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Abstract 

Socioeconomically advantaged upper castes tend to claim that Indian society is “post-caste,” 

suggesting that individuals from historically marginalized castes and religious groups do not 

face specific social barriers when attempting to move into white-collar positions. Alleged 

intergenerational mobility and the emergence of a “new middle class” related to the growth of 

the private sector is widely used to counter affirmative action initiatives in higher education 

and public sector recruitment. In this article, I test these claims by examining Brahmin, lower 

caste Dalit and Muslim patterns of intergenerational class and educational mobility of father-

child pairs. I point to the strong role of caste and religion in shaping one’s destination, 

particularly when accessing top occupational positions in the private sector. These results 

question the meritocratic and casteless claims of the Indian “new middle class” in post-

liberalization India, and they call for more encompassing policies reducing origin-based 

inequality. 
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A “new middle class” identity, allegedly based on merit, has developed in post-liberalized India 

(Fernandes, 2006). This emerging class category, made up of white-collar private sector job 

holders, suggests that ascribed privileges deriving from caste and religious identities have 

waned. Claiming that Indian society is “post-caste,” the upper castes also deem existing 

affirmative action programmes in higher education and public employment obsolete 

(Subramanian, 2019). Yet, intergenerational class mobility remains remarkably low (Vaid, 

2018). Does the promise of the meritocratic opening up of top occupational positions to 

individual effort—and not inherited ascribed privilege—really hold true? 

Indian society presents a structured and encompassing stratification in terms of ascribed 

categories, resulting from caste membership. This form of ascription is characterized by 

endogamy—ensuring social closure, hierarchy—allowing for caste ranking, and hereditary 

occupations—favouring intergenerational class reproduction (Vaid, 2014). Though caste has 

sometimes been “enclosed in the non-modern realm of religion” (Mosse, 2019), it is deeply 

associated with socioeconomic inequality, in particular because lower castes remain stuck at 

the bottom of the occupational hierarchy while upper castes are more likely to hold top 

positions (Vaid, 2018). Occupational ranking associated with caste status, resources derived 

from caste networks, and discrimination concur to shape the significance of caste in the market 

economy (Mosse, 2019). Caste inequality cuts across religious affiliations and the latter are 

also a specific source of socioeconomic discrimination, particularly for Muslims (Saghal et al., 

2021). 

To counter privilege resulting from ascribed categories, affirmative action programmes reserve 

seats with lower admission requirements for marginalized caste groups, to ensure their 

minimum representation in higher education and public jobs, including in government and 

state-owned companies.1 These policies effectively improve the educational attainment and 

public employment levels among these targeted groups. However, the overall effects remain 

limited (Cassan, 2019; Lee, 2021). First, public employment represents a low proportion of the 

total employed workforce (7 percent according to the Indian Human Development Survey).  

Second, quotas are not necessarily filled, possibly due to indifference on the part of the 

authorities. Finally, among public employees, lower castes remain over-represented in lower-

status jobs (Deshpande, 2013).  

The persistence of ascriptive inequalities, partly offset by affirmative action policies, leads us 

to study how caste and religion persist as forms of privilege in intergenerational mobility. I 

                                                 
1 These comprise both Public Sector Undertakings and Public Sector Banks.  
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question the extent to which ascribed privilege corresponds to differences in social origins 

reproduced over generations, possibly mediated by differences in educational attainment. The 

role of ascribed privilege in social reproduction would then correspond to compositional 

effects: ascribed inequality would derive from unequal origins and educational achievements. 

I also ask whether the ascribed position provokes differentiated effects on educational 

outcomes when it comes to accessing top positions, thus pointing to discrimination. I dissect 

this latter mechanism by examining access to the highest positions in the public sector, where 

affirmative action policies are implemented, versus the private sector where they are not.  

Existing empirical studies rarely provide estimates of the intergenerational fate of Brahmins, 

the highest Hindu caste. Besides, information on parents’ class and educational position are 

rarely available in large-scale surveys in India. Here I use the Indian Human Development 

Survey, 2011-2012. I compare the privileged caste group, Brahmins, and two disadvantaged 

and stigmatized caste and religious groups, Dalits, and Muslims. I outline the strong differences 

in class and educational structure between these groups, which points to the role of ascribed 

identity in shaping one’s destiny. Then, analysing net effects in access to professional 

occupations, I point to the strong roles of class origin and educational attainment as 

compositional effects of ascribed status privilege. Further, under the same conditions, Dalits 

are less likely than Brahmins to reach top occupational positions in the private sector, where 

they do not benefit from affirmative action policies at the time of recruitment, and where the 

weight of origin plays a stronger role in the selection process.  

Overall, the conversion from a position in an ascription-based hierarchy to a class position 

fosters social reproduction, especially among the top positions in the private sector, which have 

become prominent in the post-liberalisation Indian context since the 1990s. While these private 

sector professional workers correspond to the occupational core of the self-proclaimed “new 

middle class,” these results contribute to questioning the meritocratic discourses portraying this 

group. The analysis indeed suggests that a strong “glass ceiling” controls access to top positions 

(Friedman and Laurison, 2019) where aspiring individuals are constantly reminded of both 

their class origin and ascribed status (Naudet, 2018).  

