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INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

1.1 Inequality Before the Statistic

1. The First Encounter with Inequality

Consider an illustrative job interview. A young person enters an of-
fice for a job interview wearing carefully cleaned but inexpensive
clothes. Another candidate arrives in a tailored suit, speaks in a pol-
ished accent, and appears entirely comfortable in the building. Before
either person has answered a formal question, judgments have al-
ready begun. The first may be regarded as nervous, insufficiently
professional, or unfamiliar with workplace expectations. The second
may be read as capable, intelligent, and prepared. Their qualifications
might be similar, but their bodies, clothing, speech, and confidence
are interpreted differently.

In a university classroom, a student mentions the name of an elite
private school and is immediately assumed to be academically
strong. Another names an unfamiliar rural or government school and
is quietly treated as someone who will require additional explana-
tion. At a social gathering, one person’s accent is heard as educated
and cosmopolitan, while another’s is treated as comic, provincial, or
backward. A family’s residential address may create admiration, sus-
picion, sympathy, or embarrassment before anything is known about
the family itself. The occupation of a parent, a doctor, domestic work-
er, teacher, shopkeeper, driver, farmer, civil servant, or daily-wage
labourer can alter how a child is perceived by classmates and teach-
ers. Even confidence is unequally interpreted. In a privileged person,
confidence is often described as leadership; in a less privileged per-
son, the same behaviour may be judged as arrogance or a failure to
know one’s place.

These encounters may appear minor when considered separately.
No salary has been disclosed. No property record has been examined.
No official category has been assigned. Yet inequality is already
present. It operates through glances, tones of voice, expectations,
pauses, invitations, interruptions, assumptions, and degrees of atten-
tion. It shapes who is welcomed, who is questioned, who is believed,
who is given time to explain, and who must prove that they belong.

This is why inequality must be studied before it becomes a statis-
tic. Statistical measures reveal essential differences in income, wealth,
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health, education, housing, employment, and life expectancy. They
allow sociologists to demonstrate the scale and distribution of disad-
vantages. Nevertheless, by the time inequality appears in a dataset, it
has often already been lived through thousands of ordinary encoun-
ters. It has been communicated through the quality of a school, the
safety of a neighbourhood, the authority attached to an accent, the
confidence permitted to a child, the respect given to an occupation,
and the futures that families consider realistic.

The statistic is therefore not the beginning of inequality. It is one of
its later traces.

2. Before Measurement: Inequality as a Social Relationship

Public discussions often represent inequality as a difference between
numerical positions. One household earns more than another. One
district has better examination results. One occupational group pos-
sesses more wealth. One social category experiences higher unem-
ployment. These comparisons are indispensable, but they can encour-
age the mistaken belief that inequality exists only where a measur-
able gap can be identified.

Inequality is not simply a difference in the quantity of resources
possessed by separate individuals. It is a relationship through which
resources, opportunities, authority, dignity, and social worth are dis-
tributed unevenly. A difference becomes an inequality when it is con-
nected to organized advantages and disadvantages. People do not
merely have different accents, clothes, addresses, occupations, or ed-
ucational histories. These differences acquire social meanings. They
become associated with intelligence, reliability, morality, modernity,
competence, cleanliness, ambition, or respectability. Once those
meanings influence treatment and opportunity, cultural distinction
becomes social hierarchy.

A statistical account might show that graduates of certain schools
obtain better jobs. An analysis of everyday inequality asks what hap-
pens before the employment outcome is counted. It examines
whether those graduates were taught to speak confidently with au-
thority figures, whether their school’s name produced immediate
recognition, whether relatives helped them obtain internships,
whether they understood the unwritten rules of interviews, and
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whether employers interpreted their manners as evidence of profes-
sional competence. It also asks whether other candidates had to man-
age an unfamiliar accent, conceal financial difficulty, travel from a
distant neighbourhood, borrow appropriate clothing, or enter an in-
stitution in which no one appeared to share their background.

The numerical employment gap is real, but it is produced through
a social process. It is the accumulated result of unequal resources, un-
equal expectations, unequal familiarity, and unequal recognition.

To study inequality before statistics is therefore not to reject mea-
surement. It is to investigate the social life that measurement summa-
rizes. The mechanisms discussed here vary across societies and insti-
tutions; the examples illustrate possibilities rather than universal
class traits. Numbers can tell us that outcomes are unequal. They can-
not, by themselves, explain how inequality enters the body, shapes
interaction, becomes emotionally believable, or comes to appear nat-
ural.

3. Inequality as Atmosphere

Inequality is often lived as an atmosphere before it is understood as a
structure. An atmosphere is difficult to isolate because it is distrib-
uted across a setting rather than located in one explicit rule. It is
sensed in the difference between spaces where a person can relax and
spaces where every gesture must be monitored. It appears in the feel-
ing of being observed, evaluated, tolerated, or out of place.

A working-class student entering an elite university may not en-
counter an official statement declaring that students from affluent
families are more valuable. The institution may formally celebrate di-
versity and equal opportunity. Yet the student may notice that class-
mates speak casually about international travel, expensive tutoring,
unpaid internships, private accommodation, and family connections.
Others may already know how to address professors, request recom-
mendations, challenge grades, join societies, and discuss future ca-
reers. Their confidence appears personal, but much of it has been so-
cially cultivated.

The less privileged student may possess equal or greater intellectu-
al ability while remaining uncertain about the rules of participation.
The student may hesitate before speaking, fear that a grammatical
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mistake will reveal an inferior background, avoid social events be-
cause of cost, or remain silent when others discuss experiences that
seem ordinary to them. Nothing openly discriminatory needs to oc-
cur for the atmosphere to communicate a hierarchy of belonging.

The same process operates in workplaces, hospitals, courts, hotels,
restaurants, government offices, residential communities, and mar-
riage negotiations. Some people enter these spaces with the assump-
tion that they will be served, heard, and respected. Others enter ex-
pecting delay, suspicion, embarrassment, or rejection. The unequal
atmosphere is created through previous experience. Those who have
repeatedly been treated as legitimate develop ease. Those who have
repeatedly been questioned develop caution.

Atmosphere is sociologically important because it connects social
structure with embodied feeling. It is where inequality becomes per-
ceptible without always becoming explicit. A person may not be able
to identify a discriminatory policy or calculate the economic distance
between social classes but may still know that a room is not orga-
nized for people like them. They may sense that their clothes are be-
ing read, their accent is being assessed, or their family background is
being silently placed within a hierarchy.

Such perceptions can reflect practical knowledge formed through
repeated exposure to social judgment, although any particular en-
counter requires interpretation.

4. Inequality as Expectation

Inequality also operates through expectations. Expectations are judg-
ments about what particular people are likely to do, deserve to re-
ceive, or can become. They are rarely neutral predictions. They influ-
ence the conditions under which people act.

Teachers may expect children from prestigious schools or educat-
ed families to perform well and therefore give them more demanding
tasks, patient explanations, or leadership opportunities. Children
from poor neighbourhoods may be expected to lack discipline,
parental support, fluency, or ambition. Their mistakes are more easily
interpreted as evidence of limited ability. The privileged child’s mis-
take is temporary; the disadvantaged child’s mistake becomes diag-
nostic.
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Employers may expect a candidate with a polished accent to com-
municate effectively, even before the candidate demonstrates occupa-
tional competence. Another candidate may be assumed to lack pro-
fessionalism because of pronunciation, dress, nervousness, or unfa-
miliarity with interview conventions. A patient with an educated
manner may be given a more detailed medical explanation, while a
poorer patient is given instructions without meaningful consultation.
A person from an affluent neighbourhood may be considered trust-
worthy, while a person from a stigmatized area may be treated as po-
tentially troublesome.

Expectations matter because they organize attention and opportu-
nity. People who are expected to succeed are often allowed to experi-
ment, fail, recover, and try again. Their confidence is reinforced by
the assumption that they belong. People who are expected to fail are
watched more closely, corrected more harshly, and offered fewer
chances to demonstrate complexity.

Over time, institutional expectations can become personal expecta-
tions. People begin to understand themselves through the judgments
repeatedly directed toward them. A child who is seldom invited to
speak may conclude that their voice has little value. A student whose
accent is mocked may avoid public participation. A worker repeated-
ly described as lacking “fit” may begin to doubt abilities that were
never fairly evaluated. Inequality thus enters the imagination, shap-
ing not only what people can do but what they believe they are enti-
tled to attempt.

The power of expectation lies partly in its ability to disguise itself
as observation. A teacher, employer, or official may believe that they
are merely recognizing natural differences in confidence, intelligence,
or professionalism. Yet the qualities being observed have often been
produced through unequal histories. Confidence may reflect years of
being listened to. Fluency may reflect access to schools. Professional
ease may reflect familiarity with middle-class institutions. What ap-
pears to be an individual quality may be the embodied result of col-
lective advantage.
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5. Inequality as Judgment

If atmosphere tells people whether they belong, and expectation tells
them what others think they can become, judgment assigns them so-
cial worth. Everyday inequality depends on a continuous process of
classification through which people, behaviours, bodies, neighbour-
hoods, and lifestyles are ranked.

Clothing may be judged as elegant, modest, cheap, loud, re-
spectable, inappropriate, or vulgar. Speech may be described as pol-
ished, broken, rough, rural, sophisticated, or unprofessional. Neigh-
bourhoods may be called desirable, dangerous, backward, crowded,
elite, or uncivilized. Occupations are ranked not only by income but
by prestige and assumptions about intelligence. Family backgrounds
are interpreted through ideas about discipline, culture, morality, and
upbringing.

These judgments are rarely presented as class judgments. They are
more often expressed as evaluations of taste, attitude, personality,
character, or suitability. A person is not rejected because they are
working class; they are said to lack confidence. A neighbourhood is
not avoided because its residents possess less political power; it is de-
scribed as having a “bad environment.” A job applicant is not exclud-
ed because dominant groups favour familiar cultural styles; the can-
didate is said not to fit the organizational culture.

Class hierarchy survives partly because it is translated into appar-
ently ordinary judgments.

Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis of cultural capital is crucial here. Cultur-
al knowledge, language, manners, credentials, and tastes operate as
resources because institutions recognize some cultural forms as legiti-
mate. Dominant ways of speaking and behaving are often mistaken
for universal standards of intelligence or refinement. Those already
familiar with these standards can present their social inheritance as
personal competence (Bourdieu, 1986).

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus further explains why class is recog-
nized through apparently small details. Habitus refers to socially
formed dispositions: ways of moving, speaking, choosing, expecting,
and responding that develop through one’s conditions of life. Class is
therefore not reflected only in a bank account. It can become visible in
posture, hesitation, humour, appetite, conversational rhythm, com-
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fort with authority, and assumptions about the future (Bourdieu,
1984).

These signs are not mechanically determined. People can learn
new codes, resist classifications, conceal origins, or combine different
cultural styles. Nevertheless, the ability to interpret and perform
dominant codes is distributed unequally. Some acquire these codes as
an ordinary part of childhood. Others must study them consciously
and bear the emotional burden of self-monitoring.

1.2 Classification: The Hidden Grammar of
Social Life

Inequality is sustained not only through unequal distributions of in-
come, property, education, and political power, but also through sys-
tems of classification. Classification refers to the social process
through which people, places, behaviors, occupations, identities, and
lifestyles are separated into categories and assigned different levels of
value. Every society develops distinctions between what is consid-
ered respectable and disreputable, refined and vulgar, modern and
backward, educated and ignorant, decent and indecent, or deserving
and undeserving. These distinctions may appear to be ordinary de-
scriptions, but they frequently operate as judgments about who
should be trusted, respected, included, employed, married, protect-
ed, or heard.

Classification is therefore not simply a neutral activity of organiz-
ing social reality. It is a mechanism through which hierarchy is creat-
ed, justified, and reproduced. To classify something is often to place
it within an implicit ranking. A neighborhood described as “cheap,” a
family described as “backward,” an accent considered “uncultured,”
or an occupation treated as “low status” is not merely being identi-
fied. It is being positioned within a moral and symbolic order. Such
classifications shape how institutions respond to people and how
people understand themselves.

Formal class categories such as working class, middle class, and
upper class provide only a partial account of this process. In every-
day life, people are rarely asked to announce their class position di-
rectly. Instead, class is inferred through clothing, pronunciation,



THE EVERYDAY ARCHITECTURE OF INEQUALITY

manners, confidence, educational background, occupation, residen-
tial location, food preferences, bodily presentation, and cultural
knowledge. These signs become evidence through which people are
informally placed within social hierarchies. Classification thus allows
inequality to operate even when the language of class is absent.

1. Classification and the Social Construction of Difference

Human beings classify the social world to make it understandable.
They distinguish between familiar and unfamiliar people, safe and
dangerous places, acceptable and unacceptable behavior, and legiti-
mate and illegitimate identities. However, sociological analysis
shows that classification systems are neither natural nor politically
innocent. Categories emerge from histories, institutions, cultural
struggles, and relations of power.

Mary Douglas argues that classification is central to the production
of social order. Societies create boundaries that separate what is con-
sidered normal from what appears disorderly, impure, or out of
place. Categories become especially powerful when they are present-
ed as obvious and natural. Once a distinction has become established,
people may forget that it was socially created. The category then be-
gins to appear as a property of the person or object being classified
rather than as the outcome of a particular cultural system (Douglas,
1966).

A person may therefore be treated as naturally respectable, natu-
rally irresponsible, naturally intelligent, or naturally unsuitable. Yet
these judgments are made through standards that reflect existing so-
cial arrangements. Behaviors that appear confident in one group may
be interpreted as arrogant in another. Silence may be understood as
politeness when displayed by a socially privileged person but as ig-
norance when displayed by someone from a disadvantaged back-
ground. The same action acquires different meanings depending on
who performs it and how that person has already been classified.

Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis of social distinction demonstrates that
classification is closely connected to class power. Dominant groups
possess greater authority to define which forms of speech, knowl-
edge, appearance, and taste count as legitimate. Their cultural prefer-
ences are often treated not as the habits of a particular social group,
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but as signs of intelligence, cultivation, discipline, and good charac-
ter. By contrast, the preferences of less powerful groups may be dis-
missed as crude, excessive, tasteless, or unsophisticated.

These distinctions allow privilege to appear as personal refine-
ment. A socially advantaged individual may seem successful because
of natural confidence, elegance, or intellectual ability, even though
these characteristics have been cultivated through family resources,
schooling, social networks, and repeated exposure to dominant insti-
tutions. Classification conceals these conditions by transforming so-
cially acquired advantages into evidence of individual worth.

2. The Vocabulary of Social Ranking

Everyday language contains a large vocabulary of classification.
Terms such as “respectable,” “decent,” “cheap,” “backward,” “mod-
ern,” “educated,” and “uncultured” carry meanings that extend be-
yond simple description. They place people within symbolic hierar-

chies and associate them with expectations.

To describe someone as respectable is to suggest that the person
possesses discipline, responsibility, morality, appropriate manners,
and social value. Respectability may be attached to dress, family rep-
utation, occupation, gender behavior, speech, housing, religious con-
duct, or educational achievement. Yet the standards of respectability
are rarely equally accessible. Maintaining an approved appearance,
living in a reputable area, attending prestigious institutions, and par-
ticipating in valued cultural activities require material resources. Re-
spectability may therefore operate as a classed ideal while continuing
to present itself as a purely moral standard.

The word “cheap” illustrates a similar process. It can refer to price,
but when applied to people, clothing, entertainment, housing, or be-
havior, it often implies inferiority. A “cheap” lifestyle becomes asso-
ciated with poor judgment, weak character, lack of sophistication, or
social embarrassment. Material scarcity is reinterpreted as cultural
deficiency. People who purchase affordable goods because of eco-
nomic necessity may be judged as though their choices reveal an ab-
sence of taste.

The labels “modern” and “backward” also organize social differ-
ence. Modernity may be associated with urban residence, En-

10
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glish-language competence, technological familiarity, professional
employment, smaller families, particular forms of dress, or specific
attitudes toward gender and marriage. Individuals and communities
that do not conform to these expectations may be placed in the cate-
gory of the backward. This classification can ignore the unequal dis-
tribution of education, infrastructure, employment, mobility, and po-
litical influence that makes certain ways of living easier for some
groups than for others.

Similarly, “educated” and “uncultured” are not always descrip-
tions of formal learning. They may refer to accent, conversational
style, confidence, literary knowledge, table manners, or familiarity
with elite cultural references. A person may possess extensive practi-
cal knowledge and occupational skill while still being classified as
uneducated because that knowledge does not correspond to institu-
tionally recognized forms of culture.

Such terms convert differences in resources and social experience
into differences in apparent human quality. Economic privilege be-
comes respectability, linguistic advantage becomes intelligence, cul-
tural familiarity becomes talent, and deprivation becomes irresponsi-
bility. Classification therefore makes inequality appear deserved.

3. Symbolic Boundaries and Cultural Distinction

Michele Lamont uses the concept of symbolic boundaries to describe
the distinctions through which people separate themselves from oth-
ers. Symbolic boundaries may be moral, cultural, socioeconomic,
racial, religious, occupational, or educational. People draw these
boundaries when they describe some groups as hardworking and
others as lazy, some as refined and others as vulgar, or some as re-
sponsible and others as disorderly (Lamont & Molnar, 2002).

Symbolic boundaries do not automatically produce material in-
equality, but they create the cultural conditions through which un-
equal treatment becomes acceptable. When a group is widely classi-
fied as unreliable, dangerous, immoral, unintelligent, or undeserving,
its exclusion from employment, housing, education, political repre-
sentation, or public respect can be presented as reasonable rather
than discriminatory.

11
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Cultural distinctions are particularly important because they often
appear voluntary. Taste in music, clothing, food, literature, decora-
tion, leisure, and speech may be treated as a matter of personal pref-
erence. Bourdieu, however, shows that taste is shaped by social posi-
tion. People develop preferences within particular family environ-
ments, educational systems, neighborhoods, and networks. What ap-
pears to be an individual choice is frequently connected to unequal
access to cultural resources.

Dominant groups are more likely to possess the power to define
their tastes as legitimate. Their cultural practices become associated
with seriousness, complexity, restraint, and quality. Popular or work-
ing-class practices may be characterized as loud, excessive, simple,
commercial, or vulgar. These classifications enable cultural privilege
to reproduce because institutions often reward people who already
understand dominant codes.

A person who knows how to speak confidently in an interview, in-
terprets the informal expectations of a university, communicates with
professionals, or discusses culturally prestigious subjects may be rec-
ognized as naturally capable. Another person with comparable intel-
ligence may be classified as unsuitable because of unfamiliarity with
these codes. The institution appears to measure merit, while it may
also be measuring prior exposure to privileged culture.

4. Respectability and the Moralization of Class

Beverley Skeggs demonstrates that respectability is a deeply classed
form of judgment. Working-class individuals, particularly women,
are often required to prove that they are responsible, clean, caring,
disciplined, and morally worthy. Their actions may be subjected to
levels of scrutiny that socially privileged groups do not experience.
Minor choices involving clothing, parenting, sexuality, consumption,
or public behavior can become evidence of moral failure (Skeggs,
1997).

Respectability is powerful because it transforms structural inequal-
ity into a question of personal conduct. Poverty may be explained
through poor decision-making. Unemployment may be interpreted
as laziness. Housing insecurity may be connected to irresponsibility.
Limited educational achievement may be treated as evidence of weak

12
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aspiration. These explanations overlook labor-market conditions, un-
equal schools, inherited wealth, discrimination, illness, unpaid care
responsibilities, and geographic disadvantage.

Andrew Sayer similarly emphasizes that class inequality is experi-
enced through moral evaluation. People do not encounter class mere-
ly as a position in an economic structure. They encounter it through
shame, pride, recognition, embarrassment, resentment, admiration,
and feelings of inadequacy. Class judgments are frequently commu-
nicated through assessments of character. Someone is not simply
poor but irresponsible; not merely wealthy but successful; not simply
unfamiliar with elite culture but lacking in refinement (Sayer, 2005).

Moral language can therefore conceal class language. A landlord
may claim to prefer “responsible tenants,” an employer may search
for candidates who “fit the culture,” a family may seek a “decent”
marriage partner, and a school may praise children from “good
homes.” These terms appear morally neutral but may function as in-
direct references to income, occupation, family background, neigh-
borhood, ethnicity, language, or lifestyle.

The concept of deservingness is especially important. Welfare re-
cipients, unemployed people, informal workers, migrants, single
mothers, people experiencing homelessness, and other disadvan-
taged groups are frequently divided into deserving and undeserving
categories. Assistance becomes conditional upon demonstrations of
discipline, gratitude, innocence, and moral conformity. Privileged
groups, meanwhile, are less often required to justify their access to
inherited wealth, social networks, private education, secure housing,
or family support.

5. Classification in Schools

Schools are major sites of classification. Students are formally classi-
fied through grades, examinations, attendance records, ability
groups, disciplinary categories, and academic tracks. They are also
informally classified as bright, weak, difficult, promising, lazy, confi-
dent, well-mannered, or unsuitable.

These informal judgments can have lasting consequences. Teachers
may give more attention to students they consider capable, interpret
their mistakes more generously, and encourage them toward ad-

13
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vanced study. Students classified as weak or disruptive may receive
less challenging work, greater surveillance, and fewer opportunities.
Initial judgments can become self-reinforcing as students respond to
the expectations placed upon them.

Classifications in education frequently reflect social background.
Children who speak in institutionally valued ways, display familiari-
ty with books, participate confidently in discussion, and understand
middle-class interactional styles may appear naturally intelligent.
Students from other backgrounds may possess substantial knowl-
edge but express it through forms that teachers do not recognize as
academic ability.

School reputation also classifies students before they enter an ex-
amination room or job interview. The name of an elite school may
signal discipline, intelligence, confidence, and social suitability. At-
tendance at an under-resourced institution may create assumptions
of weaker ability. Educational institutions thus classify not only indi-
viduals but also one another. Their rankings become attached to the
identities and opportunities of their students.

Paul Willis’s work on working-class youth shows that students do
not simply accept institutional classifications. They may resist school
authority and reject dominant definitions of success. Yet resistance
can have contradictory consequences. Cultural opposition may pre-
serve dignity and collective identity while simultaneously leading
students toward positions that reproduce their class disadvantage.
Resistance is therefore not always liberation; it can occur within
structures that continue to shape available choices (Willis, 1977).

1.3 The Social Imagination and Its Limits

1. Connecting Personal Life with Social Structure

The social imagination is the ability to connect the apparently private
circumstances of personal life with the wider organization of society.
It enables people to understand that their ambitions, disappoint-
ments, fears, choices, and expectations do not emerge in isolation.
They are formed within social structures that distribute resources,
recognition, security, knowledge, and opportunity unequally.

