones of caste-based politics. The power of
the worker in the nexus of management and regulator is shackled by the
boundaries of castes. The answer to the fourth question on consequences of
the caste manifestation in trade unions shows this divisive nature in forms of
basic practices of industrial democracy, such as seeking votes and the emergence of trust issues with the leader of one’s own trade union.
There are extreme and contradicting views on what are the central operational structures of the Indian society. For example, on one hand, the system
of caste has higher expression (Pocock, 1960) in industrial relations and, on
the other hand, there is the argument that “the caste system will essentially
have disappeared by the end of the century” because of industrialization
(Davis, 1951, p. 176). Caste blindness of industry is a prevalent discourse
because there is no single caste offering adequate supply of labor (Nelson,
Quick, & Khandelwal, 2012). In the industrial situation, it is difficult to determine specific caste affiliations, either due to a lack of concern about caste by
the employer or because of the willingness of all castes to do all work (Morris,
1960). However, castes have had an impact on the development of India’s
private sector, with much of industries and locations dominated by specific
caste groups (Damodaran, 2008), and narratives of efficiency and profit making do not brush aside the reality of its existence in the present-day private
sector of India (Singh, 2014). Studies have pointed out that managers of small
businesses tend to prefer employees of their own caste (Soundararajan et al.,
2017). Similarly, in corporate India, formal qualification alone does not count
for employability decision, as it was found that chances of a Dalit candidate
getting an interview call were lower than others with exactly the same curriculum vitae (Jodhka, 2008). Therefore, on the macroview, the granularities of
caste may seem to have perished, but they do exist in the microlevels.

Theoretical Contribution
The three processes of social identity creation, namely, social categorization,
identification, and comparison, result in people identifying with any collective, but the simultaneous existence of caste affiliations and trade union
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Figure 9. Conceptual model of union loyalty in India.

membership, the two realities of society in organizations, creates a conflict.
The rift may not be clearly articulated, but remains as a silent influencer of the
trade union agenda. This is explained by the answer to the fifth question,
which provides a schema for classifying members based on impact of the
caste. In reality, there exists dual categorizations that operate together—one
based on the trade union membership, wherein each trade union forms a different class, and the other based on caste, where each caste, or at times aggregate of similar castes, forms another class. The strength of the identification
with these two groups determines the individual’s outlook toward the interplay of caste and trade union. It can also lead to split identification (Gutierrez
et al., 2010) with either one or both these groups. It can be seen from the
results that caste forms a strong basis for identification within the trade union’s
sphere of operations or agenda. The third process of comparison amid groups
is the one that lays the ground for conflicts. The answer to the fifth question
presents that there are four types of members. We now give a more conceptual
and theoretically grounded framework for that finding.
For members of the trade union, there, thus, exist two distinct loyalties—
one toward their trade union and the other toward their caste. We present a
conceptual framework for these two loyalties in Figure 9. Higher affiliation
to caste would lead to either confusion between the tenets of trade union and
caste, or would cause weakening of the trade union bonds between members
of different castes in a union.
Higher loyalty toward both caste and trade union would bring in the problem of dual loyalty, commonly seen between union and management for Indian
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white-collar unionized employees (Sarkar & Varkkey, 2008). These two groups
command different expectations from the member, which are often at loggerheads. A union treats all members as equal, whereas the caste construed social
hierarchy posits that members of different castes are different.
A higher loyalty toward both trade union and caste affiliation is alright
when there are no conflicts between caste-based and trade union objectives;
however, it creates dissonance in the minds of a member when these objectives oppose each other.
A higher loyalty toward caste and lower loyalty toward the trade union
make members parochial in their outlook. It also fosters a high self-serving
attitude, where members join a union for benefits and offer nothing in return.
They are dictated by tenets of their caste affiliations and treat unionism as a
means to justify their ends. These, at times, are critical of union activities and
can act in defiance and damage the industrial democracy environment of an
organization.
Lower level of loyalty toward trade unions as well as caste causes members to become like nonmembers. These are members just because of pressures from other stakeholders, such as other members. They neither get
influenced by caste-based loyalties nor by trade union agendas.
High loyalty toward trade union coupled with low level of loyalty toward
caste is desirable for healthy trade unionism in India. They are similar to “the
organization man” (Randall, 1987) that subscribed to the greater trade union–
based collectivist ethics as opposed to individualistic caste-based approach.
Figure 9 represents this schema in the form of a matrix.
From the institutional logics perspective (which embeds the identities,
values, interests, and assumptions of individuals and organizations [Thornton
& Ocasio, 2008]), the study of the results along with the previous discussion
brings forth two clear logics in these organizations. First, is the trade union
logic and the other is the caste logic. The logics are conceptualized as a
matrix in which the x axis represents the institutional orders (subsystems of
caste and union) and the y axis represents the elemental categories that compose the institutional orders (Thornton, 2004) and illustrate the delineation of
these two logics. Table 2 illustrates these two logics.
Thornton and Ocasio (2008), in their chapter titled “How Logics Shape
Individual and Organizational Action,” study it in the following subsections:
1.
2.
3.
4.