In the following section I first discuss how caste and religious groups occupy different positions 

in the class structure, while outlining the specific features of the Indian labour structure. I then 

present the data and the tools used in this analysis before examining intergenerational mobility 

flows. In the conclusion, I discuss the role of ascribed categories in shaping the class structure 

and the political actions that could be implemented to tackle it.  
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Intergenerational mobility in India: a hidden and incomplete picture 

Despite economic liberalisation that led to  an acceleration in economic growth from the 1990s 

onwards (Balakrishnan, 2017), the Indian labour structure still shows a sizeable agricultural 

sector and an enduring large informal economy. The period is associated with rising economic 

inequalities (Chancel and Piketty, 2017), characterized by persistent poverty deriving from 

“jobless growth” (Nayyar, 2017), nonetheless accompanied by a growing “new middle class,” 

holding white-collar private sector jobs (Fernandes, 2006). Concomitantly, ascribed categories 

continue to shape the fate of workers.  

Caste and class congruence 

As an ascribed category, caste refers to inequalities based on birth and descent. Caste and 

occupation are traditionally associated since one of the distinctive features of caste is the 

inheritance of occupations (Vaid, 2014). Though the labour structure has evolved, caste is not 

a relic of the past or confined to rural areas (Deshpande, 2011). In her work on the congruence 

between caste and class, Vaid (2012, 2018) notes a strong association between both social 

dimensions for the upper and lower classes. For instance, she shows that ex-untouchable Dalits 

are over-represented among the lowest skilled manual labourers such as sweepers. At the other 

end of the occupational spectrum, the over-representation of high castes has been particularly 

highlighted among Information Technology workers (Upadhya, 2007), engineers (Krishna, 

2014) or senior civil servants (Benbabaali, 2008). Overall, different social mechanisms such as 

discrimination on the labour market (as a renewed form of untouchability, Deshpande 2011), 

caste-based social networks (Mosse, 2019) and differences in cultural and economic resources 

between castes (Deshpande, 2004) may contribute to the continuing association of caste and 

class.  

As the largest religious minority in India, the Muslim community also faces discrimination 

(Saghal et al., 2021), overall its socioeconomic well-being is lower than that of Hindus (Gayer 

and Jaffrelot, 2012), and it may even  have been intensely marginalized in the past decade 

(Asher et al., 2020; Jaffrelot and Kalaiyarasan, 2019).2 

The persistence of caste and class congruence should be read through the prism of the existence 

of affirmative action programmes in higher education and public sector employment (Thorat 

and Senapati, 2006), guaranteeing quotas for marginalized caste groups (Deshpande, 2013). 

                                                 
2 Importantly, caste is not only a category distinguishing Hindus, but also other religious minorities, which are 

then also socioeconomically segmented along caste lines, see in particular Gautier and Levesque (2020). Given 

the strong stigma faced by Muslims, and due to data size limitations for religious minorities, I focus here on the 

fate of caste among Hindus and on the Muslim minority. 



 5 

The Constitution recognizes three groups that benefit from reservation policies. Since 1950, 

Scheduled Castes, mainly composed of previously untouchable castes, and Scheduled Tribes, 

also called Adivasis and comprising indigenous groups, receive preferential treatment in the 

light of their historical discrimination. The Other Backward Classes, composed of castes that 

are socially, economically or culturally “backward” (called middle and low castes below) have 

been included in affirmative action programmes since the 1990s.3 Notably, these policies do 

not apply to the private sector even though studies report experiences of caste and religious 

discrimination in private sector employment, including for post-university job seekers (Thorat 

and Neuman, 2012).  

Low intergenerational mobility 

Despite these policies, existing international comparisons show that India is a country with a 

high level of social reproduction. Compared to a large pool of countries, India ranks as a 

country with high intergenerational education and income correlation indices (fathers’ incomes 

are highly correlated with their sons’ incomes, Narayan et al. 2018). Clark's (2014) project of 

using surnames to study mobility confirms that India has the lowest occupational mobility level 

among all studied countries. 

More specifically, studies on Indian mobility highlight a higher degree of educational mobility 

than income or occupational mobility (Iversen et al. 2017). Rural mobility is lower than urban 

mobility and is the site of non-negligible downward mobility, possibly as a result of increased 

rural-to-urban migration since the 1990s (Vakulabharanam and Motiram, 2016). Still, 

comparing the decades before (pre-1990) and after (post 2000) liberalization, Asher et al. 

(2020) demonstrate that intergenerational educational mobility has not increased over time, 

despite improvements in educational outcomes. In particular, Muslim upward mobility has 

dropped, while educational attainment has slightly improved for historically disadvantaged 

caste groups as a result of affirmative action (Cassan, 2019; Lee, 2021).  

By and large, many studies concentrating on India suffer from data constraints resulting in a 

potential selection bias. Their estimates are based on co-residential father-child pairs, given the 

large share of live-in extended family units (e.g. Azam and Bhatt, 2015 or Hnatkovska, Lahiri, 

and Paul 2012). This may affect mobility estimates and Emran, Greene, and Shilpi (2017) show 

that the most commonly used measures are biased downward. The IHDS (used by Iversen et 

al., 2017), which I take advantage of now, is one of the few publicly available large-scale 

                                                 
3 Affirmative action policies legally guarantee that 15 per cent of seats are reserved for Scheduled Castes, 7.5 

percent for Scheduled Tribes and 27.5 percent for Other Backward Classes at the recruitment phase.  
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surveys asking retrospective questions about fathers’ educational attainment and occupation. 

Using retrospectively collected information on parental position possibly involves some 

memory bias, but using these data is more representative of the whole population.  