14
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A student who abandons plans for university may describe the de-
cision as a personal choice. A worker who remains in an insecure oc-
cupation may believe that they lacked sufficient courage to pursue
something better. A young woman who gives up a professional ca-
reer after marriage may regard the outcome as a consequence of fam-
ily duty. A young man who repeatedly applies for migration oppor-
tunities may interpret his frustration as individual bad luck. Each ac-
count contains an element of personal agency, but none can be under-
stood adequately without considering tuition costs, school quality,
labour markets, gender expectations, immigration regimes, family re-
sources, social networks, and class position.

The broader concept of social imagination used here builds on C.
Wright Mills’s sociological imagination: his argument that sociology
must connect biography with history and personal troubles with
public issues. A personal trouble is experienced within an individual
life: unemployment, educational failure, debt, an unwanted mar-
riage, or the inability to migrate. A public issue arises when similar
experiences are produced systematically by the organization of insti-
tutions and the distribution of power. The social imagination allows a
person to move between these levels. It asks not only, “Why did this
happen to me?” but also, “What social conditions make this experi-
ence common for people in positions like mine?” (Mills, 1959).

This movement from biography to structure is especially impor-
tant in the study of inequality. Inequality is not limited to the unequal
possession of income, property, or credentials. It also shapes how
people imagine the future. It influences which occupations appear
suitable, which educational institutions seem accessible, which mar-
riages appear acceptable, which countries seem reachable, and which
obligations are treated as unavoidable. Social structure enters person-
al life partly by organizing the field of imaginable futures.

The social imagination therefore has two related meanings. First, it
is an analytical capacity: the ability to recognize how private experi-
ence is connected to institutions, history, culture, and power. Second,
it is a future-oriented capacity: the ability to imagine that social ar-
rangements could be different from those presently experienced. To
understand inequality sociologically, both meanings are necessary.
People must be able to interpret how their lives have been shaped,

15
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but they must also be able to imagine possibilities beyond the limits
that inequality has taught them to accept.

2. Imagination as a Social Capacity

Imagination is often treated as a private mental activity. It is associat-
ed with creativity, fantasy, motivation, or personality. From this per-
spective, individuals either possess ambition or lack it. Some dream
boldly, while others supposedly settle for less. Success is attributed to
positive thinking, self-confidence, perseverance, and the willingness
to imagine a better life.

A sociological approach challenges this individualistic account. It
does not deny that people think, desire, decide, and act. It argues,
however, that the content and reach of imagination are socially orga-
nized. People learn what to hope for through families, schools, neigh-
bourhoods, religious communities, media, peer groups, workplaces,
and encounters with institutions. They also learn which ambitions
will be encouraged, which will be mocked, and which will be treated
as unrealistic.

Arjun Appadurai’s idea of the “capacity to aspire” is particularly
useful here. Aspiration is not simply the possession of a dream. It is a
cultural and navigational capacity through which people identify
possible destinations, understand the routes leading toward them,
and revise their plans in response to experience. To aspire effectively,
a person needs more than desire. They need information, examples,
institutional knowledge, social support, material resources, and op-
portunities to test possible routes (Appadurai, 2004).

This navigational capacity is distributed unequally. Privileged
groups generally encounter a wider range of plausible futures. They
are more likely to know people who have entered prestigious univer-
sities, established businesses, joined professions, obtained scholar-
ships, migrated legally, or recovered from career failure. They pos-
sess maps of social worlds that others may see only from a distance.

Disadvantaged groups do not necessarily possess less hope, intelli-
gence, or desire. Their horizons may be more fragile because they
have fewer opportunities to explore alternatives and fewer resources
with which to survive error. Their aspirations may depend on incom-
plete information, uncertain routes, and institutions that remain un-
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familiar or inaccessible. What looks like a lack of ambition may there-
fore be a realistic response to a social environment in which the costs
of failure are high and the routes toward mobility are poorly marked.
The sociology of imagination begins by rejecting the assumption
that people occupy an equal marketplace of dreams. The ability to
imagine a future, navigate toward it, and convert it into lived reality
depends upon one’s location within a structured social world.

3. How Inequality Colonizes Imagination

Inequality is powerful not only because it blocks action but because it
shapes imagination before action begins. It teaches people what they
should expect, what they are entitled to desire, and which ambitions
would expose them to ridicule or disappointment. In this sense, in-
equality colonizes imagination.

Colonization does not require an explicit prohibition. A child does
not need to be told directly that a profession is closed to people from
their background. The message may be communicated through the
absence of relevant role models, the quality of the local school, the
language used by teachers, the cost of training, the reactions of rela-
tives, and the repeated observation that prestigious occupations are
occupied by people from different social worlds.

A student may never formally apply to an elite university because
admission appears improbable, the fees appear unmanageable, and
the culture of the institution appears alien. A young person may
abandon an artistic ambition because the family cannot support a pe-
riod of uncertain earnings. A woman may avoid imagining a career
requiring travel because she has learned that respectable femininity
demands proximity to home. A young man may choose a secure but
unwanted occupation because he is expected to begin supporting
parents and younger siblings immediately.

In each case, the person acts. The decision may even be described
as reasonable. Yet the range within which the decision is made has al-
ready been socially narrowed.

This is more subtle than direct exclusion. When a university rejects
an applicant, a barrier is visible. When the applicant decides that the
university is “not for people like us,” exclusion has entered the imag-
ination. When an employer discriminates against a candidate, in-
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equality blocks an action. When the candidate never applies because
the workplace appears socially inaccessible, inequality has acted in
advance.

The colonization of imagination transforms external constraints
into internal limits. People learn to censor their desires before institu-
tions need to reject them. They reduce ambitions to avoid humilia-
tion, financial risk, family conflict, or anticipated failure. As a result,
social arrangements reproduce themselves partly through what peo-
ple stop allowing themselves to imagine.

The process is rarely complete. People dream beyond their circum-
stances, resist expectations, and pursue improbable futures. Never-
theless, even resistance takes place within a field structured by un-
equal resources. The person who attempts to cross a class boundary
must often invest more emotional labour, tolerate greater uncertain-
ty, and survive more severe consequences if the attempt fails.

4. Habitus and the Practical Sense of Possibility

Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus helps explain how social condi-
tions enter imagination and become part of everyday judgment.
Habitus refers to durable dispositions formed through repeated expe-
rience. These dispositions influence perception, taste, confidence,
bodily conduct, expectation, and practical decision-making. They
shape how individuals interpret social situations and what kinds of
actions feel natural, sensible, risky, respectable, or inappropriate.
Through habitus, social structure is not experienced only as an exter-
nal limitation. It becomes embodied as a practical sense of what is
normal, possible, and “for people like us.”

Habitus does not operate as a fixed rule that determines every de-
cision. Individuals can reflect, resist expectations, and act unpre-
dictably. It is better understood as a practical orientation shaped by
one’s position within society. People develop expectations by observ-
ing what usually happens to family members, neighbours, class-
mates, and others with similar backgrounds. They learn which ambi-
tions receive encouragement, which mistakes can be repaired, which
risks families can absorb, and which institutions respond positively
to people who speak, dress, or behave like them.
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These lessons are often acquired without formal instruction. A
child may notice that relatives enter certain occupations but never
others. A student may observe that teachers give more attention to
confident classmates. A young person may hear repeated warnings
that particular careers are too costly, unstable, distant, or socially un-
suitable. Over time, such experiences create an intuitive map of op-
portunity. Some choices feel realistic and familiar, while others feel
distant or socially dangerous.

When objective opportunities remain persistently unequal, subjec-
tive expectations often adjust to them. People may learn to reject
what is unlikely to be available, accept what appears unavoidable,
and describe this adaptation as realism. Bourdieu refers to this as the
tendency to make a virtue of necessity. Individuals come to value
what their circumstances make attainable and to dismiss inaccessible
possibilities as undesirable, inappropriate, or impractical.

This adjustment should not be understood simply as false con-
sciousness or lack of ambition. It can protect individuals from repeat-
ed disappointment and help families make decisions under condi-
tions of scarcity. A household with limited income cannot organize
its life around every theoretically possible future. It must consider
fees, transport, housing, family obligations, employment prospects,
and the consequences of failure. Encouraging a child to pursue an ex-
pensive and uncertain career without scholarships or financial pro-
tection may place the entire household at risk.

The sociological problem arises when adaptations to unequal con-
ditions are mistaken for natural preferences. A working-class student
may prefer a nearby college because travel and accommodation costs
make distant institutions inaccessible. The preference is genuine, but
it is shaped by financial constraint. A woman may say that she
prefers not to work after marriage because paid employment would
be added to domestic labour rather than replacing it. Her choice may
reflect an accurate judgment about unequal household responsibili-
ties. A young man may report that he has always wanted a govern-
ment job because its security protects his family from unstable in-
come.

These preferences are real, but they have social histories. They are
formed through the relationship between desire and available possi-
bility. People do not choose from an unlimited field of options and
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then reveal their inner preferences. They often learn to prefer the op-
tions that remain practically open to them. Constraint enters desire it-
self.

Habitus therefore creates a horizon for action. Within this horizon,
some futures appear ordinary, some ambitious but reachable, some
dangerously uncertain, and others almost unthinkable. This horizon
does not function as a visible wall. People may know that other possi-
bilities exist, yet those possibilities may not feel actionable. A presti-
gious university may be publicly open to all, but it may still appear
culturally unfamiliar, financially impossible, or socially “not for us.”

Class position affects the width of this horizon. Privileged individ-
uals usually possess more options and greater protection from fail-
ure. An elite education, international travel, professional employ-
ment, entrepreneurship, or postgraduate study may appear as nor-
mal stages of life. Families may expect these futures, provide infor-
mation about them, and support repeated attempts.

For disadvantaged groups, the same futures may appear extraordi-
nary achievements requiring exceptional talent, sponsorship, luck,
migration, or major sacrifice. Even when such possibilities are imag-
inable, they may be approached with greater fear because failure car-
ries heavier consequences. The future is therefore socially unequal
before it occurs. Inequality shapes not only what people eventually
achieve, but also what they learn to expect, attempt, reject, and de-
sire.

5. Personal Ambition and Structurally Available Possibility

Personal ambition refers to what an individual desires, intends, or
works toward. It includes career goals, educational plans, migration
hopes, business ideas, family expectations, and imagined forms of so-
cial mobility. Structurally available possibilities refer to the futures
that can realistically be pursued given the distribution of resources,
institutional routes, legal permissions, cultural recognition, and social
support. Ambition describes the direction of desire, while structural
possibility describes the conditions under which that desire can be
acted upon.

The two are connected but not identical. Social conditions influ-
ence what people imagine, yet individuals can desire futures that re-
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main difficult or impossible to reach. A person may possess strong
determination, clear goals, and considerable ability while facing insti-
tutions that offer few practical routes forward. Ambition may there-
fore exceed opportunity.

A talented student may aspire to become a doctor but attend a
school that cannot provide adequate science teaching, laboratory ac-
cess, examination preparation, or career guidance. The student’s am-
bition may be genuine and sustained, but the institutional route is
weak. Similarly, a graduate may hope to enter a profession but lack
professional connections, unpaid internship experience, interview
preparation, or the financial resources required to relocate. A worker
may want to establish a business but lack access to credit, property,
technology, legal knowledge, and protection from financial failure. In
each case, the problem is not simply insufficient desire. It is the ab-
sence of resources that allow desire to become action.

Conversely, a person may express modest or uncertain ambitions
while occupying a position rich in possibilities. A privileged young
adult may be unsure about a career yet retain access to family wealth,
professional networks, travel, further education, and several oppor-
tunities to begin again. A failed examination, abandoned degree, or
unsuccessful business may cause disappointment, but it does not nec-
essarily close the future. Family resources can provide time for reflec-
tion, additional training, relocation, or repeated attempts.

The absence of a fixed ambition therefore does not place this per-
son in the same position as someone whose future depends on a sin-
gle examination, job application, scholarship, or migration route. For
the less privileged individual, one failure may exhaust available sav-
ings, delay family responsibilities, or permanently remove access to
an opportunity. Structural advantage is visible not only in the num-
ber of available options but also in the ability to recover from mis-
takes.

This distinction exposes the weakness of explanations that treat
outcomes as direct measures of aspiration. Success does not prove
that one person wanted a future more intensely than another. Failure
does not demonstrate insufficient motivation. Two individuals may
possess similar goals and make comparable efforts while facing very
different opportunities, risks, and institutional responses. The con-
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version of ambition into achievement depends partly upon economic,
cultural, and social capital.

Economic capital provides money, property, time, mobility, tech-
nology, and protection from risk. It allows people to pay fees, pur-
chase materials, travel, accept low-paid training, wait for better em-
ployment, or survive unsuccessful attempts. It also creates the free-
dom to plan beyond immediate needs.

Cultural capital includes language, educational knowledge, cre-
dentials, styles of communication, and familiarity with institutional
expectations. It helps individuals understand how applications are
written, interviews are conducted, qualifications are valued, and pro-
fessional behaviour is recognized. Those who possess this knowledge
can navigate institutions more confidently and present themselves in
forms that institutions reward.

Social capital provides relationships through which information,
recommendations, introductions, and assistance can be obtained. A
contact may reveal an opportunity, explain an application process,
recommend a candidate, provide mentoring, or connect someone to a
professional network. These resources do not guarantee success, but
they strongly affect whether ambition can be translated into practical
movement.

The distinction also shows why calls to “raise aspirations” can be
misleading. Working-class and marginalized young people frequent-
ly hold strong ambitions. They may wish to enter prestigious profes-
sions, support their families, migrate, continue education, or achieve
economic independence. The central problem may not be an absence
of aspiration but a lack of reliable routes through which aspiration
can be realized.

Motivational programmes can encourage confidence and hope, but
hope without institutional change may deepen frustration. Individu-
als may be told to dream, work harder, and believe in themselves
while the material conditions required to pursue those dreams re-
main unequally distributed. When promised mobility does not occur,
structural barriers may be reinterpreted as personal failure.

A sociology of imagination must therefore ask two questions at
once: What future does the person desire, and what social conditions
make that future navigable? The first reveals aspiration, while the
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second reveals whether institutions, resources, and relationships
make that aspiration realistically achievable. Without both questions,
ambition may be praised while the unequal organization of possibili-
ty remains hidden.

1.4 Why Meritocracy Feels True

1. The Promise That People Get What They Deserve

Meritocracy is the belief that social rewards should be distributed ac-
cording to individual merit, usually understood as a combination of
talent, effort, discipline, achievement, and responsible choice. In a
meritocratic society, those who work hard, develop their abilities,
and make sensible decisions are expected to rise. Those who fail to
advance are assumed to have worked less, chosen badly, lacked dis-
cipline, or failed to use the opportunities available to them.

This belief is among the most powerful cultural stories of modern
society. It appears in schools that tell students that achievement de-
pends upon effort, workplaces that promise promotion to the best
performers, political speeches that celebrate social mobility, and pop-
ular biographies of people who allegedly rose from nothing through
determination. It is repeated through familiar instructions: study
hard, improve yourself, remain focused, take responsibility, avoid ex-
cuses, and never give up.

At one level, these instructions contain practical truth. Effort mat-
ters. Skills matter. Discipline can improve performance. Decisions
carry consequences. People regularly transform their lives through
sustained work, courage, learning, sacrifice, and persistence. To deny
this would erase human agency and reduce individuals to passive
products of circumstance.

The sociological problem begins when these individual truths are
expanded into a general explanation of social inequality. The fact that
effort sometimes changes an individual outcome does not mean that
unequal outcomes across society accurately measure unequal effort.
The fact that one person crosses a class boundary does not demon-
strate that class boundaries have disappeared. The fact that institu-
tions reward certain achievements does not prove that everyone pos-
sessed equal opportunities to acquire them.
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Meritocracy is therefore not simply an obvious lie. Its power comes
from combining recognizable truths about personal agency with mis-
leading assumptions about social structure. It takes the limited
proposition that effort can influence outcomes and turns it into the
much larger claim that outcomes generally reveal merit (Littler,
2018).

As a cultural story, meritocracy does more than describe how soci-
ety supposedly works. It supplies a moral interpretation of success
and failure. Success becomes evidence of deservingness. Failure be-
comes evidence of deficiency. Social position is transformed from a
consequence of history, institutions, inheritance, opportunity, luck,
and effort into an apparent judgment on personal character.

2. From Satire to Social Ideal

The word “meritocracy” was popularized by Michael Young in his
1958 satirical work The Rise of the Meritocracy. Young did not present
meritocracy as an ideal society. He imagined a disturbing social order
in which individuals were ranked through a formula of intelligence
and effort, and those at the top used this ranking to justify their pow-
er.

In older aristocratic systems, inherited privilege could be criticized
because it was visibly disconnected from personal achievement. A
person might possess wealth, authority, or status simply because of
birth. Meritocracy appeared to offer a fairer alternative: positions
would no longer be inherited automatically but earned through abili-
ty and work.

Young’s warning was that this apparently fairer system could pro-
duce a harsher moral hierarchy. An aristocrat might know that privi-
lege came from family position. A meritocratic elite could believe that
it deserved everything it possessed. Those excluded from success
would also be deprived of an explanation that protected their digni-
ty. If the system had accurately identified and rewarded merit, then
failure would appear to prove a lack of intelligence, effort, or value.

Young's critical concept was gradually transformed into a positive
political ideal. Meritocracy became associated with equal opportuni-
ty, openness, mobility, and the promise that origin need not deter-
mine destination. Political leaders, educational institutions, employ-
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ers, and media narratives began to use the term approvingly. A con-
cept designed to expose a dystopian hierarchy became a common de-
scription of fairness.

This transformation matters because it shows how cultural stories
can lose their original critical meaning. Meritocracy now often com-
bines two different propositions.

The first is normative: society should reward relevant effort, abili-
ty, and contribution rather than inherited rank, personal connections,
prejudice, or arbitrary favoritism. This principle has considerable
moral appeal.

The second is descriptive: existing societies already distribute re-
wards primarily according to merit. This proposition is far more
questionable.

The distinction between these claims is frequently blurred. Because
people believe that society should be meritocratic, they begin to as-
sume that existing outcomes are already substantially deserved. The
ideal becomes evidence for reality. A promise about what institutions
ought to do becomes a justification for what institutions currently
produce.

3. Meritocracy as Common Sense

Meritocracy is powerful because it does not usually appear as an ide-
ology. It presents itself as common sense, as a natural description of
how society works rather than as a particular interpretation of social
life. It seems obvious that examination success follows study, career
advancement follows performance, wealth follows enterprise, and
poverty follows poor decisions. These explanations are familiar, sim-
ple, and morally satisfying because they connect outcomes directly to
individual conduct. They allow people to believe that rewards reflect
effort and that failure can be corrected through better choices.

Structural explanations are more demanding because they require
attention to several interacting conditions. To explain an educational
result sociologically, one may need to examine school funding, family
income, parental education, language, nutrition, housing, transport,
cultural capital, teacher expectations, private tutoring, peer networks,
discrimination, and institutional selection. These factors do not oper-
ate separately. They accumulate across time and shape the conditions
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under which students learn, prepare, and compete. Meritocratic rea-
soning replaces this complex account with a short causal story: one
student worked harder.

The simplicity of this account contributes greatly to its appeal. Peo-
ple directly observe effort more easily than they observe structure.
They see a student studying late, an entrepreneur working long
hours, or a professional developing skill. Visible effort appears to
provide immediate evidence of deservingness. By contrast, structural
advantages are often distributed gradually and privately. People do
not always see the inherited resources, protected time, family sup-
port, social connections, institutional familiarity, and earlier invest-
ments that made individual effort possible or effective.

Two people may display similar determination while receiving
very different returns from it. One person’s effort may be supported
by secure housing, reliable transport, good health, and professional
guidance. Another person’s effort may be interrupted by paid work,
care responsibilities, financial insecurity, or weak institutions. Meri-
tocratic explanations focus on the visible action while ignoring the
unequal conditions that shape its results. They therefore make social-
ly produced advantages appear to be purely personal achievements.

Meritocratic culture organizes social perception around visible in-
dividual conduct while pushing background conditions out of view.
It encourages people to compare attitudes rather than circumstances.
The disciplined are contrasted with the lazy, the ambitious with the
passive, the responsible with the careless, and the confident with
those said to lack motivation. These comparisons appear neutral, but
they often convert unequal conditions into judgments about charac-
ter.

This moral vocabulary transforms social analysis into personal
evaluation. Instead of asking how opportunities are distributed, peo-
ple ask whether an individual possesses the correct attitude. Instead
of examining why a labour market offers insecure employment, they
ask why workers failed to acquire better skills. Instead of investigat-
ing unequal schools, they ask why some parents do not value educa-
tion. Instead of questioning housing costs, low wages, or weak public
services, they criticize households for poor financial planning.

Such explanations are persuasive because they identify a visible
person who can be held responsible. Structural causes are more diffi-
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cult to locate because they are spread across institutions, policies, his-
tories, and social relationships. No single decision creates educational
inequality, labour-market insecurity, or housing exclusion. These out-
comes emerge from many connected processes. Meritocratic reason-
ing reduces this complexity by locating responsibility within the indi-
vidual.

The result is not necessarily a complete denial of inequality. People
may acknowledge that society contains unfairness, discrimination,
inherited privilege, and unequal opportunity while still believing
that effort is the main explanation of where most individuals end up.
Structural inequality is treated as an exception, complication, or tem-
porary obstacle rather than as a basic feature of the social order.

This partial recognition makes meritocracy especially durable. In-
equality can be admitted without changing the main explanation of
success and failure. A person may accept that some schools are better
than others while insisting that determined students can succeed
anywhere. Someone may recognize workplace discrimination while
continuing to believe that talent is eventually rewarded. Exceptional
cases of mobility are then used to show that barriers are not decisive.

Meritocracy therefore operates through selective visibility. It high-
lights effort, attitude, and decision-making while backgrounding the
unequal conditions that shape them. The problem is not that individ-
ual conduct is irrelevant. Study, discipline, skill, and judgment can
influence outcomes. The problem arises when these factors are treat-
ed as complete explanations. Meritocratic common sense becomes
ideological when it converts partial truths about effort into a general
theory of social inequality.
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4. Why Meritocracy Remains Emotionally Powerful

Meritocracy persists not only because it is taught through schools,
workplaces, political discourse, and popular culture, but also because
it satisfies important emotional needs. It gives individuals a sense of
control over uncertain lives. If success depends primarily on effort,
discipline, talent, and responsible choices, then the future appears
manageable. People can imagine that they possess the power to im-
prove their position by working harder, acquiring qualifications, de-
veloping skills, and making better decisions. This belief turns uncer-
tainty into a problem that can supposedly be solved through personal
action.

The alternative can feel frightening. To recognize the importance
of class origin, inherited wealth, discrimination, institutional access,
labour-market conditions, family responsibilities, health, geography,
or luck is to accept that effort does not guarantee success. A person
may work hard and still remain unemployed, study seriously and
still be excluded from higher education, or perform well and still be
overlooked because of discrimination or weak social connections.
Such recognition can produce anxiety because it reveals the limits of
individual control and weakens the reassuring belief that responsible
conduct will always be rewarded.