classification and categorization,
collective identities and identification,
contests for status and power, and
attention.
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Table 2. Trade Union and Caste Logics.
X axis: Institutional orders
Y axis: Categories
Root metaphor
Sources of identity
Sources of legitimacy
Sources of authority
and power
Basis of norms
Origin

Control mechanisms
Change of membership
Material aspects
Symbolic aspects

Union
Union as voice of equal
members
Membership to a union
Legislatures
Elections
Democratic participation
Relatively new with
advent of industries in
India under British rule
Written rules
Open
Members and elected
leaders
Equality

Caste
Caste as birthright
Birth in a family
Religious scriptures and
social norms
Sociopsychological and
historical position
Customs and culture
Very old with mention
in scriptures that date
back Before Christ
Culture-based control
Closed (caste assigned by
virtue of birth)
Hierarchy of castes
Inequality

We utilize the first three to understand our findings. Social classification and categorization aid institutional logics to shape member cognition
(DiMaggio, 1997). The classification and categorization based on caste
influences how people view trade unions. Similarly, classification and
categorization based on unions also influence how members view the
caste system. The collective identity of a social group dictates the practices that are consistent with the norms of that group, and also perceptions
and actions that protect the interests of its members from other opposing
identities (Brickson, 2000; Kelman, 2006). The trade union logic indicates inclusion and equality of members but the caste-based logic dictates
many of these norms (practices such as not eating with a specific group
and not attending their social functions), and also members seek to protect the interests of other members by having differing views about affirmative actions. These two logics also dictate the parameters for contests
for status and power (Ocasio, 1999). The caste-based logic dictates the
election of individuals with affiliation to certain castes, whereas the trade
union logic dictates election of individuals with competencies to lead and
represent members.
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Ideally, there exists a possibility of change in identity of both groups;
however, the results indicate that the change of trade union identity is more
pronounced from its origins in the institutional logic of industrial democracy
to more of a divisive arena of latent caste manifestation. Figure 10 shows the
activated pathways with solid lines and existing but inactivated pathways
with broken lines. The shift is seen in the practices (manifestation in workplace and social space) and rituals, which “function simultaneously at the
concrete level of action, and at the abstract level of wider organizational and
institutional meanings” (Gazi, 2016, p. 542). These manifestations have a
two-way relationship with perceptions (discrimination, oppression, reverse
discrimination, and reservation) and actions (campaigning and voting), which
dictate these practices and actions and are, in turn, shaped by these practices.
They lead to a change in affinity from union leader as agents of union to
agents of a particular caste and, hence, enhance caste identity. All these are
guided by the availability of caste logic with its practices and collective identities. As shown in pathways of broken lines, there also exists the possibility
of trade union logic to dictate trade union identity, which, in turn, reduces
negative perceptions, actions, and practices and, thus, reduce change in affinity, keeping the trade union identity intact.
Individuals deal with pressures of conflicting logics by loosely coupling
or decoupling with whom they belong to and, therefore, subsequently act as
(Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012). The schema of Figure 10 shows the
loose coupling in case of nonmember and decoupling with affinity toward
either of the two logics in cases of ideal member and critical member.