 

Data and method 

Data: a large-scale survey in the Indian subcontinent 

Within the IHDS, I look at male household heads or partners (in cases where the head of the 

household is a woman) for which fathers’ educational attainment occupational positions “for 

most of [their] life”4 is recorded. For women, I look at women who responded to the women’s 

questionnaire in which a question on parental educational attainment was asked (unfortunately, 

not occupation). Eligible respondents correspond to ever-married women aged between 15 and 

49 years old in the previous survey wave of 2004-2005. In this survey, intergenerational father-

son pairs are hence provided for all male household heads (or husband heads) and father-

daughter pairs are provided for eligible women. I focus on individuals aged 20 years old and 

above who are not retired or unfit for work, and who declared not being engaged solely in 

household work. Female occupational positions are usually poorly recorded in Indian large-

scale surveys, underestimating their participation into the labour force (Desai and Joshi, 2019), 

partly due to the fuzziness between domestic and unpaid economic work (Deshpande and 

Kabeer, 2019). In the present survey, only 49.5 per cent of women aged 20 years and above 

declared an occupation (NMale=31,713 and NFemale=19,294).  

In the survey, occupations are categorized according to the National Classification of 

Occupations (1968) two-digit scheme based on the International Classification of Occupations 

(1966). I use the class schema suggested by Iversen, Krishna, and Sen (2017) to code these 

occupations. Groupings are based on social standing and skills, as inspired by Ganzeboom, De 

Graaf, and Treiman (1992) and the authors have also attempted to take into account the caste 

stigma attached to occupations. Professional workers (mainly composed of teachers, owner-

managers, executives) are considered upper class. They are followed by clerical workers (this 

includes shopkeepers). Farmers represent a substantial share of workers: ideally, one would 

have liked to differentiate them according to the size of their land ownership and tenancy, but 

it is not possible for the class of origin. Vocational occupations mainly correspond to drivers, 

salesmen and tailors). In the case of labourers, my classification does not differentiate 

                                                 
4 Unfortunately, other class markers such as income, material wealth, agricultural land or business ownership 

are unknown for fathers.  
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agricultural labourers from construction workers (both classified as labourers), which makes 

sense given the seasonal permutations between these occupations at the lower level of the class 

structure (a challenging phenomenon to grasp using residence-based surveys, Thachil 2018). 

Given the empirical interest in the public-private sector distinction among professional workers 

in the analysis, it is worth noting that overall 7 per cent of all workers in this study report 

working in the public sector, a share that rises to 26 per cent among professional workers.5 

I account for educational attainment by distinguishing non-literate individuals (no schooling or 

less than a year of school attendance), primary school (grades up to 5 and 8), secondary school 

(grades up to 10 and 12) and post-secondary achievement (all individuals who have studied 

further).  

Large-scale surveys in India rarely ask respondents about their caste membership (Deshpande 

and John, 2010). The IHDS asked the household head to declare his or her caste and whether 

it corresponds to the Brahmin caste or to an administrative affirmative action category 

implemented in India.6 The survey also recorded respondents’ religions.  

Table 1 presents the proportion of the population of interest for each of the variables used in 

this study. In the results, I specifically focus on Brahmins (the highest Hindu castes), Dalits 

(the most marginalized Hindu castes, identified as an affirmative action category: the 

Scheduled Castes) and Muslims (the largest religious minority).7 Estimates for other 

numerically important groups are provided in the appendix.  

 

Method: structural and net effects in intergenerational mobility 

Methodologically, I first use Sankey diagrams as presented for instance by Laurison, Dow, and 

Chernoff (2020). They provide a visually readable picture of both the origin and destination 

social structure and of the mobility flows. I first compare the picture of class structure and 

mobility between ascribed groups for men. I also compare these ascribed categories in terms 

of educational attainment, looking again at origins (father’s position) and destination, for both 

men and women. 

Then, I model the probability of accessing a professional occupation with binomial logistic 

regressions. The response variable is accessing a professional occupation, for which 

                                                 
5 The public sector share amounts to 13 per cent among clerical workers and 10 per cent among vocational 

workers. Farmers and labourers never work in the public sector.   
6 These questions concern the household head’s caste, which is also largely valid for other household members 

given the large caste endogamy in the Indian context (Ray et al., 2020). As analysed in Ferry (2019), Hindu 

individuals routinely self-identify to a caste and to a corresponding category of affirmative action, indicating that 

questions related to caste are well accepted by respondents (this is not the case among other religious minorities).  
7 Individuals who declared belonging to this religious category are counted as Muslims irrespective of their caste.  



 8 

educational attainment is supposedly the highest (Vaid, 2014). These models assess the 

respective weights of caste and religious membership, class origin, educational origin and 

educational attainment in accessing top occupational positions. I use a step-up strategy from 

Model 1 to Model 3. Model 4 tests whether educational attainment has differentiated effects 

between caste and religious groups by adding an interaction term between the two variables. 

Finally, I extend these models in Model 5 by using a multinomial logistic regression with the 

same independent variables. In this last model, the response variable differentiates between 

public and private sector professional occupations. The latter positions can be accessed through 

affirmative action policies, so this last model provides an indication of whether these policies 

reduce caste and religious prejudice at the time of job recruitment.  

All the models also include control for the residential area, geographical region and age. 

Models are estimated separately for men and women given the differences in the sample 

composition and the availability of variables in the respective populations.  

 

[Table 1 about here - Descriptive statistics of sons and daughters aged 20 years and 

above declaring an occupation] 

Note: 4.4 per cent of the male population under analysis are Brahmins. NMale=31,713 and NFemale=19,294. 