Meritocracy reduces this anxiety by presenting the social world as
responsive to personal action. It suggests that persistence will even-
tually be recognized and that failure is temporary rather than perma-
nent. This reassurance is especially valuable in societies marked by
instability. When employment, education, healthcare, and housing
are insecure, people need reasons to continue investing in the future.
Students spend years gaining qualifications without certainty of em-
ployment. Workers accept temporary contracts or low-paid positions
in the hope of advancement. Families sacrifice income to educate
their children because they believe that effort will eventually produce
mobility.

The promise that hard work will be rewarded can therefore sustain
effort under difficult conditions. It gives meaning to sacrifice and al-
lows present hardship to be interpreted as an investment. A person
may endure low wages, repeated examinations, migration, or profes-
sional insecurity because future improvement remains imaginable.
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The possibility of advancement may be emotionally more important
than its actual probability.

Meritocracy also protects the belief that society is morally ordered.
Extreme inequality becomes easier to accept when rewards are un-
derstood as deserved. Wealth can be interpreted as evidence of intel-
ligence, discipline, contribution, or risk-taking, while poverty can be
explained through insufficient effort, poor judgment, or irresponsibil-
ity. In this way, the social hierarchy is transformed into an achieve-
ment ranking. Material position begins to appear as a visible measure
of personal worth.

For successful individuals, meritocracy produces pride and moral
legitimacy. Success does not appear merely fortunate; it appears
earned. Income, authority, credentials, and prestige can be under-
stood as recognition of character and ability. This allows privileged
individuals to enjoy their position without examining the inherited
resources, educational advantages, family support, social networks,
and favourable circumstances that may have contributed to it. Be-
cause they remember their own effort more clearly than the condi-
tions that enabled it, they may treat their personal success as proof
that the system is fair.

For those who have not yet succeeded, meritocracy preserves
hope. A person may accept present hardship because future advance-
ment remains possible. The story promises that origin does not have
to determine destination. It encourages disadvantaged individuals to
see themselves as future winners rather than permanent members of
a lower social position. Exceptional stories of upward mobility be-
come emotionally powerful because they suggest that anyone may
eventually succeed.

This creates an alliance between people in very different positions.
Those at the top use meritocracy to explain why they deserve success,
while those below use it to believe that success remains possible. The
same cultural story therefore legitimizes present inequality and sus-
tains hope of escape from: it.

The emotional power of meritocracy is double-sided. It can gener-
ate motivation, confidence, discipline, and hope, but it can also pro-
duce fear, shame, and exhaustion. If individuals are responsible for
making themselves successful, they must continually improve, com-
pete, and demonstrate value. Qualifications must be updated, pro-
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ductivity maintained, and failures corrected through further effort.
Every delay means that more work is required.

Rest can begin to feel like weakness, while structural criticism may
be dismissed as excuse-making. Individuals who do not succeed may
blame themselves for unemployment, poverty, academic failure, or
professional disappointment. Structural inequality is converted into
personal shame. A sociological analysis therefore does not deny the
importance of effort. It shows that effort operates within unequal
conditions. The central problem is not the belief that hard work mat-
ters, but the treatment of effort as a complete explanation of success
and failure.

5. The Moral Attraction of Equal Opportunity

Meritocracy is emotionally persuasive because it presents itself as the
opposite of inherited privilege. It promises that social position should
be earned rather than received by birth, and that individuals should
be evaluated according to what they can do rather than where they
come from. The principle that people should be judged by their ac-
complishments rather than their family background, caste, race, gen-
der, religion, inherited wealth, or social connections has considerable
moral appeal. It expresses a desire for recognition based on compe-
tence and effort, while rejecting systems in which opportunities are
reserved for those who already possess status. For people excluded
by aristocratic traditions, caste hierarchies, racial discrimination, pa-
triarchal authority, or elite networks, meritocratic language can there-
fore carry an emancipatory meaning. It offers a vocabulary through
which closed institutions can be criticized and demands for wider
participation can be justified.

Meritocratic ideals have historically supported resistance to aris-
tocracy, nepotism, discrimination, and closed elites because they
question the legitimacy of positions obtained through lineage or per-
sonal connection. When authority is passed from one generation to
another without regard to competence, merit appears to provide a
fairer alternative. It challenges the assumption that certain families
are naturally entitled to rule, that particular social groups are inher-
ently more capable, or that access to prestigious institutions should
depend on personal familiarity with those who control them. In this
sense, meritocracy can weaken traditional hierarchies by making in-
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herited status subject to public justification. It asks why a person
should occupy a powerful position simply because of ancestry, and
why another person should be excluded despite possessing greater
knowledge or ability.

People reasonably object when an unqualified individual receives
a position because of family influence. Such appointments violate
widely held expectations that responsibility should be connected to
competence. The objection is not merely emotional resentment. It re-
flects a concern that institutions cannot function properly when im-
portant roles are distributed through favoritism rather than ability. A
public office, university place, professional appointment, or leader-
ship position affects more than the person who receives it. When se-
lection is based on personal relationships, institutional decisions may
become less effective, less trustworthy, and less accountable. Merito-
cratic procedures can therefore serve both individual fairness and
collective efficiency by creating at least some pressure to match quali-
fications with responsibilities.

People also object when wealth purchases access to institutions
while talented individuals are excluded. The moral force of this ob-
jection comes from the belief that ability should not be wasted simply
because it appears in a poor household. A society that restricts educa-
tional or professional opportunity to those who can afford it may fail
to recognize valuable capacities among disadvantaged groups. Meri-
tocratic language makes this failure visible by insisting that talent ex-
ists across social classes and should not be treated as the property of
the wealthy. It creates a standard by which institutions can be criti-
cized when fees, informal payments, social connections, or costly
preparation determine access more strongly than competence.

Similarly, people object when discrimination prevents capable in-
dividuals from receiving recognition. When women, racial minori-
ties, lower-caste groups, religious minorities, migrants, or other
marginalized populations are judged through stereotypes rather than
demonstrated ability, the language of merit can expose the injustice.
It allows excluded individuals to demand that their work be evaluat-
ed according to publicly relevant standards rather than prejudicial
assumptions about identity. In such cases, meritocracy can challenge
arbitrary privilege by separating social evaluation from inherited cat-
egories. It can make exclusion more difficult to defend because insti-
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tutions are required to explain why an individual’s qualifications
were ignored.

This critical function should not be ignored. Meritocracy is not
only an ideology used to justify inequality after it has occurred. It can
also be a practical principle for reducing certain forms of arbitrary
advantage. Transparent examinations, publicly stated criteria, anony-
mous assessment, standardized procedures, and rules that limit per-
sonal favoritism can be fairer than direct inheritance, patronage,
bribery, or discretionary appointment. Such mechanisms may reduce
the ability of powerful individuals to distribute opportunities pri-
vately among relatives, loyalists, or members of their own social
group. They can also give applicants clearer grounds on which to
challenge unfair decisions.

Publicly stated criteria are particularly important because they
make the basis of selection visible. When candidates know what qual-
ifications are required, how performance will be evaluated, and how
decisions will be reviewed, institutional power becomes somewhat
more accountable. Selection is no longer presented simply as the un-
questionable preference of an authority figure. Instead, decision-
makers are expected to demonstrate that the chosen candidate satis-
fied relevant standards. This does not eliminate bias, but it creates
procedures through which bias can be identified and contested.
Transparency can therefore limit arbitrary discretion even when it
cannot remove all social inequality.

In some contexts, merit-based recruitment expands access for
groups previously excluded from education or government employ-
ment. Competitive examinations may allow individuals from non-
elite families to enter institutions that were once dominated by hered-
itary privilege. Standardized recruitment may weaken the influence
of local patrons, political intermediaries, or personal recommenda-
tions. Formal qualifications may enable women or members of
marginalized communities to claim positions that traditional social
norms would otherwise deny them. These gains are significant be-
cause they can alter both individual life chances and the social com-
position of institutions.

However, the replacement of openly inherited status with formal
competition does not automatically produce substantive equality. A
system may become more open in legal and procedural terms while
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remaining deeply unequal in practice. Formal competition changes
the visible mechanism of selection, but it does not necessarily change
the unequal distribution of the resources needed to compete success-
fully. The fact that anyone is permitted to sit an examination does not
mean that everyone has been equally prepared for it. The fact that a
job advertisement is public does not mean that all applicants possess
equal knowledge of the application process, equal access to creden-
tials, or equal freedom to pursue unpaid preparation.

33






CHAPTER 2

Classed Culture

Taste, Respectability, Language, and the Politics
of Belonging

IN THIS CHAPTER

2.1 Taste as Social Power
2.2 Language, Accent, and the Sound of Class
2.3 Respectability and the Moral Burden of the Poor

24 Cultural Mobility and the Cost of Becoming Acceptable

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION



INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

2.1 Taste as Social Power

1. Taste as a Social Marker

Taste is commonly described as a private matter. People say that they
simply like a particular kind of food, music, clothing, furniture, litera-
ture, film, or recreation. Preferences are presented as expressions of
personality that require no further explanation. One person enjoys
classical music, others listen to popular dance songs, and a third
prefers silence. One household decorates its home in a restrained
style, while another favours bright colours, large furniture, decora-
tive objects, and visible signs of prosperity. These differences appear
personal because they are experienced as sincere. People usually do
not choose their preferences after consciously calculating what their
social class requires. They experience them as natural attractions and
dislikes.

Sociology does not deny the reality of personal preference. It asks
how preferences are formed, why they are distributed unevenly, and
why some of them receive greater respect than others. Taste is social
because people develop it within families, schools, neighbourhoods,
workplaces, friendship groups, religious communities, media envi-
ronments, and markets. These settings expose individuals to different
objects, practices, vocabularies, and standards of judgment. They also
teach people what is beautiful, respectable, excessive, intelligent,
modern, embarrassing, ordinary, or inappropriate.

A child who grows up in a household where books are discussed,
museums are visited, and artistic interpretation is encouraged devel-
ops a different relationship to culture from a child whose family has
little money, time, or institutional access for such activities. This does
not mean that the first child possesses deeper human sensitivity or
that the second lacks curiosity. It means that they have been intro-
duced to different cultural worlds and trained in different ways of
recognizing value. What later appears as an individual preference
has a social history.

Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis of taste remains central because it shows
that preferences reflect the distribution of economic and cultural cap-
ital. Economic capital determines what people can purchase, where
they can live, which schools they can attend, and how much time
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they can devote to leisure. Cultural capital includes knowledge, lan-
guage, credentials, manners, interpretive habits, and familiarity with
legitimate forms of culture. Together, these resources shape both ac-
cess to cultural goods and the ability to speak about them in socially
valued ways (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986).

Taste therefore operates as a social marker. It communicates infor-
mation about upbringing, education, occupation, income, social net-
works, and familiarity with institutions. A person may reveal class
position without mentioning salary or family wealth. The restaurant
they select, the food they order, the clothes they regard as appropri-
ate, the books displayed in their home, and the destinations they
choose for holidays can provide clues about their social location. Ac-
cent, humour, posture, and conversational references reinforce these
signals.

These markers are not perfectly reliable. People borrow styles from
other classes, acquire new preferences, conceal wealth, or reject the
tastes associated with their background. Markets also circulate cul-
tural goods widely, allowing practices once associated with elites to
become popular. Nevertheless, taste remains meaningful because so-
cial groups continue to classify people through cultural signs.

Taste is particularly powerful when economic differences cannot
be discussed openly. In many settings, asking directly about income
or wealth is considered impolite. Cultural judgment provides an indi-
rect language of class. People may describe someone as sophisticated,
basic, provincial, polished, traditional, pretentious, loud, cultured, or
lacking in taste. These descriptions appear to concern personality or
aesthetics, but they frequently carry judgments about social back-
ground.

The idea of taste as a social marker also helps explain why people
react emotionally when their preferences are criticized. A judgment
about music or clothing may be experienced as a judgment about
family, community, education, or moral worth. When someone is
told that their home looks cheap, their food smells unpleasant, or
their favourite entertainment is vulgar, the criticism extends beyond
the object. It suggests that the person has failed to develop the correct
way of perceiving and living.

Taste can also mark subtle divisions within broad class groups.
Members of the middle class may distinguish themselves from those
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above and below through careful choices in food, education, clothing,
and leisure. Some seek signs of established refinement, while others
favour creativity, ethical consumption, international culture, or delib-
erate simplicity. Wealth alone does not determine these distinctions.
The composition of capital matters. A wealthy business owner and a
university professor may have similar incomes but different cultural
preferences and different standards for judging prestige.

The same principle applies within working-class communities.
People distinguish themselves through ideas of respectability, clean-
liness, generosity, religious commitment, family responsibility, skill,
and appropriate consumption. Working-class taste is not a single un-
differentiated culture. Individuals may reject both elite pretension
and practices they associate with irresponsibility or disorder. Michele
Lamont’s research is important here because it shows that people
draw moral, cultural, and economic boundaries in different combina-
tions. Cultural hierarchy is never produced only from above. Groups
throughout society develop standards through which they identify
respectable and disreputable ways of living (Lamont, 2000).

However, not all groups possess equal power to make their judg-
ments socially binding. Elite preferences are more likely to be recog-
nized by schools, universities, employers, cultural institutions, and
the media. A dominant group can convert its taste into a general stan-
dard of intelligence, professionalism, or quality. Other groups can
value their own practices, but they may lack the institutional authori-
ty to make those practices count in examinations, recruitment, pro-
motion, or public recognition.

Taste is therefore more than a sign of class. It is one of the means
through which class becomes visible and consequential. People read
social background through cultural details and respond with varying
degrees of trust, attraction, respect, discomfort, and exclusion. Taste
helps transform differences in upbringing into differences in treat-
ment. Its power lies in the fact that the process usually appears ordi-
nary. People believe they are merely responding to what they like,
when they may also be responding to socially learned classifications
of people and ways of life.
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2. Habitus, Cultural Capital, and the Formation of Preference

The relationship between taste and class cannot be understood by
imagining that social groups simply receive lists of approved prefer-
ences. People are not formally instructed that members of one class
must enjoy foods, music, books, or hobbies. Taste develops more
gradually through what Bourdieu calls habitus. Habitus consists of
durable dispositions formed through social experience. It influences
how people perceive, feel, classify, and act without requiring con-
stant conscious calculation.

Habitus connects objective conditions with subjective preference.
People grow accustomed to environments, resources, rhythms, and
expectations. These experiences produce a practical sense of what
feels comfortable, attractive, possible, and appropriate. The result is
that social necessity can gradually become personal taste.

Food provides a clear example. A household with limited re-
sources may prioritize affordability, quantity, familiarity, and the
ability of meals to satisfy physically demanding work. These priori-
ties can develop into positive preferences for filling food, strong
flavours, generous portions, and shared eating. A more affluent
household may place greater emphasis on presentation, variety,
health claims, novelty, restraint, origin, and the experience of eating.
These differences are not reducible to income at the moment of pur-
chase. They reflect longer histories of necessity, security, bodily ex-
pectation, and cultural learning.

Habitus also shapes how people respond to unfamiliar culture.
Someone raised with regular access to art galleries may enter such a
space without anxiety. They understand that one can look slowly, in-
terpret freely, ask questions, and express preferences without pos-
sessing technical expertise. Another visitor may feel watched, uncer-
tain, or afraid of appearing ignorant. The difference is not simply
knowledge. It is an embodied sense of entitlement to occupy space.

Cultural capital expands this practical familiarity. In its embodied
form, cultural capital includes language, manners, styles of reason-
ing, aesthetic dispositions, and confidence. In its objectified form, it
includes books, artworks, musical instruments, technology, and other
cultural goods. In its institutionalized form, it appears as degrees,
certificates, and recognized qualifications. These forms support one
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another. A home containing books may encourage reading, while ed-
ucational institutions certify the resulting knowledge as academic
ability.

The formation of taste begins early. Families communicate prefer-
ence through ordinary routines. Children observe what adults eat,
watch, wear, praise, avoid, and criticize. They learn whether reading
is a duty, a pleasure, or an unfamiliar activity. They learn whether
leisure should be productive, social, physically active, culturally im-
proving, or simply restful. They hear judgments about people who
display wealth, follow fashion, use particular accents, or participate
in specific hobbies.

School adds another layer. Educational institutions introduce stu-
dents to selected forms of literature, art, history, and language. These
selections are presented as valuable knowledge rather than as the cul-
tural preferences of particular groups. Students already familiar with
these forms possess an advantage. They recognize vocabulary, refer-
ences, and modes of interpretation that others encounter for the first
time.

The school then evaluates students as though everyone entered
with comparable preparation. Familiarity is translated into talent.
Ease becomes evidence of intelligence. The student who speaks confi-
dently about a novel may appear naturally insightful, although the
language of literary interpretation was already present at home. The
student who struggles to express an interpretation may appear less
capable, despite engaging with the text from a different cultural posi-
tion.

Bourdieu describes this process as misrecognition. Socially ac-
quired dispositions are misrecognized as natural gifts. The privileged
student does not appear culturally advantaged. They appear intelli-
gent, articulate, and refined. The institution does not appear to re-
ward a particular class culture. It appears to reward merit.

Taste contributes to this conversion because legitimate preference
is treated as evidence of a cultivated mind. Knowledge of literature,
art, cuisine, history, or music signals more than cultural interest. It
can suggest discipline, intelligence, openness, and maturity. Con-
versely, preference for devalued culture can be interpreted as evi-
dence of narrowness, lack of education, or poor judgment.
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The concept of habitus also explains why elite taste is often per-
formed with apparent ease. Established cultural privilege tends to
conceal effort. A person familiar with legitimate culture may discuss
it casually and confidently. They do not appear to be trying to prove
sophistication. This ease itself becomes a valued quality.

By contrast, individuals who consciously acquire elite culture for
mobility may display greater effort and seriousness. Bourdieu asso-
ciates this especially with sections of the middle class whose mem-
bers recognize legitimate culture but do not possess complete confi-
dence within it. They may study correct manners, pronunciation,
dress, art, and cuisine carefully. Yet visible effort can undermine the
appearance of natural refinement. The person risks being judged as
pretentious because they reveal the labour required to acquire what
elites present as effortless.

This produces a cultural paradox. Dominant groups define the val-
ued standard and then treat familiarity with that standard as natural.
Those who attempt to learn it may be criticized for trying too hard,
while those who do not learn it are dismissed as uncultured. Cultural
mobility is formally possible, but the conditions of recognition re-
main unequal.

Habitus is durable, but it is not unchangeable. Education, migra-
tion, employment, friendship, and social mobility expose people to
new fields. Individuals can develop additional preferences and learn
unfamiliar codes. Someone raised with popular entertainment may
later develop an interest in opera, independent cinema, or literary fic-
tion. A person educated in elite institutions may continue enjoying
the food, humour, and music of childhood.

Such change often produces a layered habitus rather than com-
plete replacement. New dispositions are added to older ones. People
learn to shift between cultural settings, adjusting language, dress,
and preference according to context. This ability can become a valu-
able form of cultural flexibility, but it may also create uncertainty
about authenticity and belonging.

Habitus therefore explains why taste is neither purely chosen nor
mechanically determined. Preferences are socially conditioned, em-
bodied, and open to change. They express class history without func-
tioning as permanent class labels. Their sociological importance lies
in how institutions and social groups interpret them. A preference
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becomes a source of inequality when it is treated not merely as differ-
ent but as evidence of superior or inferior people.

3. The Classed Worlds of Food, Clothing, Music, Books, Home
Décor, Hobbies, and Leisure

Class position becomes visible through a wide range of everyday cul-
tural practices. Food, clothing, music, books, home décor, hobbies,
and leisure do not merely express what people enjoy. They communi-
cate relationships to money, time, education, health, family life, and
public space. Each domain contains distinctions through which peo-
ple identify themselves and judge others. The patterns below are con-
text-dependent tendencies, not fixed attributes of social classes.

Food is one of the most immediate expressions of taste. Social
groups differ not only in what they eat but in how they speak about
food. Some emphasize quantity, familiarity, generosity, religious ac-
ceptability, and the satisfaction of hunger. Others emphasize ingredi-
ents, presentation, origin, authenticity, health, sustainability, or culi-
nary experimentation. A meal can be judged as comforting, tradition-
al, elegant, heavy, clean, unhealthy, sophisticated, or crude.

Elite food culture often values restraint and specialized knowl-
edge. Small portions, unusual ingredients, technical preparation, and
detailed discussion of origin can signal refinement. The ability to ap-
preciate such food depends partly on economic security. People less
constrained by hunger can turn eating into an aesthetic experience. A
meal that would appear insufficient to someone seeking fullness may
be praised by another person for balance, subtlety, or presentation.

Working-class food is frequently criticized as oily, heavy, simple,
unhealthy, or excessive. Such judgments overlook the relationship
between diet, cost, time, labour, access, and family responsibility.
Cheap and filling food may be a rational response to economic condi-
tions. Large portions may express hospitality and care. Strong
flavours may carry cultural memory. Yet dominant health and life-
style narratives can convert these practices into evidence of ignorance
or indiscipline.

Clothing operates similarly. Dress reveals purchasing power, occu-
pational environment, bodily confidence, religious or cultural affilia-
tion, and knowledge of situational codes. Elite distinction does not al-
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ways depend on visibly expensive clothing. In many settings, the
highest-status style is understated. Quality is communicated through
fabric, cut, fit, and brand recognition rather than obvious display.
Those familiar with the code can identify value, while outsiders may
see only simplicity.

Visible display is often treated differently. Bright colours, large lo-
gos, jewellery, elaborate decoration, and highly coordinated clothing
may be dismissed as loud or excessive. Yet these forms can communi-
cate celebration, achievement, gender identity, community member-
ship, or the desire to make success visible. The judgment that under-
stated consumption is more tasteful reflects the cultural authority of
groups secure enough not to display wealth openly.

Music is another major site of class distinction. Classical music,
jazz, experimental forms, and selected independent genres have often
been associated with cultural capital. Popular dance music, sentimen-
tal songs, commercial entertainment, and locally rooted genres may
be devalued as repetitive, emotional, unsophisticated, or vulgar.
These classifications are not fixed. Genres can move between cate-
gories, and elite groups may appropriate forms that were once stig-
matized.

The contemporary ideal of cultural omnivorousness has complicat-
ed the simple division between high and popular culture. Privileged
people may present themselves as open to many genres. They can en-
joy classical music, hip-hop, folk traditions, international pop, and
electronic music while displaying knowledge about context and qual-
ity. The new distinction is not always exclusive preference for elite
culture. It can be the ability to select widely, explain choices confi-
dently, and move between cultural worlds.

