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Abstract: 

This study sociologically examines the persistent, albeit subtle, influence of caste stratification within the contemporary 
Indian corporate sector. While the private sector is conventionally perceived as a pure meritocracy governed by market 
rationality, this paper argues that historical privilege continues to shape corporate hierarchies. Utilizing an analytical 
framework combining social capital theory and institutional discrimination, the study investigates how cultural capital, 
linguistic styles, and elite kinship networks influence executive recruitment and workplace integration. The paper 
demonstrates that dominant narratives of ‘merit’ often mask historical caste privileges, creating invisible glass ceilings for 
marginalized communities. The study concludes that the institutionalization of standardized diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI) frameworks decoupled from mere tokenism is essential to build a truly inclusive corporate environment. 

Keywords:Corporate Casteism, Social Capital, Meritocracy, Market Rationality, Structural Inequality, Exclusionary 
Practices. 

INTRODUCTION: 

The emergence of India’s liberalized economy was historically heralded as a democratizing force capable of dissolving 
traditional social stratifications. Unlike the public sector, which relies on state-mandated reservation policies, the corporate 
sector operates on the principles of market rationality and absolute meritocracy. 

However, macro-sociological evaluations increasingly reveal that the corporate marketplace is not an entirely neutral 
playground. Instead, traditional systems of stratification, particularly caste, have adapted to modern capitalist structures. 
Rather than operating through overt notions of ritual purity or pollution, caste in corporate India functions through the subtle 
mechanisms of social networks, cultural capital, and coded definitions of suitability. This article deconstructs these 
dynamics, exploring how historical privilege converts into contemporary professional capital. 

METHODOLOGY: 

This study adopts a qualitative, secondary data-driven sociological methodology to map corporate exclusion. 

Data Sources: The research analyzes peer-reviewed sociological and economic literature, institutional employment data, 
corporate board compositions, and national labor surveys. 

Analytical Framework: The paper employs Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of Cultural Capital and Social Capital alongside 
modern institutional discrimination theories. These frameworks help understand how subjective hiring criteria like for e.g., 
‘personality,’ ‘grooming,’ and ‘corporate fit’, reproduce historical structural inequalities. 

OBJECTIVES FOR THE STUDY: 

The core research objectives of this article are: 

 To examine how the traditional concept of caste adapts to modern corporate workplaces. 
 To understand how corporate definitions of ‘merit’ might hide historical social advantages. 
 To identify how social networks and family connections influence executive hiring. 
 To evaluate the effectiveness of current diversity policies in the private sector. 
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DISCUSSION: 

The intersection of caste and corporate capitalism reveals a sharp contradiction between formal market equality and informal 
structural exclusion. In the private sector, hiring managers rarely ask for an applicant’s caste directly. Instead, exclusion 
operates through the institutional preference for high cultural capital. Attributes like effortless fluency in English, specific 
accent types, elite educational lineages, and Westernized social etiquette are frequently treated as neutral markers of ability. 
Sociologically, however, these traits are deeply rooted in generationally accumulated wealth and urban privilege, which are 
disproportionately held by upper-caste groups. 

Furthermore, recruitment at executive and managerial levels relies heavily on informal networks, colloquially termed ‘social 
capital’. Referral-based hiring and elite alumni networks naturally replicate existing demographic compositions. When 
corporate boards recruit from their immediate social circles, they inadvertently practice homosocial reproduction—the 
tendency of elites to select leaders who look, speak, and think like themselves. Consequently, even when candidate 
evaluations are structurally blind to caste, the institutional reliance on these socio-cultural cues creates an invisible structural 
barrier for Dalits, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward Classes (OBCs). 

The intersection of caste and corporate capitalism in contemporary India reveals a complex sociological phenomenon: the 
transmutation of traditional ritual status into modern secular capital (Jodhka & Newman, 2007). While the post-liberalization 
marketplace presents itself as a colour-blind meritocracy governed strictly by supply, demand, and efficiency, structural 
auditing reveals that historical stratification actively shapes modern corporate hierarchies (Deshpande, 2011). Caste has not 
been dissolved by market forces; rather, it has been modernized, institutionalized, and integrated into the very fabric of 
corporate culture (Thomas, 2020). 

1. The Transmutation of Caste into Cultural Capital 

To understand how exclusion operates in an environment that never explicitly asks for an applicant's caste, sociologists 
must deploy Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital. 

 The Linguistic Filter: Corporate spaces disproportionately reward flawless, unaccented English fluency. This linguistic 
skill is rarely a product of technical training alone; it is generationally acquired through elite, English-medium schooling 
funded by historical familial wealth (Thorat & Attewell, 2007). 