 

Results 

Increasing caste and religious inequality in the class structure resulting from different 

mobility patterns 

The destination class structure shows contrasting differences between Brahmin, Dalit and 

Muslim men (Figure 1). While 22 per cent of Brahmins are professional workers, this is the 

case of only 5 per cent of Dalits. Inversely, while less than one tenth of Brahmins are labourers, 

nearly half of Dalits are. At the top and at the bottom of the caste hierarchy, caste and class 

congruence is very strong. In terms of the class structure, Muslims stand in-between as 8 per 

cent of them are professional workers, while 28 per cent are labourers. Possibly, unaccounted 

for caste differences among Muslims would explain this segmentation.  

These contrasts have not waned over generations. On the contrary, structural class differences 

increase because upper class immobility is higher for Brahmins than for Dalits (and again, 

Muslims stand in-between), while lower class immobility is higher for Dalits than for Brahmins 

(here, Muslims are much closer to Dalits). Besides, patterns of upward class mobility are 

always more frequent for Brahmins than for Dalits and Muslims: e.g. among Brahmins 13 per 

cent of farmers’ sons become professional workers, but in the case of Dalits and Muslims the 
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figure is lower than 5 per cent. On the contrary, patterns of downward mobility are less frequent 

among Brahmins than for Dalits and Muslims: e.g. 7 per cent of Brahmin farmers’ sons become 

labourers, whereas the figure for Dalits is 29 per cent and 23 per cent for Muslims.  

It should also be noted that farmers’ upward mobility to the professional and clerical class is 

likely to depend on the conversion of land capital into educational capital, where Brahmins are 

better-off than Dalits. Indeed, among those who remain farmers in the destination class, 24 per 

cent of Brahmins own more than 5 acres of agricultural land, as against 8 per cent of Dalits and 

12 per cent of Muslims. Inversely, only 9 per cent of Brahmins own less than 0.5 acre of land, 

but 27 per cent of Dalits and 24 per cent of Muslims do.8 Besides, Brahmins are the most 

urbanized group: 42 per cent of them reside in urban settings, while this is the case for only 10 

per cent of Dalits. On this point, downward social mobility and social reproduction patterns in 

Muslim lower classes are all the more remarkable as 40 per cent of them reside in urban areas. 

Finally, it is worth noting that patterns of extreme upward mobility are rare overall, but even 

less common for Dalits and Muslims: while almost a third of Brahmin labourers’ sons are 

professional or clerical workers, less than one tenth of Dalit labourers’ sons, and less than one 

fifth of Muslim labourers’ sons are.  

Though female class mobility flows cannot be established, existing studies suggest that women 

experience higher social immobility (Vaid, 2018) so that the weight of caste and religion in 

shaping their class destiny is even stronger.9  

 

[Figure 1 about here – Class origin and destination by ascribed category among men] 

Note: NBrahmin= 1,466, NDalit= 6,911, NMuslim= 3,641. The numbers to the right of each class origin and destination 

give the proportion in each flow respective to the number of working male fathers or sons in the origin or 

destination category. For instance, 0.44 indicates that among Brahmin individuals hailing from professional 

families, 44 per cent of sons are in the same position. 0.35 (on the right of the destination bar) indicates that among 

Brahmin male individuals working in professional/clerical positions, 35 percent of their fathers were in the same 

position.  

 

Educational mobility: opening up to the masses?  

Upward mobility is partly driven by educational attainment, particularly when it comes to 

accessing professional and clerical positions. For this reason, it is worth considering 

                                                 
8 Figures computed based on IHDS estimates. One concern is that some of the flows of downward mobility from 

farmers to labourers may stem from the uncorrected effect of labourers counted as such because they have not yet 

inherited their fathers’ agricultural land. Though this effect may be present, downward mobility from farmer to 

labourer is still lower for Brahmins than for Dalits and Muslims.  
9 From Table 1, a larger share of women than men declaring an occupation are professional workers, but they are 

concentrated among Brahmins (36 per cent of Brahmin women are professional workers). Besides, a larger share 

of women are also labourers (Table 1), a category of workers that is more strongly associated with Dalits (59 per 

cent of Dalit women are labourers).  
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educational attainment mobility patterns between generations (Figure 2a and 2b). For all 

groups, educational mobility (in particular, upward mobility) is higher than class mobility.  

Strikingly, the structure of educational attainment is very different for Brahmins, Dalits and 

Muslims. For both men and women, while a third of Brahmin fathers were non-literate, nearly 

three-fourths of Dalit fathers and about two-thirds of Muslim fathers were. Inversely, about 10 

per cent of Brahmin fathers held a post-secondary degree but only 1 per cent of Dalit and 

Muslim fathers did.  

Educational attainment improves between generations, though more dramatically for men than 

women, as a result women’s educational attainment ends up being lower than men’s. Besides, 

the caste and religious contrast for the children’s generation remains important, especially for 

women.10  

Inequalities in educational attainment derive from lower rates of intergenerational educational 

improvement for Dalits and Muslims, along with higher rates of educational reproduction for 

these groups. While there has been an intergenerational improvement in educational attainment 

for all groups, the share of Brahmin men who remain stuck in non-literate positions over 

generations is very low compared to Dalit and Muslim men. Further, among all groups the 

share of women who remain stuck in non-literate positions is higher than for men and higher 

reproduction rates in non-literate positions are also clearly visible among Dalits and Muslims 

as compared to Brahmins.  

Far from opening up to all individuals, educational mobility thus remains strongly shaped by 

gender, caste and religious position.  