This apparent openness does not necessarily eliminate hierarchy.
The culturally privileged omnivore often claims the authority to de-
cide which examples of popular culture are authentic, creative, or
worthy. Broad taste becomes another form of capital. Someone who
enjoys popular music without possessing the correct interpretive vo-
cabulary may still be judged differently from someone who con-
sumes it ironically, historically, or analytically.

Books remain strong markers of education and class. The presence
of books in a home can signal intellectual identity, even when they
are not read regularly. Literary fiction, political history, philosophy,
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and recognized classics often carry greater status than romance, self-
-help, religious literature, popular thrillers, or commercial fiction.
Reading itself is morally ranked. Some forms are described as serious
and enriching, while others are treated as escapist or formulaic.

These distinctions ignore the different functions reading serves. A
person may read religious texts for ethical guidance, romance for
emotional pleasure, manuals for practical improvement, or popular
fiction for relief after exhausting work. The privilege of reading de-
manding literature often depends on time, quiet, education, and free-
dom from fatigue. To judge reading preferences without considering
these conditions turns unequal resources into aesthetic hierarchy.

Home décor similarly communicates class identity. Minimalism is
frequently associated with refinement, control, and modernity. Emp-
ty space, neutral colours, selected objects, and restrained decoration
can suggest that the household does not need to display everything it
owns. Yet minimalism depends on space, storage, and the ability to
replace objects when needed.

Crowded or highly decorated homes may be judged as cluttered,
old-fashioned, or lacking taste. Such judgments can ignore housing
size, multigenerational living, emotional attachment, and the eco-
nomic importance of preserving possessions. Decorative abundance
may also communicate hospitality, memory, aspiration, and family
continuity.

Hobbies reveal unequal access to time, equipment, training, and
space. Activities such as skiing, sailing, golf, horse riding, collecting
art, foreign travel, and specialist photography require considerable
resources. Other hobbies, including gardening, repair work, commu-
nity sport, television, gaming, cooking, or social gatherings, may re-
quire less institutional access but carry different levels of prestige.

Even physical activity is classed. Certain forms of exercise are asso-
ciated with discipline, health, and self-improvement, while others are
viewed as informal recreation. A person who attends a specialized
fitness studio may be read differently from someone who plays sport
in a local field, even when both are physically active.

Leisure more generally expresses class relationships to time. Privi-
leged leisure is often planned, improving, and culturally productive.
Travel becomes exploration, reading becomes self-development, and
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exercise becomes bodily investment. Working-class leisure is more
likely to be criticized as passive, wasteful, excessive, or unhealthy.
Watching television, socializing in public, or spending money on cel-
ebrations may be treated as evidence of poor priorities.

These judgments overlook the unequal need for recovery. People
performing insecure, physically exhausting, or emotionally demand-
ing work may seek immediate pleasure rather than self-improving
leisure. They may also lack access to safe parks, private clubs, trans-
port, cultural institutions, or paid holidays.

Across all these domains, taste communicates class because it re-
flects resources and learned dispositions. Yet no object possesses a
permanent class meaning. Meanings depend on context, presenta-
tion, and interpretation. A simple meal can be celebrated as authentic
when served in an elite restaurant and dismissed as poor people’s
food when eaten by the community that created it. Second-hand
clothing can signal deprivation or ethical sophistication depending
on who wears it. Popular music can be vulgar in one setting and cul-
turally significant in another.

4. Legitimate Taste and the Devaluation of Working-Class
Culture

Taste becomes a mechanism of inequality when certain preferences
are socially legitimized as superior. Legitimate taste refers to cultural
practices that powerful institutions and groups recognize as refined,
intelligent, sophisticated, or worthy of preservation. Museums,
schools, universities, publishers, critics, employers, and media orga-
nizations contribute to this process by selecting which works, styles,
and forms of knowledge deserve serious attention.

The concept of legitimacy is important because it moves the analy-
sis beyond the claim that different classes simply prefer different
things. Cultural difference becomes hierarchy when one group’s pref-
erences acquire institutional recognition. The question is not only
who enjoys opera or popular music. It is which form receives public
funding, academic analysis, prestigious venues, and association with
education.

Bourdieu argues that dominant groups use their cultural standards
as though they were universal. Elite taste is detached from its class
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origins and represented as good taste itself. The ability to appreciate
legitimate culture then appears to demonstrate refinement rather
than social advantage.

This process can be observed in language. Elite preferences are de-
scribed with positive terms such as subtle, balanced, timeless, au-
thentic, cultivated, elegant, intelligent, and restrained. Working-class
or popular preferences are more likely to be described as loud, vul-
gar, cheap, excessive, sentimental, commercial, simple, common, or
immature.

These terms do not merely describe objects. They construct social
people. Someone who enjoys subtle culture is imagined as possessing
subtle judgment. Someone who enjoys vulgar entertainment may be
treated as personally vulgar. Aesthetic classification becomes moral
classification.

The distinction between restraint and excess is especially reveal-
ing. Elite culture often presents control as evidence of superiority.
The body should be controlled, clothing understated, emotion mod-
erated, food portions restrained, and wealth displayed indirectly.
Popular culture is criticized for visibility. It is too emotional, too
colourful, too loud, too decorated, or too openly commercial.

The prestige of restraint reflects material security. Those whose
status is already established do not need to prove it through obvious
display. Their cultural codes are recognized by others with similar
knowledge. Understatement can therefore become a luxury. The per-
son without secure status may use visible consumption to communi-
cate achievement, respectability, celebration, or membership. Domi-
nant taste then judges this visibility as evidence of insecurity or poor
judgment.

Working-class culture is also devalued through its association with
necessity. Bourdieu contrasts a taste shaped by freedom from materi-
al pressure with a taste shaped by practical need. Dominant groups
can separate form from function. They can appreciate food aestheti-
cally, wear impractical clothing, treat objects as art, and devote time
to activities without immediate usefulness. These practices signal dis-
tance from necessity.

Working-class preferences are more likely to value usefulness,
durability, fullness, comfort, and direct pleasure. Dominant culture
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can dismiss these priorities as unsophisticated because it ignores the
conditions under which they developed. Practical taste appears infe-
rior only when judged from a position protected from practical pres-
sure.

Cultural legitimacy also depends on historical processes. Many
elite forms originated in specific regions, institutions, or class frac-
tions. Their elevation was not inevitable. Schools developed canons,
critics created distinctions, and states funded certain institutions.
What later appears timeless is the outcome of struggles over recogni-
tion.

Colonial histories have also shaped taste hierarchies. Languages,
literature, clothing, architecture, and manners associated with colo-
nial powers were often institutionalized as signs of education and
modernity. Local and indigenous forms were treated as backward,
informal, or suitable only for domestic life. These classifications can
persist after formal colonialism ends, especially when employment
and education continue to reward the language and cultural style of
former ruling groups.

The legitimacy of elite culture is never complete. Popular groups
create alternative standards and reject elite judgments. Working-class
communities may value directness over pretension, generosity over
restraint, practical skill over abstract knowledge, loyalty over cos-
mopolitanism, and emotional openness over controlled detachment.
They may describe elite culture as artificial, cold, wasteful, or discon-
nected from ordinary life.

Lamont’s work is important because it shows that cultural hierar-
chy interacts with moral judgment. People with limited cultural capi-
tal do not always accept elite superiority. They may respond by
drawing moral boundaries around hard work, honesty, family com-
mitment, and responsibility. A person may admit lacking knowledge
of prestigious art while insisting that cultural refinement does not
make someone morally decent.

This resistance limits but does not eliminate inequality. Alternative
values can protect dignity, yet institutions continue to reward partic-
ular cultural forms. A working-class person can reject elite taste while
still being disadvantaged in a job interview, school assessment, or
marriage market that uses elite standards.
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Contemporary cultural elites may avoid openly declaring their
preferences superior. Direct snobbery can itself be viewed negatively.
Instead, distinction may be expressed through openness, ethical con-
sumption, authenticity, or cosmopolitanism. The privileged person
presents themselves as curious about many cultures and respectful of
difference.

This development is captured by the idea of the cultural omnivore.
High-status individuals may consume both elite and popular forms.
Yet omnivorousness requires resources. Broad taste depends on edu-
cation, travel, media access, confidence, and the ability to interpret
many genres. It can therefore reproduce distinction in a new form.

The hierarchy shifts from what one likes to how one likes it. Popu-
lar culture can be consumed with knowledge, irony, selectivity, and
historical awareness. The working-class consumer may be criticized
for enjoying the same object too directly or uncritically.

Legitimate taste is therefore flexible. Dominant groups can absorb
popular practices while retaining authority over classification. Food
associated with poverty can become fashionable cuisine. Street cloth-
ing can enter luxury markets. Local music can become world culture.
Yet the communities that created these forms may not receive equal
recognition or material benefit.

The devaluation of working-class taste is not merely an error in
aesthetic judgment. It is a social process through which unequal ways
of life are ranked. By treating elite culture as refinement and popular
culture as deficiency, society turns differences produced by class con-
ditions into evidence that class hierarchy is deserved.

5. Symbolic Boundaries and Gatekeeping in Friendship,
Dating, and Marriage

Taste becomes socially consequential when it helps determine who is
included in relationships and networks. Michele Lamont uses the
concept of symbolic boundaries to describe the distinctions people
draw between acceptable and unacceptable persons, practices, and
ways of life. These boundaries are conceptual, but they can become
social boundaries when they shape durable patterns of interaction,
opportunity, and exclusion.
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Friendship is often presented as a relationship of personal affec-
tion. Yet friendships tend to form among people who share educa-
tional backgrounds, neighbourhoods, occupations, lifestyles, and cul-
tural interests. Shared taste facilitates interaction because it provides
topics of conversation, common activities, and a sense of familiarity.

People who enjoy similar food, music, films, humour, sports, trav-
el, or leisure practices often experience one another as naturally com-
patible. This compatibility may reflect shared class histories. They
understand the same references, know how to behave in similar spa-
ces, and possess comparable expectations about spending, hospitali-
ty, and time.

The role of taste becomes visible when someone enters a group
with different preferences. They may not understand jokes, recognize
musicians, know restaurant etiquette, or possess money for regular
activities. Exclusion does not need to be deliberate. The group contin-
ues organizing social life around practices that are easy for its estab-
lished members and difficult for the newcomer.

Cultural participation can therefore influence access to social capi-
tal. Networks formed around high-status education, professional cul-
ture, art, travel, or specialized leisure can provide information, rec-
ommendations, and career opportunities. A person excluded from
these networks loses more than companionship. They lose access to
resources that circulate through relationships.

Taste also operates strongly in dating. Individuals often describe
attraction as personal chemistry, but attraction is socially patterned.
Clothing, accent, bodily style, food preferences, cultural knowledge,
and leisure habits influence whether someone appears desirable, re-
spectable, compatible, or embarrassing.

Dating platforms intensify this process by encouraging people to
list music, books, travel, exercise, food, and hobbies. These prefer-
ences function as compact class signals. Descriptions such as adven-
turous, cultured, family-oriented, ambitious, simple, traditional,
artistic, or well-travelled communicate expected lifestyle and back-
ground.

People may avoid explicit class language while selecting partners
through classed criteria. Someone may say that they want a partner
who is educated, polished, open-minded, sophisticated, or able to fit
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into different settings. These qualities often require cultural capital
acquired through particular families and institutions.

Conversely, a potential partner may be rejected as loud, basic, nar-
row-minded, too traditional, materialistic, or lacking ambition. Such
descriptions can translate class discomfort into personality judgment.
The rejection appears to concern compatibility rather than hierarchy.

Marriage makes these dynamics more visible because families, re-
sources, and long-term expectations become involved. Family back-
ground, education, occupation, language, residential location, man-
ners, and cultural style can all influence marital suitability. Taste
helps determine whether two families are regarded as belonging to
the same social world.

A family may evaluate how a prospective spouse dresses, eats,
speaks, hosts guests, decorates the home, and participates in cere-
monies. These details are interpreted as signs of upbringing and fu-
ture conduct. Taste appears to reveal whether the person will pre-
serve family status, adapt to expected roles, and avoid social embar-
rassment.

Class mobility can complicate these judgments. A highly educated
person from a working-class family may possess credentials and oc-
cupational status while retaining cultural ties to their origins. A
prospective partner’s family may accept their achievements but re-
main uncomfortable with accent, relatives, neighbourhood, or cere-
monial style.

The mobile individual may then face pressure to demonstrate cul-
tural transformation. They may modify dress, speech, food prefer-
ences, and social behaviour to prove compatibility. Acceptance be-
comes conditional upon distance from the culture of origin.

Taste can also regulate marriage within class fractions. Families
with similar income may differ in education, religious orientation, oc-
cupational history, or cultural capital. One may value intellectual
conversation and restrained consumption, while another values visi-
ble prosperity and business success. These differences can produce
judgments about refinement, morality, or suitability.

The power of taste as gatekeeping lies in its deniability. People
rarely admit that they are excluding someone because of class. They
say that the person would not fit, lacks shared interests, behaves
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awkwardly, or comes from a different environment. These statements
may be sincerely experienced, but they convert class closure into per-
sonal preference.

Taste also shapes the geography of relationships. Cafés, clubs,
restaurants, universities, cultural events, gyms, religious institutions,
and leisure venues bring together people with particular resources.
The cost, location, dress code, and expected behaviour of these places
influence who enters. Social networks emerge from spaces that are al-
ready stratified.

The ideal of cultural omnivorousness can make some elite groups
more flexible in their interactions. People with high cultural capital
may move comfortably across different musical, culinary, or social
environments. Yet this flexibility is not evenly distributed. The privi-
leged person can enter popular spaces temporarily without losing
status. The working-class person entering elite spaces may face
greater scrutiny and greater consequences for mistakes.

A highly educated individual can enjoy local street food, popular
music, or ordinary entertainment and appear open-minded. A person
from a working-class background cannot automatically convert
knowledge of elite culture into equal acceptance. The same cultural
crossing carries different meanings depending on the traveller’s so-
cial position.

Symbolic boundaries are therefore relational. They depend not
only on what is consumed but on who consumes it, how it is present-
ed, and whether the person possesses recognized legitimacy. The
ability to move between cultural worlds is itself a form of power.

Friendship, dating, and marriage demonstrate how apparently pri-
vate choices reproduce class inequality. People select those who feel
familiar, and familiarity reflects shared social formation. Through re-
peated choices, networks remain homogeneous, resources circulate
within similar groups, and cultural differences become barriers to in-
timacy.

No individual needs to intend class exclusion for the pattern to
persist. Taste performs the gatekeeping quietly. It turns social dis-
tance into a feeling of incompatibility and allows inequality to repro-
duce through the language of personal connection.
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2.2 Language, Accent, and the Sound of Class

1. Speech as a Social Biography

Speech does more than communicate information. It also communi-
cates social history. Before listeners fully consider what a person is
saying, they may form impressions from pronunciation, vocabulary,
grammar, volume, rhythm, fluency, hesitation, and tone. These fea-
tures can suggest where a speaker grew up, which schools they at-
tended, the languages spoken in their household, the occupations of
family members, and the social settings in which they have learned to
communicate.

Accent is therefore a form of social biography. It carries traces of
region, migration, education, ethnicity, class background, gender,
age, and professional experience. No accent provides a perfectly reli-
able account of identity. People move, learn new languages, alter
their speech, and develop hybrid linguistic repertoires. Nevertheless,
listeners routinely use speech as evidence when placing others within
social categories.

A regional accent may identify a person with a rural district, in-
dustrial city, affluent suburb, ethnic community, or postcolonial edu-
cational tradition. Vocabulary can indicate whether someone has
spent time in universities, professional organizations, religious insti-
tutions, manual workplaces, or multilingual homes. Patterns of si-
lence and confidence can reveal familiarity with formal authority.
Even the decision to speak at length or briefly can be interpreted
through classed expectations.

These judgments occur rapidly. A listener may describe a speaker
as educated, rough, polished, intelligent, provincial, trustworthy, ar-
rogant, warm, backward, comic, or professional after hearing only a
short sample. The words spoken may matter less than how they are
delivered. Two people can express the same idea and receive differ-
ent evaluations because one uses a socially prestigious accent while
the other uses a stigmatized variety.

This process demonstrates that language is never evaluated only as
language. Speech is attached to imagined speakers. An accent associ-
ated with wealth and elite education can acquire prestige even when
it contains features that are no clearer or more logical than those of a
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working-class variety. A stigmatized accent may be treated as defec-
tive because listeners associate it with groups that already possess
less social power.

Sociolinguistics has consistently shown that all naturally devel-
oped language varieties possess grammatical order. Nonstandard di-
alects are not failed or incomplete versions of standard language.
They contain systematic rules governing pronunciation, tense, word
order, emphasis, and meaning. Speakers of these varieties do not lack
grammar. They use a grammar that institutions have chosen not to
recognize as legitimate (Labov, 1972).

The distinction between linguistic difference and linguistic defi-
ciency is central. When a person says something in a regional, work-
ing-class, multilingual, or minority variety, the form may differ from
the institutional standard without being less expressive. The lan-
guage may communicate intimacy, humour, solidarity, local knowl-
edge, and complex social meaning with great precision.

Yet dominant institutions often evaluate language according to a
single hierarchy. One variety is described as correct, clear, formal, ed-
ucated, or neutral. Other varieties are marked as deviations. Their
speakers are told that they have an accent, while speakers of the
dominant form imagine themselves as speaking without one.

Everyone has an accent. The appearance of accentlessness is a po-
litical achievement of the dominant variety. It has become so closely
associated with institutions that it no longer appears socially located.
It presents itself as language in its proper form.

Speech also reveals gendered expectations. Women and men may
be judged differently for speaking loudly, using direct language, dis-
playing confidence, or adopting prestigious pronunciation. A confi-
dent male speaker may be interpreted as authoritative, while a wom-
an using the same tone may be described as aggressive. Conversely,
women may face greater pressure to soften speech, display polite-
ness, or avoid regional features associated with roughness.

Race, ethnicity, caste, religion, and nationality also affect linguistic
judgment. Listeners may respond not only to the sound of an accent
but to the identity they believe the accent represents. Language be-
comes a coded means of evaluating social groups without referring to
them directly. A person may claim to dislike an accent while insisting
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that the judgment has nothing to do with the community associated
with it.

Class remains central because linguistic varieties are distributed
through unequal social institutions. Families possess different access
to prestigious schools, books, professional networks, language train-
ing, media, and international mobility. Children learn the speech of
their environment long before they understand its place in a hierar-
chy.

When they enter school, some discover that the language of home
resembles the language of authority. Their ordinary speech already
carries institutional value. Others discover that words, pronuncia-
tions, and styles associated with family intimacy are treated as prob-
lems to be corrected.

Language therefore carries class into the classroom and workplace
without anyone needing to mention income or occupation. The voice
becomes an audible social marker. It can communicate belonging be-
fore qualifications are reviewed and trigger exclusion before compe-
tence is tested.

The sociology of language begins with this connection between
voice and social biography. It asks why some linguistic histories are
heard as evidence of intelligence and others as evidence of deficiency.
It also asks how apparently minor judgments about pronunciation
become mechanisms through which class difference is converted into
unequal treatment.

2. The Social Ranking of Accents

Accents are not merely recognized as different. They are placed with-
in symbolic hierarchies. Some are described as polished, educated,
neutral, cosmopolitan, refined, or professional. Others are called ru-
ral, urban, backward, rough, comic, loud, broken, or untrustworthy.
These classifications are social judgments rather than objective de-
scriptions of linguistic quality.

An accent becomes prestigious because of its association with
powerful groups and institutions. The speech of political leaders, se-
nior professionals, broadcasters, elite schools, and influential urban
centres is more likely to be treated as authoritative. The social posi-
tion of speakers gives value to the linguistic form.

54



CLASSED CULTURE

The reverse also occurs. Accents associated with poor regions,
racialized communities, migrants, manual workers, or marginalized
ethnic groups can acquire stigma. Listeners hear not only pronuncia-
tion, but the social category attached to it. Linguistic evaluation be-
comes a way of expressing wider judgments about class, region,
morality, education, and modernity.

The classification of an accent as rural is rarely a simple geographi-
cal observation. It may suggest lack of education, technological unfa-
miliarity, traditionalism, narrow experience, or social backwardness.
An urban working-class accent may be associated with aggression,
criminality, poor discipline, or limited intelligence. An elite urban ac-
cent may be heard as evidence of confidence, competence, and global
awareness.

These associations are culturally specific. The same accent can car-
ry different meanings in different places. A regional variety may be
stigmatized nationally while conveying solidarity and authenticity
locally. A colonial or foreign accent may signal prestige in one post-
colonial society and outsider status in another.

The social value of an accent can also change over time. Economic
growth, migration, media representation, and political movements
can alter how linguistic varieties are perceived. A speech form associ-
ated with a rising commercial centre may gain prestige. A minority
language can become a symbol of cultural pride. Popular music and
entertainment can make an urban vernacular desirable among young
people.

However, cultural visibility does not necessarily produce institu-
tional equality. An accent may be celebrated in music, comedy, or ad-
vertising while remaining disadvantaged in education and profes-
sional employment. Society can enjoy the cultural products of a
group while continuing to treat its ordinary speakers as less compe-
tent.

The comic classification of accent deserves particular attention. Re-
gional and working-class accents are often used for humour because
listeners have learned to associate them with simplicity, directness,
ignorance, or exaggerated emotion. The laughter may be presented as
harmless, but it reinforces a hierarchy in which some voices naturally
command attention while others naturally invite amusement.
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People who speak stigmatized varieties may participate in such
humour themselves. They may imitate their own accent, laugh at re-
gional expressions, or describe standard speech as more intelligent.
This does not prove that the hierarchy is accurate. It demonstrates
how deeply dominant classifications can be internalized.

Research on language attitudes shows that speakers may rate their
own group’s accent positively on warmth, friendliness, or loyalty
while rating prestigious accents more highly on intelligence, educa-
tion, and competence. This division reproduces a familiar class hier-
archy. Working-class speech is granted solidarity but denied authori-
ty. Elite speech is granted authority even when it is experienced as
distant or cold.

The distinction between status and solidarity helps explain why
people may admire one accent and trust another. A nonstandard
speaker may be preferred as a friend but rejected as a manager, teach-
er, lawyer, journalist, or public representative. The accent is accepted
in intimate life but excluded from institutional authority.

Prestige accents are often treated as clearer, although clarity de-
pends partly on listener familiarity. People process familiar speech
more easily. When an accent is unfamiliar, comprehension requires
additional attention. Listeners may then mistake difficulty of process-
ing for a defect in the speaker.

The speaker can be judged less credible because the listener has to
work harder. This effect is especially important because the listener
may experience the judgment as objective. They sincerely believe that
the speaker was unclear, uncertain, or less convincing. The social ori-
gin of the difficulty remains unrecognized.