Practical Implications
Thornton and Ocasio (2008) list competing institutional logic (union and caste in
our case) as antecedents to change. Therefore, there exists a chance for change,
and it depends on how to direct the change. From the analysis of Figure 10, we
find that there exist routes for trade union logic to preserve its identity. There are
two broad strategies to deal with the issue: The first would be to dilute the dynamics of the caste system at the workplace (weakening the institutional field influences of caste), which would be a Herculean task and would warrant interventions
based on religion; the second would be to recognize the fact that the caste system
has its impact on trade unions and plan on how it can be managed.
For the first strategy, religious intervention by organizations could involve a
massive campaign taking support from religious institutions in promulgating
positives of the religion and discarding the caste-based differences. These are
addressed as institutional entrepreneurs that can instigate and facilitate change
(Thornton, 2004). In addition, a strong trade union culture can be built that
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Figure 10. Process of change in trade union identity.

supersedes the effect of caste. The marginalized sections are victims of not only
material poverty but also social indignity (Kapur, Prasad, Pritchett, & Babu,
2010). Proper, planned, and positive communication between these caste groups
in a union can bring to light the issues that impede the union agenda, and a collective decision on how to deal with them should emerge with consensus.
The rise of camouflaged, caste-based unions in the name of welfare societies leads to a myopic view of the industrial democracy, and a rise in the “We
versus They” attitude. These groups advocate their existence by the claim
that the traditional mainstream unions could not fulfill their interests and
members of various castes got inferior treatment. This also led to multiplicity
of trade unions and interunion rivalries. To counter this, the unions require
internal affirmative actions to encounter underrepresentation (Reed, 2002) of
marginalized sections. Similar to the organizational context, where diversity
is a source of sustained competitive advantage (Barney, 1991), people from a
different caste could be a source of sustained competitive advantage in the
context of Indian trade unions (Venkata Ratnam & Chandra, 1996).

Limitations, Future Scope, and Conclusion
The primary limitation of this study could be the scope, because it is confined
to a collection of data from a single geographic region. Different states in
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India have different union and caste intensity. Therefore, any generalization
to other regions must be done with caution. Religion also plays an important
stratification factor in India, which has not been studied in the present
research. Although caste system finds its origin in Hinduism, it finds expression in other religions in India as well (Ahmad, 1962; Alexander, 1971;
Mosse, 2012). A religion can be understood in terms of its scriptures and
practices (Dyck, 2014) or rituals and message (Sinha, Pandey, & Varkkey,
2017). This study focuses only on Hinduism, as the caste system gains credence due to its explicit mention in Hindu scriptures and practices, whereas
it does not have scriptural authentication in case of other religions. India,
being home to major religions of the world with a history of communal harmony and intermittent frictions, paves way for future studies, which could
look into how religion affects trade unions’ members. However, every religion “can be conceptualized as distinct fields, and the differences between
them are enshrined in somewhat different logics and attendant organizational
archetypes” (Greenwood, Hinings, & Whetten, 2014, p. 1215), which adds
complexity to studies involving many religions. Moreover, the dynamics of
subcastes within the caste system and their interplay are not accounted for.
The data for subcastes of individuals in organizations are not available and,
therefore, they could not be incorporated in the study.
New loyalties stem from trade unions, which, in turn, dictate new behavioral patterns of its members. These loyalties and their effects, and their manifestation at the workplace warrant further research (E. A. Ramaswamy,
1976). We see that though unions, on the surface, appear to be free from
caste-based biases, the social realities creep in deep and dilute the essence of
unionism. Our research reveals that there exists a nonbiased picture for
unions on a superficial level, but beneath it, the social realities are reflected
in the conduct and perception of the union members. The dual classification
of employees as trade union members and caste members can create a conflict in the proper functioning of trade unions. The intersection of societal and
employee–trade union stratifications leads to further weakening of the trade
union movement in India.
Acknowledgments
The authors would like to express their gratitude to Professor Raza Mir and the three
anonymous reviewers of this article for their insightful comments and helpful
suggestions.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests
The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research,
authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Pandey and Varkkey

33

Funding
The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

ORCID iD
Jatin Pandey

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6305-2439

Notes
1.
2.
3.

4.

Refer to Sundarkand of Ramcharitmanas by Goswami Tulsidas: https://www.
ramcharitmanas.iitk.ac.in/ramcharitmanas?tid=5&tid_1=11&tid_2=8
Refer to Manusmriti 8:417: http://www.hindubooks.org/scriptures/manusmriti/
ch8/ch8_411_420.htm
Scheduled Caste (SC), Scheduled Tribe (ST), and Other Backward Class (OBC)
are the primary beneficiaries of the reservation policies under the Constitution of
India.
The Mandal Commission recommended reservation in government jobs based
on caste, after which there were a lot of agitations during the 1990s (Engineer,
1991).
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