 [Figure 2a about here – Educational attainment origin and destination by ascribed 

category among men] 

Note: NBrahmin= 1,466, NDalit= 6,911, NMuslim= 3,641. 

 

[Figure 2b about here – Educational attainment origin and destination by ascribed 

category among women] 

Note: The figure only shows women who declared an occupation. NBrahmin= 786, NDalit= 4,344, NMuslim= 1,964.  

 

The social origins of professionals 

How does ascription shape the odds of acquiring a top occupational position? How can the 

direct effect of ascription be broken down through social origin and intergenerational mobility? 

                                                 
10 Breaking down women by employment status (declaring an occupation or not) shows that Brahmins in the 

labour force have slightly higher educational attainment than non-Brahmins but that Dalits within the labour force 

have slightly lower educational attainment than non-Dalits (figures not shown here). In all cases, female 

educational attainment is lower than men’s and vast differences exist according to ascribed status.  



 11 

I model the odds of accessing professional occupations (Table 2a and 2b). The probability of 

accessing professional occupations is strongly shaped by caste and religious membership 

(Model 1). Muslims and Dalits have a lower probability than Brahmins of accessing a 

professional occupation, and the difference is the largest for Dalits, especially among women: 

they are 23 per cent less likely to become professionals as compared to Brahmin men. 

Decomposing this effect and adding inherited educational capital as a predictor (Model 2) 

suggests that part of the ascribed privilege derives from the unequal transmission of educational 

capital. The introduction of men’s class origin in Model 2a shows the stronger effects of not 

having a professional father on becoming a professional and it substantially reduces the effect 

associated with men with non-literate fathers. Social origin is hence not only about educational 

capital but first and foremost about class origin. Finally, introducing educational attainment 

(Model 3) shows that non-literate men are 26 per cent less likely to become professionals as 

compared to those holding post-secondary degrees (educational attainment plays a stronger 

role for women since the penalty associated with not holding a post-secondary degree is 

higher). Besides, the inclusion of one’s educational attainment considerably reduces the 

penalty associated with the father’s educational origins for both men and women, but class 

origin continues to play a substantial role (Model 3a), suggesting a strong direct effect of class 

origin on accessing a professional position (Figure 3).11 

After accounting for social origin and educational attainment, caste and religious belonging 

have a lower but still significant impact on class destination. The effects of caste and religion 

identified in Model 1 are hence partly compositional effects related to class origin and 

educational attainment.   

 

[Table 2a about here – Binomial logistic regression analyses of being a professional worker 

(Models 1 to 3, male population)] 

Note: +: p<0.1; *: p<0.05; **: p<0.01; ***: p<0.001. Coefficients are presented along with the standard error in 

parentheses as in all subsequent models. AME indicates the Average Marginal Effect.  

 

[Table 2b about here – Binomial logistic regression analyses of being a professional worker 

(Models 1 to 3, female population)] 
 

[Figure 3 about here – Predicted probabilities of accessing a professional occupation 

according to one’s ascribed position and occupational origin (Model 3a, male 

population)] 
Note: Predicted probabilities are computed at the reference modality of the variables taken into account in the 

model, i.e. for a man whose father had attained a post-secondary level, holding a post-secondary degree, and of 

                                                 
11 I tested an interaction effect between class origin and ascribed position, but the model did not show significant 

differences.  



 12 

average age (47 years old), residing in an urban setting, in a state of central India. 95 per cent confidence shown 

in this figure and the following ones.  

 

Differentiated returns on educational attainment according to ascribed status 

To assess whether educational attainment shows differentiated effects according to caste and 

religious position, I introduce an interaction term between the ascribed position and educational 

level (Model 4 in Table 3). Among ascribed categories, only the coefficient for Muslim men is 

substantial and significant. This coefficient should be read in the light of the reference category 

of educational attainment (post-secondary degree). Hence, at the highest levels of educational 

attainment, and after controlling for other social endowments, only Muslim men face a penalty 

in accessing professional occupations (as illustrated in Figure 4). Then, for both men and 

women, the interaction coefficients associated with educational attainment and being a Dalit 

are substantial and significant (but not for Muslims). 

[Table 3 about here – Interaction and lower-level coefficients between ascribed position 

and educational attainment (Model 4, male and female population)] 

 

[Figure 4 – Predicted probabilities of accessing a professional occupation according to 

one’s ascribed position and educational attainment (Model 4, male and female 

population)] 
Note: Predicted probabilities are computed at the reference modality of the variables taken into account in the 

models, i.e. for an individual whose father had attained a post-secondary level (and was a professional worker, in 

the model on the male population), and of average age (47 for men, 37 for women), residing in an urban setting, 

in a state of central India.  

 

The weight of social origins according to the sector of employment 

This last model suggests that ascription plays a substantial role when Dalits do not possess the 

highest educational credentials, but if they do its effects are more limited in contrast to Muslim 

men who face a penalty even if they hold the highest credentials. The absence of penalty for 

Dalits may result from affirmative action policies in job recruitment, which efficiently address 

prejudice based on ascribed group membership.12 Since these policies are only implemented in 

public sector employment, I analyse the odds of accessing public, as compared to private, 

professional occupations in a multinomial regression model (Model 5) using the same covariate 

as in Model 3 (or 3a for men).  