The idea of a neutral accent conceals these relations. A prestigious
accent appears neutral because institutions repeatedly use it. It domi-
nates broadcasting, education, government, and professional com-
munication. Listeners become familiar with it and treat familiarity as
linguistic superiority.

Regional and minority accents, by contrast, remain audible as de-
viations. Their speakers carry the burden of difference. They are ex-
pected to modify speech so that dominant listeners do not have to
modify listening practices.
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The ranking of accents is also connected to national projects. States
standardize language through education, administration, law, media,
and examinations. A particular variety becomes the official language
of citizenship and authority. Other varieties may be tolerated in pri-
vate life but excluded from formal domains.

Standardization can support communication across regions, but it
becomes unequal when the selected standard is treated as naturally
superior. Speakers closest to it receive an unacknowledged advan-
tage. Those furthest from it must perform additional linguistic
labour.

Accent hierarchy is therefore not created by sound alone. It is pro-
duced through relationships among language, institutions, history,
and power. A voice sounds polished because society has already as-
sociated its speakers with polish. Another sounds backward because
the group associated with it has been placed lower in the social order.

3. Schools and the Production of Legitimate Language

Schools are among the most important institutions through which
linguistic hierarchies are created and reproduced. They do not mere-
ly teach reading and writing. They define which forms of speaking,
writing, explanation, and argument will be recognized as legitimate
knowledge.

Students enter school with linguistic repertoires acquired through
family and community life. Some speak a variety close to languages
used by teachers, textbooks, examinations, and administrators. Oth-
ers speak regional dialects, working-class vernaculars, minority lan-
guages, or multilingual combinations that differ from institutional ex-
pectations.

For students already familiar with the dominant form, the transi-
tion between home and school is relatively smooth. The language
used to ask questions, explain ideas, and interact with adults resem-
bles the language expected in the classroom. These students can focus
on subject matter without constantly translating their thoughts into
another register.

For other students, schooling involves both learning content and
learning how the institution requires that content to be expressed.
They may understand an idea but struggle to present it in the pre-
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ferred vocabulary. Teachers can interpret this difference as a lack of
understanding.

Pierre Bourdieu describes the dominant language as linguistic cap-
ital. It is valuable because institutions recognize it and reward those
who possess it. Like other forms of cultural capital, linguistic capital
is inherited unequally but presented as individual ability (Bourdieu,
1991).

Schools help turn this inherited advantage into educational
achievement. Students who speak in institutionally valued ways ap-
pear articulate, confident, and intelligent. Their answers are more
readily understood. Their questions sound appropriate. Their interac-
tion with teachers resembles the communication style of the institu-
tion.

Students using nonstandard forms may be interrupted, corrected,
or asked to speak properly. The content of their contribution becomes
secondary to its form. Repeated correction communicates that their
ordinary voice is inadequate.

This process can affect participation. A student who expects cor-
rection may remain silent even when they know the answer. Another
may avoid complex ideas because expressing them in the standard
form feels difficult. Silence or brevity is then interpreted as limited
understanding or low confidence.

The educational hierarchy of language is often justified through
the need for standards. Students require access to formal writing and
dominant language if these forms govern higher education, public
administration, and employment. Teaching the standard can there-
fore expand opportunity.

The problem is not the teaching of additional linguistic forms. It is
the presentation of the standard as the only logical, correct, or intelli-
gent form. Additive education expands a student’s repertoire. Deficit
education treats the home variety as something that must be re-
placed.

When schools frame nonstandard language as deficiency, they can
produce alienation. Students may hear criticism of their speech as
criticism of their families. The teacher may intend to improve com-
munication, but the student experiences an attempt to transform
identity.
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The concept of appropriateness is often used to manage this ten-
sion. Students are told that home speech is acceptable in informal set-
tings but that standard speech is required in school. This approach
appears inclusive because it avoids declaring one form universally
superior.

Yet judgments of appropriateness remain connected to power.
Dominant speakers rarely need to leave their ordinary language at
the school entrance. Their variety is appropriate across more settings.
Nonstandard speakers must learn where their natural voice will be
penalized.

Assessment deepens inequality. Oral presentations, essays, inter-
views, and examinations reward command of formal language. A
student’s linguistic style influences how teachers perceive the quality
of reasoning. Fluency can be confused with knowledge, while hesita-
tion can be confused with uncertainty.

The educational institution then converts linguistic familiarity into
grades and credentials. These credentials later shape employment. A
classed difference in home language becomes an official difference in
educational merit.

Teachers themselves are located within linguistic hierarchies. They
may sincerely believe that correcting nonstandard language is neces-
sary for students’ futures. Because employers and universities re-
ward the dominant form, refusing to teach it could reproduce disad-
vantage.

This creates an ethical difficulty. Schools must prepare students for
unequal institutions without legitimizing the inequality. They must
teach access to dominant language while affirming the complexity
and value of other varieties.

The solution cannot be to pretend that all forms currently possess
equal market value. They do not. It must instead distinguish linguis-
tic equality from social valuation. Languages and dialects can be
structurally complete while carrying unequal institutional power.

A critical language education would make this distinction explicit.
Students would learn how standards were historically constructed,
why different settings reward different forms, and how language
judgments intersect with class and power.
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Such an approach would also treat multilingualism and dialect
knowledge as resources. Students capable of moving between vari-
eties possess linguistic flexibility, social awareness, and interpretive
skills. These capacities should not be recognized only after they are
translated into the dominant code.

Schools reproduce inequality when they treat one group’s linguis-
tic inheritance as intelligence and another’s as a barrier. They can
challenge inequality when they expand repertoire without producing
shame.

4. Bernstein, Labov, and the Myth of Linguistic Deficit

Debates about class and language in education have often centred on
whether working-class children possess forms of speech that limit ed-
ucational success. Basil Bernstein’s distinction between restricted and
elaborated codes became highly influential in this discussion. Bern-
stein proposed that different social conditions produce different pat-
terns of communication and that schools favour the linguistic code
more common in middle-class families (Bernstein, 1971).

The elaborated code was associated with meanings made explicit
for listeners who do not share the immediate context. The restricted
code relied more heavily on shared knowledge and social relation-
ships. These codes are orientations to meaning, not separate dialects
or measures of intelligence; restricted codes can occur across classes.
Bernstein examined how class relations shape access to the forms of
communication schools reward.

However, the theory was frequently simplified. Educational pro-
fessionals interpreted working-class speech as linguistically inade-
quate. Children’s difficulties were attributed to limited vocabulary,
insufficient parental conversation, or failure to develop abstract
thought.

These interpretations formed part of what became known as verbal
deficit theory. Working-class families were portrayed as environ-
ments in which children were not properly taught to speak, reason,
or explain. Educational inequality was located inside the household
rather than in the relationship between home language and institu-
tional expectations.
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William Labov’s sociolinguistic research challenged this account.
Labov demonstrated that nonstandard vernaculars possess systemat-
ic grammatical structures. He also showed that speakers judged inar-
ticulate in formal settings could display complex reasoning and nar-
rative skill in environments where they felt comfortable (Labov,
1972).

A child’s silence during an unfamiliar interview did not prove lim-
ited language. It could reflect distrust, anxiety, unequal power, or the
artificial nature of interaction. When researchers changed the setting
and relationship, the same child could speak fluently and analytical-
ly.

Labov’s critique exposed the difference between linguistic compe-
tence and performance under unequal conditions. A person may pos-
sess sophisticated language while failing to display it in a setting
where their speech is devalued.

This distinction remains important because institutions often mea-
sure confidence in dominant interactional styles rather than underly-
ing thought. A student who speaks quickly, uses formal vocabulary,
and maintains eye contact may appear more intelligent. Another stu-
dent may reason carefully but express ideas through a different
rhythm, narrative form, or linguistic code.

Deficit theory persists because it offers institutions a convenient
explanation. If students fail because their families did not provide
sufficient language, the school’s role in producing inequality be-
comes less visible. The solution becomes intervention in the child’s
speech rather than transformation of teaching and assessment.

The language of deprivation can also appear compassionate.
Teachers may believe that they are identifying a disadvantage so that
they can provide support. Yet support based on a false diagnosis can
cause harm. It encourages educators to overlook existing linguistic
resources and communicate low expectations.

The debate should not be resolved by denying all differences in ex-
posure. Children grow up with unequal access to books, formal vo-
cabulary, dominant languages, and interaction with professionals.
These differences can affect educational performance.

The sociological question is how such differences are interpreted.
Lack of familiarity with institutional language is not lack of intelli-
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gence. A child can be unfamiliar with the vocabulary of schooling
while possessing extensive practical, narrative, multilingual, or com-
munity knowledge.

The distinction between difference and deficit also requires atten-
tion to power. The dominant code is not simply one communication
style among many. It has greater value because institutions use it.
Students need access to it, but access should not require accepting
that their original language is inferior.

Labov’s work shifted attention from supposed defects in speakers
to the social organization of language judgment. A nonstandard form
may be stigmatized even when it communicates meaning effectively.
The problem lies not in the variety itself but in the listener’s classifica-
tion.

This insight challenges the frequent claim that standard language
is rewarded because it is inherently clearer. Clarity depends on
shared conventions and familiarity. A legal or academic text written
in standard language can be incomprehensible to most readers. A lo-
cal vernacular can communicate with great precision among its
speakers.

What counts as elaborated also depends on context. A worker ex-
plaining a complex mechanical problem, a farmer describing envi-
ronmental change, or a community elder narrating family history
may use highly developed language that does not resemble school
discourse.

Educational institutions often fail to recognize such competence
because they define intellectual expression narrowly. They reward
decontextualized argument, particular vocabulary, and formal pre-
sentations. These forms are valuable but should not be mistaken for
the totality of thought.

The legacy of Bernstein and Labov therefore requires careful inter-
pretation. Bernstein helps identify how class shapes communication
and how schools reward particular codes. Labov shows why this dif-
ference cannot be reduced to linguistic deprivation.

Together, they direct attention to the relationship between lan-
guage and institution. Educational difficulty does not follow auto-
matically from a child’s speech. It can be intensified when schools
treat one linguistic repertoire as the universal measure of intelligence.

62



CLASSED CULTURE

5. Linguistic Capital, Confidence, and Class Mobility

Language becomes capital when command of a valued linguistic
form can be converted into educational, occupational, and social ad-
vantage. Bourdieu’s concept of linguistic capital explains why some
ways of speaking increase authority while others reduce it.

The value of language depends on the linguistic market in which it
is used. A regional dialect may carry strong value within a local com-
munity because it signals trust, authenticity, and shared identity. The
same dialect may lose value in a corporate interview. A prestigious
international language may carry little importance in intimate family
life but become highly valuable in education and migration.

Speakers learn these market differences through experience. They
observe which voices belong to teachers, officials, managers, journal-
ists, and professionals. They discover which pronunciations are cor-
rected and which are imitated. Over time, they develop a practical
sense of the value attached to their speech.

Linguistic capital is embodied. It includes pronunciation, vocabu-
lary, grammar, tone, timing, confidence, and knowledge of when to
speak. It cannot always be acquired quickly because it is connected to
long histories of socialization.

A child from a professional family may learn how to ask adults
questions, express disagreement politely, provide explanations, and
present personal achievements. These practices later appear as confi-
dence. A child from a social environment where authority is ap-
proached cautiously may communicate differently.

Schools and workplaces often reward the first style without recog-
nizing its class history. Confidence is treated as a personal quality
rather than the result of repeated experiences in which speech re-
ceived positive attention.

This relationship between language and confidence is circular.
Speakers whose language is respected become more willing to speak.
Their participation gives them practice, visibility, and feedback.
Speakers whose language is corrected or mocked become more cau-
tious. Their reduced participation is then interpreted as a lack of con-
fidence.

Linguistic inequality therefore produces the behaviour used to jus-
tify it. Dominant speakers sound confident because the environment
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confirms their right to speak. Stigmatized speakers may sound uncer-
tain because they know that both content and accent are being evalu-
ated.

The conversion of linguistic capital into class mobility is visible in
education. Students who master academic language can present
knowledge in recognized forms, build relationships with teachers,
and navigate application processes. Their speech helps them appear
prepared for advancement.

In employment, linguistic capital affects interviews, client interac-
tion, leadership assessment, and promotion. A candidate who speaks
the most professional language can create an immediate sense of
competence. Another candidate may possess equivalent technical
ability but need more time to establish credibility.

Migration intensifies the importance of linguistic capital. Com-
mand of an international or official language can provide access to
universities, visas, professional occupations, and transnational net-
works. Families invest heavily in language education because they
recognize its potential economic return.

This investment is unequally available. Elite schools often provide
stronger language instruction, smaller classes, international expo-
sure, and opportunities to practice with confident speakers. Wealthi-
er families can purchase tutoring, travel, media access, and presti-
gious credentials.

The resulting linguistic skill appears to belong entirely to the indi-
vidual. Employers and universities reward fluency as merit while
overlooking the resources that produced it.

Linguistic mobility can also involve adopting a more prestigious
accent within the same language. Speakers may reduce regional fea-
tures, change rhythm, or expand vocabulary. These changes can in-
crease institutional acceptance.

However, the rewards are uncertain. A speaker may develop stan-
dard language without being fully accepted as a legitimate speaker.
Race, ethnicity, nationality, and class can continue to shape interpre-
tation. The same accent feature may be overlooked in a privileged
body and marked as evidence of incompetence in a marginalized
one.
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Mobility also creates the danger of linguistic insecurity. The person
who has consciously learned a prestigious variety may monitor every
word. Unlike native speakers of the dominant form, they cannot as-
sume automatic legitimacy.

This monitoring can reduce fluency in high-stakes situations. Fear
of making an error produces hesitation, and hesitation is then read as
lack of knowledge. The individual’s effort to avoid stigma may create
the performance used to confirm it.

Linguistic capital is therefore not simply knowledge of correct
grammar. It includes the confidence to use language without exces-
sive self-surveillance. That confidence is socially distributed.

A critical sociology of mobility recognizes the practical value of
dominant language while refusing to treat it as proof of intelligence.
People should have access to linguistic forms that expand opportuni-
ties. Yet institutions must also examine why only certain forms are
convertible into authority.

2.3 Respectability and the Moral Burden of
the Poor

1. Respectability as a Demand to Prove Moral Worth

Respectability refers to the demand that socially marginalized people
demonstrate their moral worth through disciplined behaviour, ap-
propriate dress, orderly family life, controlled speech, cleanliness,
obedience, hard work, and emotional restraint. It is not simply a per-
sonal commitment to dignity or ethical conduct. It becomes a form of
politics when disadvantaged groups are required to perform these
qualities in order to receive recognition, protection, employment, ed-
ucation, or basic social acceptance.

In unequal societies, privileged groups are more often treated as
complex individuals. Their mistakes can be explained through per-
sonality, circumstance, stress, youth, or bad luck. Marginalized peo-
ple are more likely to be judged as representatives of an entire catego-
ry. The conduct of one poor person can be used to confirm stereo-
types about poverty. The actions of one migrant can be made to stand
for migrant communities. A woman’s dress or sexual behaviour can
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be treated as evidence of the morality of her family. A working-class
child’s resistance at school can be interpreted as proof of defective
upbringing.

Respectability politics develops within this unequal field of judg-
ment. It tells marginalized people that they must appear especially
disciplined because they are already suspected of indiscipline. They
must appear especially peaceful because they are imagined as threat-
ening. They must appear especially clean because poverty is associat-
ed with dirt. They must appear especially grateful because any access
they receive is treated as a favour. They must appear especially re-
sponsible because disadvantages are commonly explained through
irresponsibility.

This demand places the burden of disproving stigma upon the
stigmatized. Instead of requiring institutions to abandon prejudicial
assumptions, it asks individuals to present themselves in ways that
dominant groups find reassuring. The marginalized person must
demonstrate that they are not like the negative image attached to
their category.

The historical scholarship of W. E. B. Du Bois and Evelyn Brooks
Higginbotham provides an important foundation for understanding
this process. Du Bois (1903) examined how racial domination forced
Black Americans to view themselves through the judgments of a soci-
ety that denied their full humanity. His concept of double conscious-
ness captures the strain of experiencing oneself both from within and
through the hostile gaze of the dominant world. Respectability can be
understood as one response to this divided condition. People learn to
manage how they are seen because social survival depends partly
upon controlling dominant interpretation.

Higginbotham’s (1993) analysis of the politics of respectability
shows how women’s organizations in the Black Baptist church pro-
moted discipline, education, cleanliness, proper conduct, religious
morality, and orderly family life as strategies against racist dehuman-
ization. These practices were not merely imitations of dominant cul-
ture. They could serve as collective resources for survival, institu-
tion-building, dignity, and political struggle. Yet they also estab-
lished standards against which other members of the community
could be judged.
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Respectability is therefore deeply ambivalent. It can express self-
-respect and collective defence, but it can also accept the premise that
marginalized groups must prove their humanity through exceptional
conduct. It may challenge the accusation that a group lacks morality
while leaving intact the power of dominant society to define what
morality looks like.

The distinction between respect and respectability is important.
Respect refers to recognition of a person’s inherent dignity. Re-
spectability is conditional. It requires conformity to approved behav-
iour before dignity is granted. Under a respectability regime, people
are treated as worthy only when they appear hardworking, modest,
disciplined, clean, heterosexual, family-oriented, emotionally con-
trolled, and non-threatening.

These qualities are not inherently undesirable. Cleanliness, respon-
sibility, care, education, and discipline can support individual and
collective well-being. The sociological problem lies in their unequal
enforcement. Privileged groups can violate these norms without los-
ing their basic social legitimacy. Marginalized groups may comply
fully and still remain exposed to discrimination.

Respectability thus converts rights into rewards for conduct. Ac-
cess to fair treatment is made dependent on being the correct kind of
poor person, woman, migrant, minority citizen, worker, or family.
Those who cannot or refuse to perform the expected identity are
treated as less deserving of protection.

The power of respectability lies in its moral appearance. It presents
itself as advice rather than domination. Parents tell children to be-
have properly because they fear how institutions will respond. Com-
munity leaders promote discipline because they want members to
succeed. Teachers insist on obedience because they believe it will pre-
pare students for the world.

Such advice may be realistic. Marginalized people often do face
harsher consequences for perceived misconduct. Yet practical realism
can reproduce the very standards that create danger. The child learns
not only that institutions are biased but that survival depends on ap-
pearing harmless to those institutions.

Respectability politics must therefore be understood as a response
to inequality that can become one of inequality’s instruments. It is
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born from vulnerability but often shifts responsibility away from
powerful institutions and toward the conduct of those already disad-
vantaged.

2. The Respectable Poor and the Moral Classification of Class

Class inequality is sustained not only through economic differences
but through moral distinctions between the deserving and undeserv-
ing. Poor and working-class people are rarely represented simply as
people with fewer resources. They are classified according to behav-
iour, discipline, family life, consumption, appearance, and willing-
ness to work.

The respectable poor are imagined as hardworking, modest, clean,
responsible, patient, family-oriented, and grateful for assistance.
They do not complain loudly, demand too much, display anger, or
appear threatening. They manage limited resources carefully and
demonstrate that hardship has not damaged their morality.

The disreputable poor are represented as lazy, disorderly, depen-
dent, sexually irresponsible, badly dressed, noisy, aggressive, un-
clean, or wasteful. Their poverty is interpreted as the visible conse-
quence of defective character. The social conditions producing hard-
ship disappear behind judgments about conduct.

This distinction allows societies to acknowledge suffering without
questioning inequality itself. Assistance can be directed toward those
who prove deservingness, while others are blamed for their position.
Poverty becomes a test of moral character rather than a relationship
produced through labour markets, property, education, housing,
health, and political power.

Beverley Skeggs’s (1997) work is especially important in explain-
ing the classed meaning of respectability. She argues that respectabil-
ity is one of the most powerful signs through which class is recog-
nized. It is usually most important to those whose respectability is
doubted. Privileged groups possess a greater presumption of legiti-
macy, while working-class people must actively establish that they
are decent.

For working-class women, respectability can require careful man-
agement of dress, sexuality, motherhood, domestic order, speech,
and public behaviour. They may seek to distance themselves from
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stereotypes of the careless mother, sexually irresponsible woman, ag-
gressive neighbour, or dependent welfare recipient. These stereo-
types are not merely cultural insults. They influence how institutions
respond to people.

Respectability produces a hierarchy within the working class.
Some people claim moral value by distinguishing themselves from
others considered irresponsible or disorderly. A family may empha-
size that it is poor but honest. A worker may insist that they are not
like people who depend on benefits. A neighbourhood may separate
respectable residents from those blamed for crime or public disorder.

These distinctions provide dignity under conditions in which eco-
nomic status offers little recognition. Michele Lamont’s (2000) re-
search with working-class men in France and the United States
demonstrates how they draw moral boundaries. They may reject elite
cultural superiority and instead emphasize honesty, hard work, loy-
alty, generosity, and care.

Such moral distinctions can be protective. They allow people to
value themselves through qualities not monopolized by wealth or ed-
ucation. A low-paid worker may lack institutional prestige but pos-
sess a strong identity as a responsible parent, reliable neighbour, or
honest employee.

However, moral boundaries can also reproduce dominant narra-
tives. When disadvantaged people define their own respectability by
condemning others as lazy, dirty, dependent, or immoral, structural
inequality is fragmented into individual judgments. The working
class becomes divided between those considered deserving and those
considered responsible for their own hardship.

This internal division is encouraged by institutions. Welfare sys-
tems often require applicants to document need, responsible conduct,
job-seeking effort, family status, disability, or moral innocence. Assis-
tance is not presented as a social right but as something that must be
earned through compliance.

Poor people must repeatedly disclose private information and sub-
mit to inspection. They may be required to demonstrate that they
have searched for work, spent money appropriately, maintained ac-
ceptable family relationships, and avoided behaviour associated with
irresponsibility.
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Affluent people also receive public support through property law,
tax arrangements, inheritance rules, subsidies, education, infrastruc-
ture, and financial protection. Yet these benefits are less often moral-
ized. Wealthy recipients are not required to appear humble or grate-
ful. Their access is treated as entitlement rather than dependency.

The unequal language of dependency reveals the class structure of
respectability. A poor household receiving assistance is described as
dependent upon society. A profitable business benefiting from public
infrastructure or state support is described as economically produc-
tive. The distinction is ideological rather than purely financial.

Respectability also shapes public reactions to consumption. Poor
people are expected to display deprivation correctly. Purchasing ex-
pensive clothing, technology, celebrations, or leisure can be treated as
proof that they do not deserve assistance. Their consumption is
placed under moral surveillance.

This expectation ignores the social importance of dignity, partici-
pation, celebration, and belonging. A family may spend money on a
wedding, religious festival, mobile phone, or child’s clothing because
these objects carry emotional and social value. Yet dominant judg-
ment reduces spending to evidence of poor discipline.

Affluent consumption is rarely judged through the same moral
lens. Luxury can be interpreted as success, while modest pleasure
among the poor is treated as irresponsibility. Respectability therefore
regulates who is allowed visible enjoyment.

