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Affirmative Action in India

Indian AA programme mostly caste-based.

Directed towards a) Scheduled Castes (SCs): group of
stigmatized, marginalised castes, considered “impure” and
“untouchable”. (Now untouchability is illegal and punishable
by law.)

b) Scheduled Tribes (STs);

c) Intermediate castes and communities called Other
Backward Classes (OBCs)

22.5 + 27 % seats reserved in government run colleges and
universities, government jobs; for SC-ST: 22.5% seats at all
electoral levels.

Women: 33% elected seats reserved in rural and urban local
bodies.
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“AA is anti-merit”

Always raised in the context of caste-based
reservations/quotas.

Anti-reservation protestors: “Why should an essentially
divisive element and a carry over of the traditional society be
a factor in determining something as modern as jobs? Why
should people be divided on the basis of surnames? And why,
oh why, should merit be not the first, foremost and the only
factor in determining who stood face in job race?”

Status quo is viewed as meritocratic, despite being ridden
with caste divisions, but the proposed remedy is widely
criticised as anti-merit.
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Ambedkar on Caste and Merit

Caste system was not a benign division of labour, but a
“division of labourers”.

It is a “hierarchy in which the division of labourers are graded
one above the other”.

Ambedkar: “not spontaneous, it is not based on natural
aptitudes ... [the caste system] is an attempt to assign tasks
to individuals in advance, selected not on the basis of trained
original capacities, but on that of the social status of the
parents ... this stratification of occupations which is the result
of the caste system is positively pernicious” (emphasis added).
(“Annihilation of Caste”, 1936).
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Reward to “Merit” in Labour Markets

Correspondence Studies: identical resumes. Intention to hire:
controls for unobservables.

Wage decomposition exercise: how much of the wage gap is
due to “attributes” and how much is the residual (possibly
discriminatory)?

Creation of “merit” in early childhood (Deshpande and
Ramachandran, 2018)

Discrimination in schools (Nambissan, 2007; Hanna and
Linden, 2012)
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Markets and Merit

Hiring practices which emphasise the role of networks and
that of informal and personalised recruitment, where “who
you know” is often more important than “what you know”.

Deshpande and Newman (2007) tracking study: employers
actively probed into applicants’ “family background”, all the
while professing deep allegiance only to the “merit” of the
candidate.

Personalized recruitment in the private sector : employers find
this convenient and “efficient”: it minimises recruitment costs,
ensures commitment and loyalty, minimises transaction costs
of disciplining workers and handling disputes and grievances.
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Markets and Merit

Jodhka and Newman (2007): employer attitude survey:
employers, including MNCs, universally use the language of
merit.

However, managers are blind to the unequal playing field
which produces “merit”. Commitment to merit is voiced
alongside convictions that merit is distributed by caste and
region.

Thus, qualities of individuals replaced by stereotypes that at
best, will make it harder for a highly qualified job applicant to
gain recognition for his/her skills and accomplishments.
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Affirmative Action and the “Death of Merit”

Opposition to AA in principle is essentially based on
meritocratic principles, with the implicit belief that labour
markets and other social institutions reward merit and
efficiency, if allowed to function without hindrance in the form
of affirmative action.

Discussion on merit is conducted as if merit is a neutral,
objective characteristic, independent of the standard used to
measure it.

Thus, qualities of individuals replaced by stereotypes that at
best, will make it harder for a highly qualified job applicant to
gain recognition for his/her skills and accomplishments.

What is missed in the debate over lower entry scores for
SC-ST students is the value addition that takes place due to
being admitted to a prestigious institution of learning.
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Affirmative Action and the “Death of Merit”

The focus on drop-outs of quota students detracts from the
success stories - those who are successfully able to complete
the programme (Deshpande, 2017).

Bowen and Bok (2000) document the long term positive
impact of AA on the lives of beneficiaries who successfully
graduate from elite universities in USA, even if they do so
with grades lower than their white counterparts. For
successful blacks, the transformation in their life chances
because of AA is tremendous and the benefits go beyond the
final grade they obtained at graduation.
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Efficiency Impact of Affirmative Action

Deshpande and Weisskopf, 2014: empirical study over 23
years of data from the Indian Railways to assess if AA, i.e. the
presence of SC-ST employees who have gained entry through
quotas, has impacted productivity negatively.

Analyzing an extensive data set on the operations of one of
the largest employers in the public sector in India, the Indian
Railways, the study found no evidence whatsoever to support
the claim of critics of affirmative action that increasing the
proportion of SC and ST employees will adversely impact
productivity or productivity growth.

On the contrary, some of the results of the analysis suggest
that the proportion of SC and ST employees in the upper
(A+B) job categories is positively associated with productivity
and productivity growth.
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Efficiency Impact of Affirmative Action

Impact of AA on productivity is likely to be much more
affected by the efficacy with which high-level managerial and
decision-making jobs are carried out, than the efficacy with
which lower-level semi-skilled and unskilled jobs are fulfilled.
Thus, critics of reservations are much more concerned about
the potentially adverse effects of reservations at the highest
decision making levels that at lower levels.

Second, it is precisely in the A and B jobs that the proportions
of SC-ST employees would not have risen had it not been for
quotas.

These findings echoed in Bhavnani and Lee (2018) assessing
performance of IAS officers.
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The Mismatch Hypothesis

Argument that AA actually harms beneficiaries by placing
them in programmes for which they are academically unsuited.
This is because of supposed mismatch between the academic
preparedness of the students and the scholastic demands of
the college.

Bertrand, Hanna and Mullainathan (2010): despite much
lower basic skills (as measured by scores on the entrance
exam), those who are admitted through AA economically
benefit from attending engineering college. Depending on the
specifications, attending engineering college increases
lower-caste members’ monthly income by 40 to 70 percent.

No evidence of the “mismatch hypothesis”. In addition to
improving earning potential, they find that AA could also
increase access to more satisfying careers, measured in terms
of job quality and satisfaction.
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The Stigma of Incompetence

Unintended consequence of AA: it harms beneficiaries by
further stigmatizing them as incompetent (Leslie et al, 2014).

The consequence of additional stigmatization could be serious,
potentially undermining the very purpose of AA, as peers and
colleagues might discount achievements of beneficiaries.

This undervaluation by peers (the ‘externalization’
mechanism) could increase the academic burden on AA
beneficiaries, with possible adverse consequences for their
performance. Alternatively, or additionally, the performance of
beneficiaries might be affected (lowered) as a result of
self-doubt due to stereotype threat (the ‘internalization’
mechanism).

Deshpande, 2017 & 2018: uptake of AA not negatively
affected by fear of added stigmatization.
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AA can Break the Stigma of Incompetence

Stigmatization by peers and teachers is real, often expressed
through micro-aggressions, but AA beneficiaries do not
necessarily internalise labels of low ability that are heaped on
them.

Successful graduates from amongst the beneficiary groups
consolidate the growing Dalit and Adivasi middle class that
helps break the presumed association between lower-caste
status and “merit”.
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