First, computing the predicted probabilities of accessing a public or private sector profession 

for Brahmins, Dalits and Muslims with the most privileged endowments demonstrates 

important contrasts based on ascribed status depending on the sector of employment (Figure 

                                                 
12 If this hypothesis holds true, the difference of probability observed for Muslims then stems from the absence of 

any affirmative action policy for this category (only certain sections of Muslims are included as Other Backward 

Classes, and the implementation is more recent).  
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5). For both men and women, Dalits are more likely to access public rather than private sector 

professional occupations, while it is the contrary for Brahmins and Muslims. Dalits possibly 

take advantage of the affirmative action policies in public service, which are non-existent in 

the private sector. This result possibly suggests the continuing role of categorical 

discrimination and social and economic advantages related to ascribed categories in class 

destination. In sectors without affirmative action policies at the time of recruitment, non-

privileged groups are less likely to be recruited even though they hail from the same class 

background and hold the same educational credentials.  

[Figure 5 about here – Predicted probabilities of accessing a public or private sector 

professional occupation according to one’s ascribed position (Model 5, male and female 

population)] 
Note: Predicted probabilities are computed at the reference modality of the variables taken into account in the 

models, i.e. for an individual who held a post-secondary degree, whose father had attained a post-secondary level 

(and was a professional worker, in the model on the male population), and of average age (47 for men, 37 for 

women), residing in an urban setting, in a state of central India.  

 

In addition, social origin measured as father’s class for men has a stronger effect on accessing 

private sector in comparison to public sector professional positions (Table 4). Non-professional 

workers’ sons face a penalty of about 9 per cent in terms of access to private sector professional 

positions, but it is only about 4 per cent when it comes to accessing public sector professional 

positions. Though the impact of the father’s educational achievement is not substantial in either 

case, it seems that women with non-literate fathers face a stronger penalty in accessing private 

sector professional positions as compared to public sector jobs. Inversely, educational 

attainment has a stronger effect on accessing public sector, as compared to private sector 

professional occupations: e.g. non-literate women are 34 per cent less likely to access a public 

sector professional position when compared with men with post-secondary degrees but this 

penalty falls to 9 per cent when it comes to accessing private sector professional occupations. 

In addition, ascription matters more substantially in access to private sector rather than public 

sector professional occupations for both men and women. Clearly, the inheritance of privileged 

endowments is far more important for access to top positions in the private sector. Conversely, 

despite recurrent criticisms of affirmative action, perceived as non-meritocratic (Subramanian, 

2019), the path to accessing top public sector positions seems fairer, in the sense that 

occupational returns on education are less subject to caste position.  

[Table 4 about here – Multinomial  logistic regression  analysis  of being a public-sector 

or a private-sector professional worker (Model  5, male and female population)] 
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Discussion 

In the Indian context, strong differences in the class structure between caste and religious 

groups point to the role of ascribed identities in shaping one’s class destiny. The strong weight 

of ascription particularly characterizes access to private sector professional positions, an 

occupational sector which has grown vastly in post-1990 India, and corresponds to the “new 

middle class” (Fernandes, 2006). Despite the assertion of merit as a driver to access these 

positions, social barriers are much stronger when it comes to accessing the top positions in the 

private rather than the public sector.  

Importantly, though class immobility is high there is evidence that the class structure changes 

over generations, even though the agricultural sector remains a predominant employer. 

Besides, intergenerational improvements in educational attainment for all caste and religious 

groups are also clearly identified. But class and educational inequalities remain important 

between ascribed categories: Dalits and Muslims always fare less well than Brahmins. Overall, 

this picture of the unequal class structure sheds light on ascription advantages resulting from 

compositional privileges—class origin and educational achievement—and discriminatory 

mechanisms when affirmative action is not implemented.  It outlines the resources that 

privileged groups are able to draw upon to ensure the conversion of their position from an 

ascription-based hierarchy to a class position. 

Despite reservation policies for socioeconomically marginalized groups, educational 

attainment inequalities persist over generations. The limitation of reserved quotas for public 

higher education and jobs ensures the persistence of major caste inequalities in educational 

attainment and in the class structure (Thorat et al., 2005). Indeed, public universities and 

institutes account for an ever-smaller share of students in higher education given the continual 

expansion of private education (Varghese, 2016). Enforcing reservation policies in private 

higher education and in the private sector would help reduce class inequalities between castes.  

But this will not suffice, as a sizeable share of Dalits and Muslims with higher education do 

not manage to obtain professional positions, highlighting the unequal conversion of degrees 

into class positions. Education is then a “contradictory resource,” promising upward mobility 

but ultimately reinforcing systems of inequality with a labour structure that does not offer 

corresponding qualified positions (Jeffrey et al., 2004). In fact, it is possible that the non-

conversion of degrees into professional positions in rural areas partly derives from 

geographical immobility, since the more educated people who migrate tend to outperform non-

migrants socioeconomically at their destination (Vakulabharanam and Motiram, 2016).  
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Besides, higher education also promotes Brahmin supremacy, which renders caste privilege 

invisible in the name of meritocracy. On the contrary,  lower castes benefiting from reservation 

policies are often regarded as intellectually inferior (Subramanian, 2019). The elimination of 

students from disadvantaged groups during the course of their higher education curriculum 

ensures their lower outcomes on the professional market after graduation (Henry and Ferry, 

2017). Further, on the one hand, discriminatory processes and biased representations of young 

graduates belonging to low or Muslim communities constitute barriers to obtaining top 

positions in the class structure, where recruiters tend to privilege cultural cohesion and 

homophily (Thorat and Neuman, 2012). On the other hand, when accessing the highest 

professional occupations, Dalits perceive themselves as the representatives of a “community 

in struggle” and continue to maintain a strong solidarity with their group of origin (Naudet, 

2018), which mirrors their difficulty in integrating the dominant groups. Social justice policies 

hence need to address the maintenance and renewal of ideologies supporting Brahmin 

supremacy and caste prejudice.  