The respectable poor are expected to suffer quietly and manage
scarcity efficiently. They must show enough deprivation to qualify
for sympathy but not so much disorder that they appear blamewor-
thy. They must ask for help without appearing demanding and ac-
cept assistance without challenging the conditions attached to it.

This narrow position demonstrates how respectability controls
class through moral classification. It does not separate rich from poor.
It ranks poor people according to how successfully they perform the
values defined by those with greater power.
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3. Humility, Gratitude, Cleanliness, Discipline, and Non-
Threatening Conduct

Respectability politics is communicated through a recognizable set of
behavioural demands. Marginalized people are expected to appear
humble, grateful, clean, disciplined, obedient, and non-threatening.
Each expectation may appear reasonable when considered separate-
ly, but together they form a system of unequal social control.

Humility requires disadvantaged people to avoid appearing enti-
tled. They must acknowledge their lower position without naming it
too directly. A worker seeking improved conditions should remain
polite. A student receiving financial support should avoid criticism of
the institution. A migrant granted temporary protection should
demonstrate appreciation. A poor family receiving assistance should
not appear demanding.

This demand can transform legitimate claims into signs of arro-
gance. When marginalized people speak confidently about rights,
they may be accused of ingratitude. Their anger is treated as evidence
that they do not deserve support.

Privileged people are granted greater freedom to display entitle-
ment. They can question officials, negotiate services, challenge teach-
ers, demand professional attention, and insist on favourable treat-
ment. The same behaviour that appears assertive in a high-status per-
son can appear aggressive in someone with less power.

Gratitude operates similarly. Marginalized people are expected to
express thanks for opportunities that others receive as normal entitle-
ments. The scholarship student should be grateful to attend universi-
ty. The low-paid worker should be grateful to have employment. The
migrant should be grateful for permission to remain. The minority
employee should be grateful for inclusion.

Gratitude can be a sincere ethical response. The problem emerges
when it is demanded as a condition of belonging. Required gratitude
discourages criticism. People fear that naming discrimination will
make them appear unappreciative.

Cleanliness is another central sign of respectability. Poverty has
long been associated with dirt, disease, disorder, and bodily failure.
Poor people are therefore required to demonstrate that material de-
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privation has not made them unclean. Homes, clothing, children, and
bodies become evidence in moral evaluation.

Cleanliness is not merely a matter of personal discipline. It de-
pends upon housing, water, sanitation, time, health, storage, trans-
port, and access to safe environments. Treating it only as an individu-
al quality conceals the material conditions required to maintain it.

The demand for cleanliness also carries classed aesthetic stan-
dards. A home can be clean but judged disorderly because it is
crowded or highly decorated. Clothing can be washed but considered
inappropriate because it does not match middle-class taste. Re-
spectability therefore involves more than hygiene. It requires cultur-
ally approved presentation.

Discipline refers to punctuality, work, financial control, education-
al effort, sexual regulation, and emotional restraint. Poor and work-
ing-class people are repeatedly instructed that discipline is the route
out of hardship. They should save, work harder, study, avoid risky
relationships, delay pleasure, and make responsible choices.

Discipline can improve individual circumstances, but it cannot
eliminate structural inequality. A disciplined worker may remain
low-paid. A careful family may still face medical debt, insecure hous-
ing, or unemployment. Respectability converts these structural limits
into tests of character.

Obedience is especially important in institutional settings. Schools,
welfare offices, hospitals, police encounters, workplaces, and immi-
gration systems often reward those who comply calmly. Resistance
can result in punishment, delayed service, loss of opportunity, or in-
creased surveillance.

The expectation of obedience is rarely applied equally. Privileged
people can challenge institutions because they possess resources, con-
fidence, and social protection. Marginalized people are told that sur-
vival depends on avoiding confrontation.

Non-threatening conduct combines all these demands. The re-
spectable disadvantaged person should appear safe to dominant soci-
ety. They must control anger, volume, bodily movement, clothing,
and group presence. They should reassure others that they do not
challenge established order.
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Racialized men may face particularly intense pressure to appear
non-threatening because their bodies are associated with danger.
Women may be expected to appear modest and compliant. Migrants
may avoid political expression to prevent accusations of disloyalty.
Working-class youth may be disciplined for clothing, speech, or gath-
ering in public. This demand is emotionally costly because it requires
people to manage not only conduct but the fears and prejudices of
others. They must anticipate how their presence will be read and ad-
just themselves in advance.

Respectability is therefore a form of embodied labour. People mon-
itor posture, facial expression, volume, eye contact, clothing, and
movement. They learn when confidence will be rewarded and when
it will be punished. The effort may provide temporary safety, but it
cannot guarantee protection. A person can appear calm, clean, edu-
cated, and obedient and still encounter discrimination. Prejudice may
simply shift form. This limitation reveals the deeper problem. Re-
spectability treats stigma as a problem of presentation. If the
marginalized person can present correctly, they may avoid negative
judgment. Yet stigma is produced by unequal social relations, not
only by misunderstanding.

The demand for non-threatening behaviour also limits political ac-
tion. Protest, anger, disruption, and refusal are easily classified as dis-
respectable. Movements are considered legitimate only when partici-
pants are polite, orderly, well-dressed, and willing to operate within
approved boundaries.

Respectability thus separates acceptable claims from unacceptable
methods. Dominant institutions reserve the right to decide whether
marginalized people have protested correctly. The injustice that pro-
duced the protest receives less attention than the behaviour of pro-
testers.
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4. Women and the Intensified Burden of Respectable
Femininity

Women experience respectability through highly gendered expecta-
tions. Their moral worth is often judged through clothing, sexuality,
family relationships, motherhood, speech, emotional conduct, and
bodily presentation. Women from poor, working-class, migrant,
racialized, or minority backgrounds face particularly intense scrutiny
because class and gender stereotypes reinforce one another.

Respectable femininity usually requires modesty, self-control,
cleanliness, care for others, sexual restraint, and conformity to ap-
proved family roles. A respectable woman should appear nurturing
but not weak, confident but not aggressive, attractive but not sexually
excessive, ambitious but not neglectful of family, and independent
without appearing disobedient.

These contradictory demands make respectability difficult to
achieve. Women can be judged negatively for being too visible or in-
sufficiently polished, too traditional or too modern, too quiet or too
outspoken. The standard shifts according to setting and social identi-
ty.

Working-class women are frequently required to distance them-
selves from stereotypes of vulgarity, uncontrolled sexuality, poor
motherhood, dependency, and disorder. Their bodies and homes be-
come evidence in judgments about class character.

Skeggs shows how working-class women invest in respectability
because their social value is not automatically recognized. They may
emphasize cleanliness, care, proper appearance, and responsible
motherhood. These practices provide dignity, but they also reveal
how strongly class is moralized through femininity.

Middle-class femininity is more likely to be recognized as the gen-
eral standard of appropriate womanhood. Its dress, speech, family
organization, emotional style, and career expectations appear normal
rather than class-specific. Working-class women must approach this
standard while avoiding the accusation that they are pretending to be
something they are not.

Women also carry the respectability of families and communities.
Their behaviour is treated as reflection upon parents, husbands, eth-
nic groups, religious communities, and nations. A man’s individual
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misconduct may be treated as personal, while a woman’s conduct can
be used to judge the morality of an entire group.

This burden is visible in clothing regulation. Women are required
to dress in ways that communicate professionalism, modesty, cultur-
al belonging, and gender conformity. The same clothing can be
judged differently depending on the body wearing it.

A poor or racialized woman may be sexualized in clothing that ap-
pears fashionable or confident on a privileged woman. Traditional
clothing may be respected in community settings but treated as back-
ward or unprofessional at work. Religious clothing may be interpret-
ed as modesty, oppression, resistance, or threat depending on institu-
tional context.

Respectability also regulates speech. Women are often expected to
communicate calmly and politely even when describing discrimina-
tion, violence, or mistreatment. Anger can discredit the complaint.
The woman must prove injury without becoming emotionally exces-
sive.

This expectation can be particularly damaging in workplaces.
Women from marginalized backgrounds may engage in emotional
restraint and strategic self-presentation to maintain professional legit-
imacy. They monitor tone, avoid appearing confrontational, and
withhold knowledge or criticism that could threaten dominant col-
leagues.

Such restraint is often praised as professionalism. Yet it represents
unpaid emotional and epistemic labour. The woman must manage
both her work and the institution’s reaction to her identity.

Motherhood intensifies respectability demands. Poor mothers are
judged through childcare, household organization, children’s cloth-
ing, school attendance, nutrition, family size, and use of public assis-
tance. Structural problems such as inadequate childcare, insecure
work, or poor housing are transformed into evidence of maternal fail-
ure.

Affluent mothers can purchase services that support the appear-
ance of ideal parenting. Poor mothers are judged against standards
that require resources they do not possess. The standard remains in-
dividualized even though the ability to meet it is classed.
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Respectability can also regulate sexuality and gender diversity.
Women who reject heterosexual family norms, display sexual auton-
omy, or express gender nonconformity may be treated as threats to
collective respectability. Communities facing external stigma may po-
lice these members especially harshly because they fear that visible
difference will confirm dominant stereotypes.

The pressure is often justified through protection. Families may re-
strict daughters because they fear violence, gossip, discrimination, or
damage to marriage prospects. Community leaders may promote
modest behaviour because they understand how dominant institu-
tions judge the group.

These fears can be realistic. Yet protective regulation transfers the
cost of prejudice onto women. Instead of challenging those who dis-
criminate, it restricts those who might become targets.

Respectability politics is therefore not only imposed by men or
dominant institutions. Women can participate in enforcing it upon
other women. Mothers, teachers, employers, community leaders, and
peers may judge dress, motherhood, sexuality, and ambition.

This internal enforcement can create class divisions among wom-
en. Professionally successful women may distinguish themselves
from those viewed as loud, dependent, sexualized, or improperly
dressed. Their own respectability is strengthened by comparison
with a less respectable figure.

The promise is that correct femininity will produce safety and mo-
bility. Yet respectable women remain vulnerable to discrimination,
harassment, violence, and exclusion. Compliance may change how
an individual is treated in some settings, but it does not remove the
structures that make gendered respectability necessary.

5. Minorities, Migrants, and the Burden of Representing the
Group

Minorities and migrants often experience respectability as a demand
to represent their communities positively. Because dominant society
treats them as members of a category before recognizing them as in-
dividuals, their conduct can be interpreted as evidence about the

group.
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A migrant employee may feel that mistakes will reinforce assump-
tions about migrants’ competence. A minority student may believe
that poor performance will confirm stereotypes about intelligence or
discipline. A religious minority may carefully manage public conduct
to avoid accusations of extremism, backwardness, or cultural incom-
patibility.

This representative burden produces heightened self-surveillance.
Individuals do not merely ask whether behaviour is personally ap-
propriate. They ask how it will affect perceptions of people like them.

Respectability may require minorities to demonstrate loyalty to the
nation, fluency in the dominant language, economic productivity,
family stability, and willingness to integrate. They must show that
they are useful, peaceful, law-abiding, and grateful.

Migrants are often divided into deserving and undeserving cate-
gories. The respectable migrant works, pays taxes, learns the lan-
guage, avoids political conflict, raises disciplined children, and ex-
presses appreciation for the host society. The disreputable migrant is
represented as dependent, criminal, culturally separate, overly fertile,
politically demanding, or unwilling to integrate.

These classifications conceal the structures governing migration.
Legal status, labour markets, housing discrimination, language ac-
cess, and recognition of qualifications shape migrants” lives. Yet re-
spectability makes outcomes appear to depend mainly on attitude.

A qualified migrant working in a low-status occupation may be
told to improve language or integrate more fully. The non-recogni-
tion of credentials and discriminatory labour practices receive less at-
tention. Structural exclusion is translated into a personal failure of
cultural adaptation.

Minority communities may adopt respectability strategies because
they recognize the dangers of stigma. Parents teach children to avoid
certain clothing, places, friends, or forms of speech. Community lead-
ers emphasize education, professional success, family stability, and
disciplined public behaviour.

These strategies can create genuine resources. Educational achieve-
ment, professional networks, and collective institutions may
strengthen community power. Respectability should not be dis-
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missed as simple submission. It can be a rational response to hostile
conditions.

However, the strategy can also reproduce dominant standards.
Community members closest to middle-class norms are presented as
evidence that the group deserves inclusion. Those unable or unwill-
ing to conform become liabilities.

The respectable minority figure is often used politically against
other members of the group. Successful professionals are presented
as proof that discrimination can be overcome through effort and
proper conduct. People facing poverty, criminalization, unstable
housing, or exclusion are blamed for failing to follow the same path.

This use of exceptional success resembles meritocratic ideology. In-
dividual mobility is used to deny structural inequality. The re-
spectable migrant or minority professional becomes evidence that the
system is fair.

The burden of representation can also suppress criticism. Minori-
ties may fear that speaking publicly about racism, religious discrimi-
nation, or state violence will make them appear disloyal or ungrate-
ful. Their acceptance depends upon demonstrating emotional re-
straint.

Dominant society often prefers minority representatives who ex-
plain difference without challenging power. They are celebrated as
moderate, reasonable, and integrated. More critical voices are de-
scribed as angry, divisive, radical, or unwilling to participate con-
structively.

Respectability therefore controls which forms of minority politics
are heard. Claims must be presented through dominant language,
professional appearance, and polite institutional channels. The con-
tent of criticism is shaped by the demand to remain acceptable.

Migrants with insecure legal status face even greater pressure.
Their behaviour may affect employment, housing, asylum claims,
residency, or citizenship. They must avoid any conduct that can be
interpreted as danger or dependency.

For queer, transgender, religious, ethnic, or racial minorities, re-
spectability can involve selecting which aspect of identity to make
visible. A person may emphasize education, occupation, citizenship,
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or family respectability to reduce the stigma attached to another iden-
tity.

This can be understood as respectable passing. The individual uses
recognized markers of class and morality to become legible as de-
serving. Such passing may provide safety, but it requires conceal-
ment and emotional labour.

The wider limitation remains. Respectability asks minorities to
demonstrate that they can fit within dominant society without dis-
turbing it. It offers inclusion through conformity rather than trans-
forming the standards of inclusion.

2.4 Cultural Mobility and the Cost of
Becoming Acceptable

1. Cultural Mobility and the Acquisition of Dominant Codes

Cultural mobility refers to the process through which people learn
the language, conduct, knowledge, tastes, and institutional habits as-
sociated with socially dominant groups. It usually accompanies up-
ward movement through education, professional employment, rural-
to-urban migration, marriage, or entry into elite social environments.
Cultural mobility is therefore related to economic and occupational
mobility but cannot be reduced either. A person may acquire a de-
gree, salary, or professional title and remain uncertain about how to
speak, dress, socialize, and present themselves in the institutions to
which those achievements provide access. Advancement requires not
only possession of resources but an understanding of the codes
through which resources are recognized.

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of capital provides a useful framework
for explaining this process. Economic capital includes income,
wealth, property, and material security. Social capital consists of rela-
tionships through which people obtain information, recommenda-
tions, protection, and opportunity. Cultural capital includes creden-
tials, language styles, knowledge, manners, tastes, bodily disposi-
tions, and familiarity with institutions. Cultural mobility often begins
with the acquisition of institutionalized cultural capital in the form of
a degree, examination result, scholarship, or professional qualifica-
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tion. Yet successful participation in higher-status spaces also requires
embodied cultural capital, including confidence, conversational ease,
appropriate self-presentation, and an intuitive understanding of un-
written rules.

Dominant codes are rarely explained completely. Universities pub-
lish academic regulations, but they may not teach students how to
develop relationships with professors, request recommendations,
challenge an assessment, find internships, or present uncertainty as
intellectual curiosity. Workplaces provide job descriptions but do not
always explain how to speak during meetings, build alliances, dis-
play ambition, or approach senior colleagues. Elite social settings
may have no formal rules at all, yet participants are evaluated
through accent, dress, posture, food knowledge, humour, emotional
control, and familiarity with cultural references. People raised within
privileged families often absorb these codes gradually and experience
them as ordinary behaviour. Those entering from less privileged
backgrounds must identify and learn them consciously.

Annette Lareau’s (2011) research with Black and white families in
the United States distinguishes between concerted cultivation and the
accomplishment of natural growth. These patterns help explain how
institutional familiarity develops before adulthood, without defining
every family within a class. Middle-class children are often encour-
aged to negotiate with adults, participate in organized activities, ask
questions, and treat institutions as systems that can be managed.
These experiences can produce confidence, vocabulary, and a sense
of entitlement that schools and professional institutions recognize
positively. Working-class children may develop independence, prac-
tical ability, close kinship ties, and respect for adult authority, but
these capacities are not rewarded in the same way. The result is not
an absolute difference in intelligence or ability. It is a difference be-
tween the culture learned at home and the culture recognized by
powerful institutions.

Cultural mobility therefore requires some people to acquire in
adulthood what others learned from childhood. They must study the
appropriate way to communicate with authority, describe achieve-
ments, organize leisure, dress for formal settings, and participate in
unfamiliar conversations. These skills may provide real opportunities
and can become genuine parts of a person’s identity. However, the
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requirement to acquire them also communicates that the culture of
origin is institutionally insufficient. Mobility becomes a process of
translation in which individuals make themselves recognizable to
groups that already possess the authority to define intelligence, pro-
fessionalism, respectability, and social fit.

2. First-Generation and Scholarship Students in Elite
Education

First-generation students are commonly defined as students whose
parents have not completed a university degree, although institution-
al definitions vary. Their admission may be the result of individual
effort, parental sacrifice, collective expectation, and years of careful
planning. Yet formal entry into a university does not guarantee cul-
tural belonging. Universities are not merely places where knowledge
is taught. They are social fields with assumptions about how students
should speak, seek assistance, participate in discussion, manage time,
choose courses, develop professional networks, and imagine their fu-
tures. Students from families familiar with higher education often
recognize these expectations before arriving. First-generation stu-
dents must learn them while already being evaluated according to
them.

Research by Diane Reay, Gill Crozier, and John Clayton (2009)
shows how working-class students at an elite English university ne-
gotiate an unfamiliar institutional culture, experiencing gains as well
as tensions. Middle-class students may regard higher education as a
natural continuation of family life. They often know that professors
can be approached, grades can be questioned, opportunities can be
requested, and academic difficulty does not automatically mean that
they do not belong. Working-class students may enter with equiva-
lent academic achievement but interpret uncertainty differently. A
difficult seminar, unfamiliar theoretical text, or unsuccessful assign-
ment can be experienced as evidence that they are intellectually infe-
rior rather than culturally unfamiliar with the institution.

This misinterpretation is intensified by the confidence of privi-
leged peers. Students raised in professional families may speak be-
fore fully forming an argument, disagree with teachers, and present
themselves as future academics, lawyers, executives, or policymak-
ers. Their ease can be mistaken for greater intelligence. First-genera-
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tion students may prepare more carefully, remain silent until certain,
and avoid requesting help because they fear exposing weakness. The
institution then interprets their caution as passivity or limited en-
gagement. Cultural inequality thus produces the behaviour used to
justify further inequality.

Scholarship students face an additional contradiction. Financial as-
sistance may provide access to elite institutions while making class
difference unusually visible. Their classmates may discuss interna-
tional travel, expensive hobbies, family business, private schooling,
and unpaid internships as ordinary experiences. The scholarship stu-
dent may be able to pay tuition but remain unable to participate in
social events, trips, professional clothing purchases, and informal ac-
tivities through which relationships are formed. Declining invitations
can be interpreted as a lack of sociability, while working for income
can be interpreted as inadequate commitment to university life.

Scholarship status can also impose a moral expectation of grati-
tude. Students may feel that criticizing the institution would make
them appear ungrateful for the opportunity they have received. They
are expected to demonstrate that support was correctly invested by
maintaining high performance, disciplined behaviour, and visible
ambition. Wealthier students can change degrees, fail courses, take
time away, or experiment with careers because their families can ab-
sorb uncertainty. Scholarship students often experience access as con-
ditional upon continuous success. A single mistake appears capable
of threatening the entire mobility project.

Anthony Abraham Jack’s (2019) distinction between the privileged
poor and the doubly disadvantaged demonstrates that low-income
students do not all enter elite education with the same cultural prepa-
ration. Those who attended selective secondary schools may already
understand many elite educational codes, even if they lack economic
resources. Students arriving from under-resourced schools may en-
counter elite institutional culture for the first time at university. Their
adjustment therefore involves academic learning, social translation,
and financial survival simultaneously. These categories concern in-
come and school background, not first-generation status alone. Ac-
cess policies that ignore these differences can place responsibility for
adaptation entirely on students rather than changing the cultural or-
ganization of the university.
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3. Rural-to-Urban Migration and the Cultural Codes of the
City

Rural-to-urban migration is frequently described as a movement to-
ward employment, education, infrastructure, and modern opportuni-
ty. It is also a form of cultural mobility. Migrants must learn how to
navigate urban transport, bureaucracy, housing, labour markets, edu-
cational institutions, and social networks. They encounter new expec-
tations regarding speech, dress, time, privacy, gender, consumption,
and personal ambition. The transition is not merely geographical. It
involves movement between cultural worlds that assign different
meanings to behaviour and identity.

Rural accents, clothing, manners, and forms of knowledge can be-
come sources of stigma in cities. An accent that communicates be-
longing and trust in a village may be heard as evidence of backward-
ness in a university or workplace. Practical knowledge of agriculture,
family organization, environmental change, or community relations
may receive little recognition in institutions that reward formal cre-
dentials and urban communication styles. Migrants learn that some
aspects of their background must be translated before urban listeners
will recognize their competence.

Urban institutions can introduce unfamiliar schedules and expec-
tations of punctuality, speed, privacy, and impersonal exchange. The
contrast varies by occupation and locality: rural work can also re-
quire strict timing, and urban life also depends on family and com-
munity obligations. Migrants who arrive late because of distant hous-
ing or unreliable transport may be judged as undisciplined rather
than structurally disadvantaged. Those who prioritize family respon-
sibilities can be treated as insufficiently committed to professional
life.

Migrants often alter speech, clothing, food, and bodily presenta-
tion to reduce stigma. These changes can be practical and sincerely
desired. Urban education and employment may expand confidence,
knowledge, income, and independence. A migrant may take pride in
mastering new systems, supporting relatives, and gaining opportuni-
ties that were unavailable at home. Yet the same transformation can
generate embarrassment when family members visit the city or when
urban colleagues ask questions about origins. The migrant can be-
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come ashamed of feeling ashamed of the people and practices that
formed them.

Return visits make the cultural tension visible. Relatives may cele-
brate the migrant’s progress while noticing changes in pronunciation,
diet, clothing, politics, marriage expectations, or attitudes toward
health and education. These changes can be interpreted as evidence
that migrants now consider rural life inferior. The migrant may re-
spond by restoring local speech and concealing urban habits while at
home, then resuming professional self-presentation in the city. This
movement between codes allows continued participation in both set-
tings but can also produce the feeling that no single version of the self
is sufficient everywhere.

