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ABSTRACT

The term dirty work was pioneered by the American sociologist Everett Hughes (Hughes, 1951)
to describe roles, tasks, or occupations that are seen as disgusting, demeaning, or distasteful due
to their association with physical, moral, or social taints (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). Society
denounces not only this work but also the individuals who perform the dirty work. These
individuals are seen to personify dirty work’s negative qualities and are labeled dirty workers
(Hughes, 1962). Over the years, the scholarly interest in understanding different facets of dirty
work has grown (Simpson & Simpson, 2018). Scholars have tried to uncover the features of dirty
occupations, highlight the challenges faced by dirty workers, and explicate the strategies they
utilize to manage the taint due to their work (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014a; Simpson & Simpson,
2018). These studies assume that dirty work is an occupational-level threat (see Ashforth &
Kreiner, 1999). Consequently, dirty workers collectively perceive, experience, and respond to this
threat. As a result, dirty work’s embodied aspects, including how the differences in the meanings
ascribed to the dirty workers’ bodies influence how they encounter their work, have been
overlooked (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014b; Simpson & Simpson, 2018). In our qualitative study, we
attempt to fill this void by exploring the influence caste dynamics on dirty workers’ perceptions,
and work experiences. Based on the grounded theory approach, we interviewed 55 dirty workers.

A key observation from our qualitative study is that workers have distinct beliefs regarding
the extent to which they consider a dirty occupation to be “theirs” versus “others,” and these
beliefs, in turn, guide their choice of strategy for navigating the stigmatization surrounding them
and their work. So, the question arises what other aspects of these workers lives are influenced by
the level of acceptance that they demonstrate for their work. In the quantitative study, we address

this question by examining the impact of these beliefs on other work and non-work-related aspects



of dirty workers’ lives. In particular, we draw upon relative deprivation theory (Crosby, 1976;
Feldman et al., 2002) and propose that caste-based deprivation impacts workers’ occupational
disidentification, life satisfaction, and reluctance to discuss work. Moreover, we posit workers’
job dissatisfaction mediates these direct relationships. We further investigate if the relationship
between caste-based deprivation and job dissatisfaction varies with gender. To test our
hypothesized model, we have conducted three time-lagged studies (Nswdy2a=190; Nstudy26=249;
Nstudy2¢=288) with the cleaning and sanitation workers from three different organizations situated
in two different locations. In general, the results from the quantitative study lend support to the
proposed relationships. The results from our qualitative and quantitative studies have significant
implications for theory and practice.
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