Meanwhile, the sole focus on the role of education in social mobility may hinder other 

mechanisms of social and economic inheritance prevailing in India, thus overlooking the 

structure of advantage bestowed by caste on economic markets (Mosse, 2018). The caste-

unequal distribution of economic capital—whether in terms of financial assets (Zacharias and 

Vakulabharanam, 2011), agricultural land (Himanshu et al., 2016) or business ownership 

(Deshpande and Sharma, 2016)—is a strong driver of social immobility. The role of caste on 

the market then also implies the maintenance of social capital, which is sometimes 

institutionalized in associations. The cultivation of caste cohesion ensures the maintenance of 

caste as an interest group, for instance among business circles (Ponniah, 2017), permitting 

opportunity hoarding and thus facilitating class reproduction. At the peak of the economic 

spectrum, Indian top CEOs and chairmen often hold their positions as heirs to family dynasties 

and do not require further legitimization by acquiring prestigious credentials, unlike their 

counterparts in other countries (Naudet et al., 2018). Stronger economic redistribution policies 

thus need to be implemented. 

This study hence sheds light on a strong and persistent “glass ceiling” (Friedman and Laurison, 

2019) that limits individuals belonging to the lowest Hindu caste—Dalits, and Muslims, the 

most stigmatized religious minority in the Indian subcontinent, in comparison to Brahmins. 

Marginalized categories hence face strong social barriers when they attempt to obtain a top 

occupational position and this partially, but not only, derives from their class origin. 

Meanwhile, social closure in terms of ascription persists at the top of the occupational structure. 
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Discourses on belonging to the “middle class” in post-liberalisation India hence appear as a 

“hegemonic aspiration” (Fernandes and Heller, 2006) which masks strong persisting class, 

caste and religious privilege. 
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Tables 

 

Table 1 

  Composition of the 

    

Male sample 

(percent) 

Female sample 

(percent) 

Ascribed 

category 
Brahmin 4.4 3.7 

Forward caste 14.9 13.9 

OBC 36.2 36.9 

Dalit 22.6 23.9 

Adivasi 8.6 9.1 

Muslim 11.3 10.5 

Other rel. 2 1.9 

Class 

destination 
Professional 8 12.8 

Clerical 14 19.8 

Farmer 29.4 10.4 

Vocational 19.6 18.5 

Labourer 29 38.6 

Class origin Professional 5 

  

Clerical 7.5 

Farmer 41.9 

Vocational 15 

Labourer 30.7 

Educational 

attainment 
Post-secondary 8.3 6.5 

Secondary 18 12 

Primary/middle 44.9 35.9 

Non-literate 28.9 45.5 

Father's 

educational 

attainment 

Post-secondary 1.9 3 

Secondary 6.7 10.6 

Primary/middle 29.7 24.7 

Non-literate 61.6 61.7 
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Table 2a 
Male sample Model 1 Model 2 Model 2a Model 3 Model 3a 

Variable Modality Coef (SE) AME Coef (SE) AME Coef (SE) AME Coef (SE) AME Coef (SE) AME 

  Constant 

-0.69***  

(0.079) 

0.29*  

(0.113)   

0.71***  

(0.12)   

0.39**  

(0.117)   

0.84***  

(0.125) 

Ascribed category 

(ref=Brahmin) Dalit 

-1.58***  

(0.089) -0.15 

-1.13***  

(0.093) -0.09 

-0.95***  

(0.096) -0.07 

-0.67***  

(0.098) -0.05 

-0.56***  

(0.1) -0.04 

Muslim 

-1.2***  

(0.093) -0.13 

-0.78***  

(0.097) -0.07 

-0.7***  

(0.1) -0.06 

-0.23*  

(0.102) -0.04 

-0.2+  

(0.104) -0.01 

Father's educational 

attainment (ref=Post-

secondary) 

Secondary 

    

-0.72***  

(0.105) -0.1 

-0.39***  

(0.11) -0.04 

-0.21+  

(0.11) -0.02 

0.1  

(0.115) 0.01 

Primary/Middle 

-1.15***  

(0.096) -0.14 

-0.58***  

(0.104) -0.06 

-0.21*  

(0.102) -0.02 

0.33**  

(0.111) 0.02 

Non-literate 

-1.76***  

(0.098) -0.18 

-1.09***  

(0.108) -0.09 

-0.45***  

(0.107) -0.03 

0.19  

(0.117) 0.01 

Father's occupational 

class (ref=Professional) Clerical 

    

-1.08***  

(0.083) -0.12 

    

-1.16***  

(0.088) -0.11 

Farmer 

-1.29***  

(0.077) -0.13 

-1.35***  

(0.081) -0.12 

Vocational 

-1.21***  

(0.078) -0.13 

-1.07***  

(0.082) -0.1 

Labourers 

-1.62***  

(0.085) -0.15 

-1.44***  

(0.088) -0.13 

Educational attainment 

(ref=Post-secondary) Secondary 

    

-1.21***  

(0.061) -0.17 

-1.2***  

(0.062) -0.16 

Primary/Middle 

-2.11***  

(0.065) -0.23 

-2.12***  

(0.067) -0.23 

Non-literate 

-2.72***  

(0.096) -0.26 

-2.69***  

(0.098) -0.25 

  AIC 16609 16004 15581 14717 14356 

  Log likelihood -8289 -7983 -7768 -7337 -7152 
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Table 2b 