4. Lower-Middle-Class Professionals and the Anxiety of
Maintaining Mobility

Lower-middle-class professionals frequently occupy an unstable po-
sition between working-class insecurity and established middle-class
privilege. They may possess university degrees, professional titles,
secure-looking employment, and higher incomes than their parents
while lacking inherited property, influential networks, and protec-
tion from economic crisis. Their mobility is genuine, but it can remain
fragile. A period of unemployment, illness, family emergency, or
debt may threaten achievements that appear permanent from the
outside.

Professional mobility requires more than technical competence.
Workers must understand how to dress, communicate with senior
colleagues, participate in meetings, discuss leisure, and present ambi-
tion. They learn which emotions can be displayed, how directly dis-
agreement should be expressed, and how achievements can be men-
tioned without appearing arrogant. Those raised around profession-
als may experience these practices as ordinary. Lower-middle-class
entrants often acquire them through observation, correction, and oc-
casional embarrassment.

The appearance of professional status can require significant eco-
nomic investment. Appropriate clothing, transport, housing in a re-
spectable location, technology, children’s education, social events,
and family ceremonies become part of maintaining recognition.
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These expenses are not simply consumer desires. They are invest-
ments in cultural credibility. A professional who appears unable to
meet expected standards may be judged as unsuccessful, disorga-
nized, or not fully suited to the occupational class they have entered.
Lower-middle-class professionals also occupy contrasting posi-
tions in different social settings. Among relatives, they may be
viewed as financially successful and expected to support parents, sib-
lings, cousins, and community members. Among colleagues, their
salary may appear modest compared with peers who possess inherit-
ed wealth, family property, and international education. The same in-
dividual can therefore experience privilege at home and disadvan-
tage at work. Formal income does not fully describe class position be-
cause family obligations and inherited resources differ considerably.

This intermediate location can produce an intense fear of down-
ward mobility. The individual has moved far enough to understand
the value of elite cultural capital but not far enough to feel secure
without it. They may closely monitor their own conduct and invest
heavily in children’s education so that the family’s mobility becomes
permanent across generations. Their discipline can be misread as un-
complicated ambition when it is also shaped by anxiety. Cultural per-
formance serves not only to enter professional space but to prevent
exclusion from it.

5. Marriage, Family Expectations, and the Social Consolidation
of Mobility

Cultural mobility affects marriage because intimate partnerships
bring together families, habits, resources, and class histories. Educa-
tion and occupational advancement can change whom a person re-
gards as a suitable partner. Shared credentials, language styles, pro-
fessional ambitions, consumption patterns, and comfort in elite set-
tings become signs of compatibility. These preferences may be sin-
cerely personal while also functioning as mechanisms through which
class position is consolidated.

Families often evaluate potential partners through more than occu-
pation or income. They observe accent, clothing, table manners, food
practices, home environment, religious conduct, family reputation,
and the style of ceremonies. These details are interpreted as evidence
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of upbringing. An upwardly mobile professional from a rural or
working-class family may possess an elite qualification but remain
culturally marked through parents, relatives, neighbourhood, or fam-
ily customs.

This situation requires active management. The mobile individual
may prepare relatives for formal meetings, modify wedding prac-
tices, change speech, or minimize cultural differences that might be
judged as excessive, backward, or unsophisticated. Marriage there-
fore extends self-editing from the individual to the family. Accep-
tance by a higher-status family can depend on demonstrating that
mobility has transformed not only occupational position but personal
and domestic culture.

Cross-class partnerships can also produce disagreements about
money, privacy, care, and obligation. One partner may understand fi-
nancial support for relatives as a moral duty, while the other regards
it as poor financial planning or inadequate personal boundaries. One
may prefer large ceremonies because they express family honour and
collective belonging, while the other prefers restraint as a sign of re-
finement. These conflicts appear personally but often reflect different
class histories.

Families may experience mixed emotions when one member mar-
ries into a more privileged group. The relationship can bring pride,
security, and expanded opportunity while also creating fear of cul-
tural loss. Relatives may worry that the mobile person will become
distant or ashamed of them. The individual may feel pressure to
prove loyalty to the family of origin while adapting to the expecta-
tions of the new household. Marriage thus becomes another location
in which upward mobility produces both recognition and divided be-
longing.
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3.1 Schools and the Manufacture of Unequal
Confidence

1. The Promise and Paradox of Equal Opportunity

Modern schools are commonly presented as institutions of equal op-
portunity. They promise that children can overcome the circum-
stances of birth through learning, effort, discipline, and academic
achievement. In this account, education weakens the influence of in-
herited class position by judging students according to ability rather
than family wealth, occupation, neighbourhood, or social connection.
A child from a poor household is theoretically able to enter the same
examination system, acquire the same qualifications, and compete for
the same occupations as a child from an affluent family. The legitima-
cy of modern inequality depends heavily upon this promise. Differ-
ences in adult income and status appear fairer when social positions
are believed to have been allocated through education rather than in-
herited directly.

Schools do provide knowledge, opportunity, social contact, and
routes of mobility. Literacy, numeracy, scientific understanding, his-
torical knowledge, and professional training can transform individu-
al lives. Public education has allowed many people to enter occupa-
tions and social worlds that were unavailable to earlier generations.
A sociological critique of schooling should not deny these achieve-
ments. The central issue is that schools perform two functions simul-
taneously. They can expand opportunities while also reproducing the
inequalities students bring with them. The same institution can teach
knowledge, reward effort, and create mobility for some while con-
verting inherited advantage into apparently deserved academic suc-
cess.

Students do not enter school as socially identical individuals. They
arrive with unequal access to secure housing, nutrition, healthcare,
technology, books, quiet study space, private tutoring, transport, and
educated adults who understand institutional procedures. Some par-
ents know how to select schools, communicate with teachers, chal-
lenge decisions, arrange extracurricular activities, and prepare chil-
dren for examinations. Other families may value education deeply
but lack the time, money, confidence, or institutional knowledge
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needed to convert that value into recognized educational advantage.
When schools assess students without accounting for these differ-
ences, they can transform unequal preparation into unequal achieve-
ment.

The promise of equal opportunity is therefore complicated by un-
equal starting points, unequal journeys, and unequal protection from
failure. A child from a wealthy family can recover from a weak exam-
ination result through tutoring, a different school, another qualifica-
tion, or family connections. A working-class student may depend on
one examination or scholarship. Failure carries different conse-
quences because families possess unequal resources with which to
absorb it. The same educational rule can thus operate differently
across class positions.

Schooling reproduces inequality most effectively when it appears
not to do so. Formal procedures are presented as neutral, and differ-
ences in outcomes are attributed to effort, intelligence, discipline, or
attitude. The social history behind academic performance disappears.
Schools do not simply reflect class inequality from outside. Through
curriculum, language, teacher expectations, discipline, tracking, cre-
dentials, and institutional reputation, they actively translate social
advantage into educational distinction. The resulting hierarchy ap-
pears meritocratic because it has been certified by examinations and
qualifications.

2. Cultural Capital, Habitus, and the Hidden Curriculum

Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital and habitus explain
how schools reward the culture of advantaged groups while appear-
ing neutral. Cultural capital includes knowledge, language, manners,
confidence, tastes, credentials, and familiarity with socially valued in-
stitutions. Children acquire these resources through family life long
before schools formally assess them. A child raised around books,
professional conversation, organized activities, museums, education-
al technology, and adults familiar with universities develops disposi-
tions that resemble the expectations of schooling. These dispositions
are not necessarily taught as deliberate examination strategies. They
are absorbed as ordinary ways of speaking, asking questions, inter-
preting texts, and interacting with authority.
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Habitus refers to the durable dispositions formed through a
person’s social conditions. It shapes what feels natural, possible, and
appropriate. In school, students whose habitus resembles the institu-
tional culture are more likely to experience confidence and belong-
ing. They understand how to respond to teachers, how much expla-
nation is expected, and what kinds of knowledge count as intelligent.
Students whose home experiences differ from school expectations
may possess valuable knowledge and ability while feeling uncertain
about the institution’s rules. The mismatch can appear as lack of tal-
ent when it is partly a lack of familiarity.

The curriculum contributes to this inequality by selecting particu-
lar forms of language, literature, history, science, art, and cultural
knowledge as worthy of study. Curriculum decisions are necessary,
but they are not culturally neutral. They reflect judgments about
which knowledge is universal, serious, advanced, or civilizing. Stu-
dents familiar with these traditions receive an advantage because
new material connects with knowledge already present at home. Oth-
ers encounter both unfamiliar content and unfamiliar methods of in-
terpretation. The first group appears naturally able, while the second
must perform additional cultural translation.

Schools also communicate a hidden curriculum. Alongside formal
subjects, students learn punctuality, obedience, competition, emo-
tional restraint, self-presentation, and acceptance of evaluation.
Bowles and Gintis (2011) argue that school organization often resem-
bles the hierarchical relations of employment. Students follow sched-
ules, respond to authority, complete assigned tasks, and compete for
rewards. However, the hidden curriculum is not identical for all stu-
dents. Those placed in advanced programmes may be encouraged to
discuss, lead, solve problems, and exercise judgment. Students in
lower tracks may receive greater emphasis on compliance, routine,
and basic task completion.

Cultural capital becomes especially powerful because schools mis-
recognize it as individual merit. The student who speaks confidently
is described as intelligent. The child who questions a teacher is seen
as intellectually curious when the behaviour fits middle-class expec-
tations. A student who remains silent may be judged unmotivated,
although silence could reflect respect for authority, linguistic insecu-
rity, or fear of correction. Schools thus individualize differences that
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were socially produced. The educational system rewards cultural fa-
miliarity while describing the reward as recognition of ability.

3. Language, Communication, and Educational Recognition

Language is one of the main mechanisms through which class advan-
tage enters schooling. Students arrive with different accents, dialects,
vocabularies, narrative styles, and forms of interaction. Schools usu-
ally privilege a standardized language associated with formal educa-
tion, professional employment, and dominant social groups. Students
who already speak in ways close to this standard can express knowl-
edge without translating themselves. Other students must learn sub-
ject content and the linguistic form through which the institution rec-
ognizes that content.

Basil Bernstein’s (1971) distinction between restricted and elaborat-
ed codes attempted to explain how class conditions shape communi-
cation. Elaborated codes rely more heavily on explicit explanation,
abstraction, and language that does not assume a shared context. Re-
stricted codes can communicate through condensed meanings and
common experience. These are orientations to meaning in social con-
texts, not a ranking of dialects or intelligence. Schools tend to reward
elaborated forms because academic assessment requires students to
make reasoning visible. However, simplified interpretations of Bern-
stein often treated working-class speech as deficient rather than dif-
ferently organized. This allowed educational inequality to be blamed
on families that supposedly failed to teach children proper language.

William Labov (1972) challenged linguistic deficit theories by
demonstrating that nonstandard varieties are grammatically system-
atic and capable of expressing complex thought. Students who ap-
pear inarticulate in formal interviews may display rich reasoning, hu-
mour, and narrative ability in familiar settings. Their performance
changes because interaction is shaped by confidence, power, and the
listener’s expectations. A child’s hesitation before a teacher cannot
automatically be treated as evidence of limited intelligence. It may re-
flect awareness that both the content and form of speech are being
judged.

Language inequality affects written assessment as well as class-
room participation. Academic writing requires control of vocabulary,
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argument, structure, and formal tone. These are learnable skills, but
students receive unequal preparation. Families familiar with educa-
tion may discuss essays, correct grammar, purchase books, and ex-
plain institutional expectations. Students without this support must
infer the rules from teacher feedback, often after being penalized for
not knowing them. Formal language then appears to reveal intellec-
tual ability when it also reflects unequal access to linguistic capital.

Schools face a genuine challenge because students need access to
dominant language forms that govern universities and employment.
Refusing to teach standardized speech and academic writing would
not eliminate their social value. The more equitable approach is addi-
tive rather than corrective. Schools can expand students’ linguistic
repertoires without describing home languages as broken or unintel-
ligent. They can distinguish between learning a powerful institution-
al code and accepting the belief that speakers closest to that code are
naturally more capable.

4. Teacher Expectations and the Formation of Academic
Identity

Teachers do not encounter students as neutral collections of ability.
They form expectations based on previous performance, behaviour,
language, appearance, family reputation, school records, gender, eth-
nicity, and class-coded forms of confidence. These expectations influ-
ence how teachers interpret participation, error, effort, and potential.
A student regarded as capable may receive patience, challenging
work, detailed feedback, and opportunities to recover from mistakes.
A student expected to struggle may receive simplified tasks, closer
discipline, and fewer invitations to demonstrate complex ability.

Rosenthal and Jacobson’s (1968) Pygmalion study tested whether
experimentally induced teacher expectations could influence pupils’
development. Teachers were told that randomly selected pupils were
likely to show unusual intellectual growth. The researchers reported
greater gains on an intelligence test for some of these pupils, particu-
larly in the younger grades. The findings helped establish teacher ex-
pectations as a research question, but measurement and methodolog-
ical criticisms limit what can be concluded from this experiment
alone. Specific mechanisms, such as differences in attention and feed-
back, require evidence beyond the original result.
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Later research has added important qualifications. Jussim and
Harber’s (2005) review found that self-fulfilling expectation effects
occur but are generally small; expectations also predict outcomes be-
cause they reflect prior achievement. Stronger effects may occur
among some stigmatized groups, but effects do not necessarily accu-
mulate over time and can dissipate. Teacher expectations therefore
deserve scrutiny without being treated as a universal or sufficient ex-
planation of educational inequality.

Teacher expectations affect self-concept because children use adult
responses to understand their own abilities. Students repeatedly in-
vited to lead, answer, and attempt difficult work develop an identity
as capable learners. Those corrected mainly for behaviour may come
to see school as a place where they are managed rather than intellec-
tually valued. Confidence is therefore not merely an internal person-
ality trait. It is built or weakened through repeated interactions in
which students learn whether their voices are expected to matter.

The relationship between expectation and achievement can be-
come circular. Students who are treated as promising gain confidence
and experience, which improves performance and appears to justify
the original expectation. Students treated as weak become cautious,
disengaged, or oppositional, and their response is interpreted as
proof that the teacher was correct. Schools can interrupt this cycle
through reflective teaching, varied assessment, high expectations
combined with support, and careful separation of unfamiliarity from
inability. Without such practices, teacher judgment becomes one of
the mechanisms through which social stereotypes enter academic tra-
jectories.

5. Discipline, Tracking, and Unequal Training of Conduct

School discipline is commonly justified as necessary for safety, order,
and learning. Students must respect others, attend regularly, and al-
low teaching to occur. Yet discipline is not applied outside class rela-
tions. Schools differ in what they expect from students and in how
they interpret confidence, resistance, emotion, and bodily conduct.
Working-class and minority students are more likely to be judged
through subjective categories such as defiance, disrespect, aggres-
sion, poor attitude, or lack of discipline.
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Bowles and Gintis (2011) argue that schools prepare students for
different locations in the labour hierarchy. Students directed toward
professional and managerial futures are more likely to receive train-
ing in independence, decision-making, creativity, and leadership.
Those expected to enter routine or subordinate work are more likely
to receive training in punctuality, compliance, and acceptance of ex-
ternal control. The contrast can be summarized as confidence training
for some and obedience training for others.

Middle-class children often enter school with experience negotiat-
ing with adults. Their parents may encourage them to ask questions,
explain preferences, and seek accommodation from institutions.
Teachers can interpret this conduct as confidence and intellectual in-
dependence. Working-class children may be taught greater respect
for adult authority or may communicate more directly. The same be-
haviour can receive different meanings depending on class. Negotia-
tion appears mature in one student and challenging in another.

Tracking reinforces these differences by placing students into dif-
ferent curricula and expectations. Advanced groups receive complex
material, discussion, independent research, and preparation for high-
er education. Lower tracks may emphasize basic skills, discipline,
and practical training. Placement is presented as a response to ability,
but it can reflect teacher expectations, previous school quality, lan-
guage, family advocacy, and access to enrichment. Once students are
tracked, the educational experience itself produces wider differences.

Discipline can also generate resistance. Students who feel that
school offers little recognition may reject its authority and create op-
positional cultures. Paul Willis’s (1977) study of a group of working-
class boys in England showed how resistance to school could express
a partial understanding of unequal rewards. The boys rejected aca-
demic obedience and valued manual masculinity, humour, and peer
solidarity. Yet their resistance helped direct them toward the same
working-class jobs the school expected them to enter. Resistance ex-
posed domination while also reproducing it.
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3.2 Workplaces and the Performance of
Professionalism

1. Professionalism as a Cultural and Classed Performance

Professionalism is commonly understood as the competent, ethical,
and responsible performance of work. It includes reliability, relevant
knowledge, respect for colleagues, and commitment to organization-
al standards. These qualities are important in almost every occupa-
tion. Sociologically, however, professionalism cannot be reduced to
technical competence or ethical conduct. It is also a cultural perfor-
mance shaped by class, gender, race, language, institutional history,
and dominant ideas about how a legitimate worker should look,
speak, move, and behave. Workplaces evaluate not only whether
people can complete tasks but whether they resemble the socially rec-
ognized image of a professional.

This image is rarely neutral. It often reflects the embodied culture
of upper-middle-class groups that have historically occupied posi-
tions of organizational authority. The ideal professional speaks calm-
ly, dresses with restraint, maintains controlled body language, ex-
presses ambition confidently, participates comfortably in formal and
informal conversation, and appears familiar with the expectations of
institutional life. Some of these characteristics can support effective
work, but their use as general measures of competence can also re-
ward familiarity with dominant cultural conventions. Workers who
possess them are described as polished, articulate, mature, leader-
ship-oriented, or client-ready. Those who do not may be described as
rough, awkward, overly emotional, informal, or lacking professional
presence.

Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and cultural capital explain
why such differences appear natural. Habitus consists of durable dis-
positions acquired through family life, education, neighbourhood,
and repeated social experience. Cultural capital includes language,
manners, knowledge, tastes, credentials, confidence, and familiarity
with institutions. Workers from privileged families often enter pro-
fessional settings already possessing the codes that organizations re-
ward. They understand how to speak with authority, approach se-
nior people, describe achievements, and participate in elite social en-
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vironments. Because these behaviours were learned gradually, they
appear effortless. Their class origins disappear, and they are inter-
preted as personal qualities.

Working-class employees may possess strong technical knowl-
edge, reliability, practical judgment, and commitment but lack the
cultural style preferred by the organization. Their accent may be
marked, their clothing may appear slightly incorrect, or their commu-
nication may be more direct. They may avoid self-promotion because
it feels boastful or approach authority cautiously because earlier insti-
tutions rewarded obedience. These differences do not demonstrate
lower capacity. They reflect a mismatch between the worker’s social
formation and the workplace’s dominant culture.

Professionalism therefore operates as a classification system. It
separates workers whose conduct appears naturally appropriate
from those who must consciously learn how to perform legitimacy.
The first group is evaluated primarily through what it contributes.
The second may be evaluated simultaneously through work, back-
ground, speech, appearance, and emotional style. When professional
culture is treated as universal, class advantage is misrecognized as
merit. Workplaces reward workers who already know how to look
and sound like the people who control advancement, then present
the resulting hierarchy as evidence of ability.

2. Dress, Appearance, and the Professional Body

Dress is one of the most immediate ways through which profession-
alism is judged because appearance is visible before a worker demon-
strates technical knowledge, reliability, or competence. Clothing com-
municates occupation, gender, class position, cultural identity, and
familiarity with organizational expectations. Formal dress codes may
appear straightforward, but professional appearance usually de-
pends on subtle distinctions involving fit, fabric, colour, grooming,
footwear, accessories, and the degree of visible effort. These distinc-
tions are often easier to recognize for people raised around profes-
sional employment because they have observed how authority, com-
petence, and status are presented in workplaces.

Professional dress is therefore not simply a matter of wearing for-
mal clothing. It requires knowledge of what kind of formality is ap-
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propriate in a particular institution. A suit that appears suitable in
one workplace may seem excessive in another. A worker may follow
the written dress code and still be judged negatively because the
clothing does not match the organization’s unwritten expectations.
Such judgments reveal that professionalism is partly cultural. Em-
ployees must know not only what to wear but also how to make their
appearance seem natural and unforced.

Elite professional style is often based on restraint. Clothing should
appear expensive enough to signal competence and stability but not
so visibly expensive that it suggests vanity. It should be fashionable
without appearing experimental and conservative without seeming
outdated. The ideal appearance often communicates that the wearer
understands quality without needing to display status openly.
Achieving this balance requires both economic resources and cultural
knowledge.

A worker may purchase formal clothes and still be judged as poor-
ly dressed because the cut, combination, fabric, or level of formality
does not match the unwritten code. This illustrates the difference be-
tween possessing clothing and possessing the cultural knowledge re-
quired to use it effectively. Those unfamiliar with elite professional
environments may rely on visible signs of formality, while privileged
workers may understand that status is often expressed through sub-
tlety.

Class differences become moralized through these judgments. A
privileged worker’s understated appearance may be interpreted as
confidence, maturity, and good taste. A working-class employee’s
brighter colours, visible branding, jewellery, or highly formal dress
may be described as excessive, insecure, or inappropriate. Yet such
presentation may express pride, respect for the workplace, personal
achievement, or unfamiliarity with elite conventions of understate-
ment. The judgment therefore concerns more than clothing. It classi-
fies the person’s relationship to status and evaluates whether that re-
lationship appears natural.

The professional body is also regulated through posture, move-
ment, weight, hair, facial expression, voice, and physical fitness.
Workers are expected to appear energetic, controlled, healthy, and
emotionally stable. Slouching, visible tiredness, nervous movement,
or physical discomfort may be interpreted as a lack of confidence or
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discipline even when they result from illness, disability, long com-
mutes, stress, or exhausting working conditions.

Certain sports and leisure activities can also function as markers of
discipline and leadership, even when they have little relevance to the
job. Participation in skiing, rowing, sailing, golf, or endurance sport
may communicate class background, access to resources, and famil-
iarity with elite networks. These activities can then be reinterpreted
as evidence of competitiveness, resilience, teamwork, or strategic
thinking (Selvberg & Rivera, 2025). The qualities attributed to the ac-
tivity may be professional, but access to the activity is socially un-
equal.

Appearance standards intersect with gender, race, religion, disabil-
ity, and age. Women may be expected to appear attractive but not
sexual, authoritative but not severe, and fashionable but not distract-
ing. Racialized workers may face pressure to modify hairstyles, cloth-
ing, accent, or bodily expression to match white middle-class expec-
tations. Religious dress may be described as incompatible with neu-
trality, modernity, or client comfort. Older workers may be judged as
outdated, while younger workers may be seen as insufficiently seri-
ous. Disabled workers may face standards of movement, energy, and
bodily control designed around able-bodied norms.