 Behavioural Scripts: Attributes such as specific forms of confidence, corporate etiquette, dressing styles, and 
familiarity with global consumer trends are treated as neutral markers of executive potential. 

 The Sociological Reality: These behavioural traits are heavily class- and caste-coded. They reflect the lifestyle of the 
urban upper-caste middle class, converting inherited social privilege into a modern professional asset. 

2. Homosocial Reproduction and the Monopoly of Social Capital 

Recruitment, particularly at the managerial and executive echelons, remains heavily reliant on informal networks. 

 The referral system: This serves as a primary pipeline for corporate talent. It inherently favors candidates who belong 
to the same social circles as existing leadership. 

 Homosocial Reproduction: Sociologist Rosabeth Moss Kanter termed this phenomenon ‘homosocial reproduction’, 
the systemic tendency of managers to recruit, mentor, and promote individuals who mirror themselves in background, 
language, and worldview. 
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 Network Isolation: Because historical marginalization has excluded Dalits, Scheduled Tribes, and OBCs from elite 
ancestral lineages, they lack access to these high-value professional networks. Consequently, even when technical 
capability is equal, marginalized candidates suffer from acute social capital deficits. 

3. The Deconstruction of ‘Merit’ as a Subjective Shield 

The concept of ‘merit’ functions as the central legitimizing ideology of corporate capitalism. It assumes that individuals rise 
solely based on their intelligence and hard work. However, sociological scrutiny reveals that corporate merit is highly 
subjective and elastic. 

 The Bifurcated Interview: While technical aptitude tests are relatively blind to social identity, the qualitative stages 
of recruitment (such as group discussions, HR screening, and leadership interviews) introduce extreme subjectivity 
(Thorat & Attewell, 2007). 

 The ‘Suitability’ Metric: During these phases, evaluations shift from what a candidate knows to who the candidate is. 
Expressions like ‘lacking polish,’ ‘not corporate material,’ or ‘poor communication skills’ frequently serve as coded 
rationalizations to disqualify candidates from marginalized backgrounds who lack elite cultural capital. 

4. Boardroom Homogeneity and Power Concentration 

This systemic bias accumulates as one moves up the corporate ladder, culminating in stark homogeneity within elite 
decision-making bodies. 

 Elite Monopolies: Empirical mappings of Indian boardrooms indicate that more than 90% of corporate directorships 
are held by a tight cluster of upper-caste surnames (Ajit et al., 2012). 

 Economic Hegemony: This concentration ensures that economic policies, corporate governance frameworks, and 
corporate wealth remain structurally isolated within historically privileged demographics, preventing true democratic 
wealth distribution. 

5. The Limitations of Imported DEI Frameworks 

Modern Indian corporations have widely adopted Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) mandates. However, these 
frameworks are typically imported directly from Western multinationals and are poorly adapted to Indian social realities. 

 The Gender Monoculture: Corporate DEI initiatives in India focus almost exclusively on gender representation (such 
as maternal leave policies and female recruitment drives). 

 The Caste Blind-Spot: By treating gender as the sole metric of diversity, corporations completely ignore internal 
intersectionalities. Upper-caste women remain the primary beneficiaries of corporate gender diversity initiatives, while 
the deep, systemic exclusion of marginalized castes across all genders continues without institutional check or 
monitoring (Thomas, 2020). 

FINDINGS: 

The Myth of Neutral Merit: The corporate definition of ‘merit’ is not purely objective. It conflates intrinsic intellectual 
capability with learned social privileges, transforming historical advantages into market rewards. 

Boardroom Homogeneity: Empirical assessments of corporate board compositions indicate that a vast majority of corporate 
directors in India belong to a small, privileged cluster of upper-caste lineages, indicating a stark lack of diversity at decision-
making levels. 
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The ‘Suitability’ Filter: Marginalized candidates frequently experience exclusion during the qualitative phases of 
recruitment such as group discussions or personality interviews, where subjective criteria like ‘corporate fit’ and ‘grooming’ 
take precedence over technical test scores. 

Deficiencies in DEI Frameworks: Private sector Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives overwhelmingly focus on 
gender representation, completely ignoring caste-based diversity or anti-discrimination metrics. 

CONCLUSION: 

The Indian corporate sector has not eliminated caste; rather, it has modernized it. By rebranding historical socio-economic 
privilege as individual ‘merit’ and ‘fitness,’ corporate structures maintain exclusive hierarchies while preserving an 
appearance of market fairness. To build a truly democratic economy, corporate India must move beyond passive colour-
blindness or token diversity measures. Private enterprises must proactively overhaul their recruitment protocols by 
standardizing interviews, anonymizing resumes, expanding talent searches beyond elite institutions, and explicitly 
acknowledging caste as a crucial dimension of workplace equity. 
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