 
Female sample Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Variable Modality Coef (SE) AME Coef (SE) AME Coef (SE) AME 

  Constant 

-0.17+  

(0.091)   

0.35**  

(0.122)   

0.85***  

(0.131) 

Ascribed category 

(ref=Brahmin) Dalit 

-1.71***  

(0.101) -0.23 

-1.26***  

(0.105) -0.16 

-0.83***  

(0.111) -0.09 

Muslim 

-1.1***  

(0.104) -0.17 

-0.69***  

(0.108) -0.1 

-0.28*  

(0.114) -0.12 

Father's educational 

attainment (ref=Post-

secondary) 

Secondary 

    

-0.27*  

(0.104) -0.05 

0.13  

(0.111) 0.01 

Primary/Middle 

-0.77***  

(0.101) -0.12 

0.06  

(0.111) 0.01 

Non-literate 

-1.51***  

(0.103) -0.19 

-0.23+  

(0.116) -0.02 

Educational attainment 

(ref=Post-secondary) Secondary 

    

-0.92***  

(0.079) -0.19 

Primary/Middle 

-1.82***  

(0.081) -0.31 

Non-literate 

-2.75***  

(0.1) -0.38 

  AIC 13450 12894 12047 

  Log likelihood -6709 -6428 -6002 
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Table 3 

    
Male sample: 

Model 4 

Female sample: 

Model 4 

Variable Modality Coef (SE) Coef (SE) 

  Constant 

0.7***  

(0.145) 

0.4*  

(0.185) 

Ascribed category 

(ref=Brahmin) Dalit 

0.02  

(0.17) 

-0.14  

(0.261) 

Muslim 

-0.57** 

(0.205) 

-0.14  

(0.276) 

Educational 

attainment (ref=Post-

secondary) 

Secondary 

-0.84*** 

(0.167) 

-0.62**  

(0.231) 

Primary/Middle 

-2***  

(0.212) 

-0.96***  

(0.216) 

Non-literate 

-2.2*** 

(0.558) 

-1.73***  

(0.344) 

Interaction ascribed 

cat.*educational 

attainment 

Secondary*Dalit 

-0.81*** 

(0.239) 

-0.14  

(0.332) 

Secondary*Muslim 

0.2  

(0.276) 

-0.32  

(0.356) 

Primary/Middle*Dalit 

-0.63*  

(0.263) 

-1.15***  

(0.307) 

Primary/Middle*Muslim 

0.4  

(0.288) 

-0.49  

(0.32) 

Non-literate*Dalit 

-1.25*  

(0.596) 

-1.39***  

(0.409) 

Non-literate*Muslim 

0.46  

(0.597) 

-0.37  

(0.42) 

  AIC 14307 12013 

  Log likelihood -7110 -5967 
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Table 4 

 

    Male sample: Model 5 Female sample: Model 5 

Reference modality of response variable: Not professional Public-sector 

professional 

Private-sector 

professional 

Public-sector 

professional 

Private-sector 

professional 

Variable Modality Coef (SE) AME Coef (SE) AME Coef (SE) AME Coef (SE) AME 

  Constant 

-0.23  

(0.18)   

0.29*  

(0.14)   

-0.74**  

(0.23)   

0.5***  

(0.14)   

Ascribed category (ref=Brahmin) 

Dalit 

0.35*  

(0.16) 0.01 

-0.95***  

(0.12) -0.05 

0.46*  

(0.21) 0.02 

-1.14***  

(0.12) -0.12 

Muslim 

0.14  

(0.18)   

-0.42***  

(0.12) -0.03 

0.2  

(0.24)   

-0.43***  

(0.12) -0.05 

Father's educational attainment (ref=Post-

secondary) Secondary 

0.06  

(0.16)   

0.08  

(0.14)   

0.38*  

(0.19) 0.01 

0  

(0.12)   

Primary/Middle 

0.2  

(0.15)   

0.31*  

(0.13) 0.01 

0.1  

(0.2)   

-0.04  

(0.12)   

Non-literate 

0.08  

(0.17)   

0.16  

(0.14)   

0.15  

(0.21)   

-0.38**  

(0.12) -0.03 

Father's occupational class (ref=Professional) 

Clerical 

-1.27***  

(0.14) -0.03 

-1.09***  

(0.1) -0.08 

        

Farmer 

-1.12***  

(0.13) -0.03 

-1.46***  

(0.09) -0.09 

Vocational 

-1.37***  

(0.14) -0.03 

-0.99***  

(0.09) -0.07 

Labourers 

-1.59***  

(0.16) -0.04 

-1.38***  

(0.1) -0.09 

Educational attainment (ref=Post-secondary) 

Secondary 

-1.76***  

(0.09) -0.14 

-0.84***  

(0.08) -0.05 

-1.53***  

(0.13) -0.2 

-0.69***  

(0.09) -0.04 

Primary/Middle 

-4.19***  

(0.15) -0.18 

-1.36***  

(0.08) -0.07 

-4.12***  

(0.17) -0.33 

-1.24***  

(0.09) -0.09 

Non-literate 

-5.24***  

(0.29) -0.18 

-1.8***  

(0.11) -0.09 

-6.82***  

(0.33) -0.34 

-1.94***  

(0.11) -0.14 

 AIC 16399 13469 

 Log likelihood -8149 -6692 
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