These judgments are often defended as neutral requirements of
professionalism, although they reflect the preferences of historically
dominant groups. Once these preferences become institutionalized,
they appear natural rather than social. Workers who do not fit them
must make additional efforts to become acceptable.

The requirement to maintain a professional body also imposes un-
equal costs. Clothing, grooming, exercise, healthcare, transport, and
time are easier to manage for workers with greater income and fami-
ly support. Employees with caregiving responsibilities, insecure
housing, long journeys, disability, or limited income may struggle to
maintain the appearance of effortless order. Workplaces may then in-
terpret unequal resources as differences in discipline, confidence, or
commitment.

The professional body therefore becomes a mechanism through
which material inequality is converted into moral and occupational
evaluation. Workers are not judged only on what they can do. They
are also judged on whether their appearance communicates familiari-
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ty with the classed, gendered, and cultural expectations of the organi-
zation.

3. Accent, English Fluency, and the Linguistic Marketplace

Language is a central component of classed professionalism. Workers
are evaluated through accent, vocabulary, grammar, tone, speed, and
conversational confidence. Professional speech is usually described
as clear, neutral, polished, and articulate. These terms appear to refer
to communication quality, but they often reward language styles as-
sociated with dominant educational and class backgrounds.

Bourdieu’s idea of the linguistic marketplace explains why some
forms of speech possess greater value. Language does not carry the
same authority in every setting. A regional accent may communicate
trust and solidarity within a community but lose value in a corporate
office. Standardized English, an elite urban accent, or internationally
recognized professional vocabulary can function as linguistic capital
because organizations associate them with intelligence, education,
and global competence.

English fluency is particularly important in postcolonial and glob-
alized labour markets. It can provide access to multinational firms,
law, technology, higher education, development organizations, and
international mobility. Yet access to high-quality English education is
deeply unequal. Privileged families purchase private schooling, tu-
toring, digital media, travel, and opportunities for repeated practice.
Workers who later speak confidently are treated as individually tal-
ented, while the resources that produced fluency disappear.

Accent discrimination is often misrecognized as a legitimate con-
cern about communication. Employers may say that a candidate
lacks clarity, client readiness, or executive presence. The same words
spoken in a prestigious accent may receive a more positive evalua-
tion. Listeners are more familiar with dominant speech and therefore
process it more easily. This familiarity is mistaken for objective clari-
ty, while unfamiliarity becomes evidence of deficiency in the speaker.

Working-class and multilingual employees often respond through
code-switching. They change pronunciation, vocabulary, tone, and
rhythm according to audience. This can be an important occupational
skill, but it is also labour. The employee must monitor speech while

99



INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

performing the job. They may fear that stress, anger, or informality
will reveal an accent associated with lower status. Dominant speakers
can focus on content, while stigmatized speakers must manage both
content and presentation.

Language inequality becomes professional inequality when fluen-
cy is confused with intelligence. A technically capable worker may
hesitate because they are speaking in a second language or monitor-
ing accent. Another worker may sound confident without possessing
greater knowledge. Organizations reward the appearance of certainty
and then interpret the reward as evidence of competence. Linguistic
familiarity becomes professional merit.

4. Communication Style, Emotional Control, and Body
Language

Professional communication involves more than vocabulary. It in-
cludes how workers disagree, ask questions, present achievements,
respond to criticism, and display emotion. Organizations tend to re-
ward communication styles associated with controlled confidence.
The ideal employee speaks directly but politely, accepts feedback
without visible defensiveness, and communicates ambition without
appearing arrogant.

These expectations are classed because families and schools teach
different relationships to authority. Middle-class children are often
encouraged to negotiate, ask adults questions, and explain personal
preferences. These experiences prepare them to speak comfortably
with managers and senior professionals. Working-class children may
be taught greater deference to authority or may learn direct commu-
nication in environments where clarity and practical action are val-
ued. Neither style is inherently superior, but workplaces often inter-
pret the first as leadership and the second as either passivity or
roughness.

Emotional control is also evaluated unequally. Privileged workers
are more likely to have their frustration interpreted as commitment
or confidence. Marginalized employees may be judged as difficult,
aggressive, unstable, or insufficiently professional for displaying
comparable emotion. Women and racialized workers frequently face
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contradictory demands. They must appear confident enough to lead
but restrained enough not to threaten established authority.

Body language operates through similar classifications. Eye con-
tact, posture, handshake, facial expression, physical distance, and
speed of movement contribute to impressions of confidence and
trustworthiness. These behaviours differ across cultures and social
contexts. A person who avoids direct eye contact may be expressing
respect, while an evaluator interprets the behaviour as insecurity.
Someone who speaks with animated gestures may be read as pas-
sionate in one body and uncontrolled in another.

Professional communication therefore requires workers from dis-
advantaged backgrounds to engage in self-monitoring. They learn
how much emotion is acceptable, when humour can be used, and
how to disagree without becoming marked as a problem. This moni-
toring can be exhausting because the rules remain implicit and inter-
pretations are inconsistent. Workers discover them through correc-
tion, exclusion, or stalled advancement.

The organization often treats successful adaptation as evidence of
natural professionalism. It does not record the labour required to
achieve it. Emotional restraint, accent modification, and bodily con-
trol become invisible forms of work. Employees who cannot or refuse
to perform them are judged as lacking fit even when their technical
performance is strong.

5. Unpaid Internships, Referrals, and the Hidden
Infrastructure of Entry

Recruitment is presented as a competition among individuals, but ac-
cess to professional work often depends on resources acquired before
an application is submitted. Unpaid internships, informal referrals,
elite degrees, extracurricular activities, and knowledge of recruitment
cycles provide hidden advantages. They allow privileged candidates
to build experience while appearing more motivated than applicants
who lacked access to the same opportunities.

Unpaid internships are especially classed because participation re-
quires the ability to work without income. Students may need to pay
for transport, accommodation, clothing, food, and technology while
receiving no salary. Families with greater resources can finance these
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periods as investments in future careers. Working-class students may
need paid employment and are therefore excluded from experiences
employers later treat as evidence of commitment.

The inequality is concealed because the final résumé records expe-
rience but not the financial conditions that made it possible. One can-
didate appears proactive and professionally prepared. Another ap-
pears to have fewer relevant experiences because they spent the same
period in paid work supporting themselves or their families. Recruit-
ment converts freedom from economic necessity into a sign of superi-
or ambition.

Informal referrals also shape entry. Vacancies may be advertised
publicly, but applicants connected to employees, alumni, clients, or
professional networks receive information, advice, and credibility. A
recommendation reassures employers that a candidate is trustworthy
and understands the organization. Privileged families are more likely
to contain people who can provide such connections.

Networking itself is treated as an individual skill, but opportuni-
ties to network are socially distributed. Elite universities, professional
associations, sports clubs, family events, conferences, and internships
place some candidates near influential people. Others are advised to
build networks without being given access to the spaces in which
valuable relationships form.

The result is a hidden infrastructure of opportunity. Recruitment
appears open because anyone can apply, yet some applicants arrive
with experience, referrals, coaching, and institutional familiarity. Em-
ployers then describe these advantages as evidence that the candidate
is more prepared. Class privilege is converted into professional readi-
ness.
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3.3 Family as Safety Net and Social Trap

1. The Family as an Emotional and Economic Institution

The family is commonly imagined as a private sphere of love, care,
sacrifice, and belonging. It is where children receive affection, protec-
tion, identity, and moral guidance. Family relationships are often
treated as separate from the competitive institutions of education,
employment, housing, and wealth. Yet the family is also an economic
institution. It distributes money, housing, time, care, information,
property, security, and social connections. These resources shape
who can study, move, take risks, recover from failure, and enter posi-
tions of social advantage.

Families differ greatly in what they are able to provide. Some can
finance education, purchase homes, transfer property, arrange intern-
ships, support unpaid career periods, and protect children from eco-
nomic shocks. Others provide equally intense love and commitment
but possess fewer material resources. Their care takes place under
conditions of insecure work, debt, crowded housing, poor health,
limited transport, and constant financial calculation. The emotional
meaning of support may be similar, but its social effects differ be-
cause families occupy unequal positions.

Sociology therefore examines the family as a mechanism through
which class inequality is transmitted across generations. Children do
not inherit only money. They inherit language, confidence, expecta-
tions, habits, knowledge, social contacts, and practical understand-
ings of institutions. They learn what futures are normal, which risks
are manageable, and how authority should be approached. These
forms of inheritance influence later education, occupation, marriage,
housing, and geographic mobility.

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of capital is especially useful here. Eco-
nomic capital includes money, savings, property, and other material
resources. Cultural capital includes language, knowledge, creden-
tials, tastes, and dispositions. Social capital refers to relationships that
provide information, trust, recommendations, and access. Families
transmit all three forms, often through ordinary acts of care. A parent
who reads with a child, introduces them to professional contact, or al-
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lows them to live at home during an internship is expressing love
while also increasing future advantage.

The family is therefore both protective and stratifying. It protects
individuals from insecurity, but because protection is distributed un-
equally, it also reproduces inequality. The sociological issue is not
that families should stop caring for their members. It is that societies
rely heavily on private family resources to determine access to public
opportunity. When education, housing, employment, and security
depend upon what families can provide, differences in family wealth
become differences in life chances.

2. The Transmission of Economic, Cultural, and Social Capital

Economic capital is the most visible form of family advantage be-
cause it can be directly observed in the resources available to chil-
dren. Affluent parents can pay school fees, purchase books and tech-
nology, finance transport, and provide quiet study space. They can
choose better schools, arrange private tutoring, fund extracurricular
activities, and cover the costs of examinations or applications. These
advantages improve educational performance not only by providing
superior materials but also by reducing the practical difficulties that
interfere with learning.

Economic support often continues beyond childhood. Families
may finance university education, professional examinations, migra-
tion, unpaid internships, business creation, or periods of unemploy-
ment. Young adults from affluent households can delay full-time em-
ployment while developing qualifications or waiting for better op-
portunities. They may accept low-paid entry positions because their
basic needs remain covered. They can also recover more easily from
failure because another application, course, relocation, or business at-
tempt remains financially possible.

These transfers reduce the immediate pressure to earn and allow
young people to make long-term investments in education and ca-
reers. A student who does not need to combine full-time study with
paid work possesses more time for reading, networking, and prepa-
ration. A graduate supported during unemployment can search se-
lectively rather than accepting the first available job. Family wealth
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therefore provides not only material comfort but also time, patience,
mobility, and protection from risk.

Cultural capital is less visible but equally important. Parents trans-
mit vocabulary, interactional styles, educational knowledge, habits of
self-presentation, and familiarity with prestigious institutions. Chil-
dren learn how to speak to teachers, ask questions, present achieve-
ments, select educational pathways, and interpret professional expec-
tations. They become familiar with the language through which com-
petence is recognized.

Such knowledge is often acquired informally through ordinary
family life. Conversations at home may expose children to academic
vocabulary, political discussion, professional experiences, books,
travel, and cultural activities. Parents may explain how universities
work, which qualifications are valuable, how interviews are conduct-
ed, or how authority figures should be approached. These capacities
later appear as intelligence, confidence, ambition, and natural profes-
sionalism, although they were developed through years of socializa-
tion.

Cultural capital also helps individuals understand the unwritten
rules of institutions. Formal requirements may be publicly available,
but successful participation often depends on knowing how to inter-
pret them. Students must understand which subjects carry prestige,
how to write applications, when to request assistance, and how to
demonstrate interest without appearing uncertain. Those who pos-
sess this familiarity can move through institutions with greater ease.

Social capital operates through relationships. Parents introduce
children to teachers, employers, professionals, neighbours, and rela-
tives who possess useful information or influence. A family friend
may recommend an internship, explain an application process, re-
view a curriculum vitae, or arrange an interview. A relative may pro-
vide temporary accommodation near a university or help a young
person enter a profession.

These opportunities may appear to result from individual initia-
tive because the child still submits the application, attends the inter-
view, or performs the work. However, the opportunity itself may de-
pend upon inherited access to people who occupy advantageous po-
sitions. Social capital does not necessarily guarantee success, but it in-

105



INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

creases access to information, recognition, and institutional entry
points.

James Coleman (1988) emphasizes the value of relationships with-
in and around families. Parents who are connected to schools, teach-
ers, and other parents receive information about programmes, insti-
tutional risks, educational changes, and emerging opportunities.
Their children benefit from a wider network of adults who share
knowledge, reinforce expectations, and monitor institutional deci-
sions. These relationships can identify problems early and provide
support before difficulties become severe.

Working-class families may possess strong kinship solidarity,
emotional support, and mutual obligation while lacking connections
to influential educational and professional institutions. Their net-
works may be highly valuable for care, survival, and everyday assis-
tance but may not provide access to prestigious schools, employers,
or decision-makers. The issue is therefore not the absence of social re-
lationships, but the unequal institutional value attached to different
networks.

The different forms of capital reinforce one another. Money pur-
chases education, education expands professional networks, net-
works improve employment prospects, and employment allows
property accumulation. Cultural familiarity makes it easier to use
economic resources effectively because families know which invest-
ments are likely to produce advantage. Social connections help con-
vert qualifications into interviews, recommendations, and employ-
ment opportunities.

Family advantage is therefore cumulative. It rarely operates
through one decisive gift. It is produced through repeated interven-
tions such as paying a fee, explaining a form, contacting a teacher, ar-
ranging transport, introducing a professional, or supporting another
attempt after failure. Each intervention may appear minor, but to-
gether they increase the probability of success and widen the range of
futures a child can realistically pursue.
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3. Parenting, Educational Investment, and Institutional
Confidence

Class shapes parenting not because one class loves children more
than another but because families possess different resources and
face different constraints. Annette Lareau’s (2011) US research distin-
guishes between concerted cultivation and the accomplishment of
natural growth. Middle-class parents often organize children’s time
through lessons, sport, tutoring, clubs, and structured activities.
Working-class parents may provide greater unstructured time,
stronger kin relationships, and expectations of independence.

Concerted cultivation develops skills that schools reward. Chil-
dren learn to speak with adults, negotiate rules, ask questions, and
explain preferences. They become comfortable requesting attention
and expecting institutions to respond. These dispositions later appear
as confidence and leadership. The advantage is not only the activity
itself but the interactional style produced through repeated participa-
tion.

Educational investment also includes private tutoring, examina-
tion preparation, school choice, technology, language training, and
international exposure. Affluent families can respond quickly when a
child struggles. They can hire a tutor, change schools, seek a special-
ist assessment, or provide additional coaching. Temporary difficulty
is prevented from becoming a permanent disadvantage.

Working-class and poor parents may value education just as
strongly but have less power to intervene. Irregular work schedules,
limited transport, unfamiliarity with institutional procedures, and
fear of authority can restrict participation. A parent may hesitate to
challenge a teacher even when a child is treated unfairly. The institu-
tion then interprets limited parental presence as lack of interest.

Class therefore shapes children’s relationships with institutions.
Middle-class children often learn that schools, hospitals, and admin-
istrative systems can be negotiated. Working-class children may learn
that institutions must be obeyed or endured. These lessons influence
self-belief. One group develops a sense of entitlement to support,
while the other may treat access as a favour that should not be ques-
tioned.
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4. Housing Support and the Unequal Geography of
Opportunity

Housing is one of the most important ways families transmit advan-
tage. Where a family lives influences school quality, safety, transport,
health, peer networks, digital access, and proximity to employment.
Affluent families can purchase homes in areas with well-funded
schools and valuable public services. Housing wealth therefore pro-
duces educational and social advantages before any direct inheri-
tance occurs.

Parents also support adult children through housing. They may
provide a rent-free room during university, finance a deposit, guar-
antee a mortgage, or transfer property. These forms of assistance al-
low young adults to save, accept lower-paid entry positions, or move
to cities with better opportunities. Without such support, the same
decisions carry greater financial risk.

The ability to live with family can be enabling or restrictive de-
pending on circumstances. In a spacious and secure home, living
with parents can support study and career development. In over-
crowded housing, it may reduce privacy, concentration, and autono-
my. The phrase “living at home” conceals major differences in space,
safety, transport, and family resources.

Housing support also affects geographic mobility. A graduate
whose parents can finance relocation can move for an internship or
professional opportunity. Another may be unable to pay deposits,
transport, and initial living costs. Employers interpret one person’s
mobility as ambition and the other’s immobility as limited commit-
ment, although the difference reflects family resources.

Property can contribute to long-term inequality because it can
build equity and be transferred across generations. Ownership may
provide security and an asset that supports borrowing, education,
and retirement, although its benefits depend on prices, debt, mainte-
nance costs, and housing policy. Renting does not build equity in the
dwelling, but it does not preclude saving through other assets. The
housing market therefore connects family position to educational, oc-
cupational, and intergenerational outcomes.
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5. Unpaid Care and the Hidden Infrastructure of Achievement

Families provide enormous amounts of unpaid care. Parents care for
children, adult children care for ageing parents, relatives support
people with disabilities, and family members manage cooking, clean-
ing, transport, illness, and emotional crisis. This labour is essential to
society but is rarely counted as an economic contribution.

Unpaid care enables achievement. A student can study because
someone prepares food, maintains the home, or cares for younger
siblings. A professional can work long hours because another person
manages domestic life. A migrant can seek employment because rela-
tives care for children left behind. Public success often depends upon
private labour that remains invisible.

Care is gendered. Women perform a disproportionate share of do-
mestic and emotional labour in many societies. Their unpaid contri-
butions support the education and careers of others while limiting
their own employment, income, savings, and pension rights. Family
advantage can therefore be produced through gender inequality
within the household.

Affluent families can purchase care through childcare, domestic
workers, private healthcare, tutoring, and elder services. This reduces
the direct burden on family members and allows adults to maintain
careers. Poor families rely more heavily on unpaid kin because for-
mal services are unaffordable or unavailable. The same care needs
therefore have different consequences across class positions.

Unpaid care can both enable and restrict mobility. A relative may
provide childcare that allows a young mother to continue education.
At the same time, caregiving obligations can prevent another person
from moving, studying, or accepting demanding work. The effect de-
pends on how care is distributed and whether families possess re-
sources to share its costs.
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3.4 The State, Bureaucracy, and Unequal
Treatment

1. Encountering the State in Everyday Life

Citizens rarely encounter the state as an abstract constitutional order.
They encounter it through concrete institutions, documents, officials,
buildings, websites, queues, police checkpoints, classrooms, court-
rooms, hospitals, welfare offices, and local administrative depart-
ments. The state becomes visible when a person applies for an identi-
ty card, registers a birth, seeks medical treatment, requests a school
place, reports a crime, pays a tax, claims a benefit, contests a property
record, or asks a local authority to provide water, sanitation, trans-
port, or housing. These encounters shape how citizens understand
both the state and their own social position within it.

The same state can appear protective to one person and threaten-
ing to another. For a secure middle-class citizen, public institutions
may provide education, healthcare, legal protection, pensions, prop-
erty recognition, and professional opportunity. For a poor citizen, the
same institutions may be experienced through waiting, surveillance,
repeated verification, suspicion, fines, police attention, and the risk of
losing essential support. These differences do not necessarily arise be-
cause different laws apply formally. They often emerge through un-
equal capacities to understand, navigate, negotiate, and endure ad-
ministrative systems.

State encounters are therefore classed experiences. Citizens arrive
with unequal literacy, language competence, confidence, time, mon-
ey, transport, digital access, and social connections. A form that ap-
pears simple to an educated applicant may be inaccessible to some-
one unfamiliar with official vocabulary. A requirement to return the
following week may be inconvenient for a salaried worker but eco-
nomically disastrous for a daily wage labourer. An online application
may increase convenience for a household with devices and reliable
internet while excluding people dependent on shared phones, expen-
sive data, or distant service centres.

Gender, region, ethnicity, disability, migration status, and family
position further shape administrative experience. Women may need
permission, accompaniment, or childcare to visit offices. Rural citi-
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zens may travel long distances to institutions concentrated in cities.
Migrants may lack recognized documentation or fluency in the offi-
cial language. Disabled people may encounter inaccessible buildings
and procedures. Members of stigmatized communities may expect
officials to question their honesty, belonging, or competence.

The sociology of the state therefore examines more than laws and
policies. It studies how rights are delivered, delayed, interpreted, and
sometimes denied through everyday interaction. The state can reduce
inequality by redistributing resources, protecting rights, and provid-
ing universal services. Yet it can also reproduce inequality when ac-
cess depends on cultural familiarity, administrative endurance, and
favourable treatment from frontline officials.

2. Bureaucratic Equality and Street-Level Discretion

Max Weber’s account of bureaucracy (1978) describes an organiza-
tional form based on written rules, specialized offices, hierarchical
authority, official records, and formal procedures. As an analytical
ideal type, it helps explain how administration can become more pre-
dictable and less dependent on personal favour. This is not a guaran-
tee of democracy or fairness: bureaucratic organizations can adminis-
ter unequal laws and serve authoritarian power. In a democratic set-
ting, the promise is that decisions will follow relevant legal criteria
and remain open to review, so that wealth, personal connections, or
familiarity with officials do not determine treatment.

Written procedures can make public authority more accountable.
Records allow decisions to be reviewed, while clearly defined respon-
sibilities make it possible to identify which office is responsible for a
particular service. Standardized forms and eligibility criteria can pro-
tect citizens from decisions based entirely on prejudice or personal
preference. Bureaucracy can therefore expand equality by turning ac-
cess to public services into an entitlement rather than a favour grant-
ed by a patron.

In practice, however, rules never determine every decision.
Michael Lipsky’s (2010) concept of street-level bureaucracy draws at-
tention to teachers, police officers, social workers, nurses, welfare of-
ficials, court staff, and other frontline workers who translate policy
into everyday outcomes. These officials occupy the point where ab-

111



INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

stract rules encounter complex lives. They possess discretion because
policies are often incomplete, resources are limited, and individual
cases do not fit neatly into administrative categories.

Frontline workers decide how quickly to process an application,
how much explanation to provide, whether to request additional
documents, and whether to interpret a mistake sympathetically. They
also make informal judgments about whether a citizen appears coop-
erative, deserving, suspicious, responsible, or difficult. Such judg-
ments can shape access even when formal eligibility remains un-
changed. Two citizens entitled to the same service may therefore ex-
perience the institution very differently.

Discretion can promote fairness when officials adapt rigid rules to
individual circumstances. A welfare officer may help an elderly
claimant complete a complicated form. A teacher may recognize that
a student’s lateness results from unreliable transport rather than in-
discipline. A hospital worker may prioritize a patient whose condi-
tion is urgent despite incomplete documentation. These decisions ac-
knowledge that identical treatment does not always produce equal
outcomes.

Without some discretion, bureaucracy can become mechanically
indifferent to human need. Rules designed for typical cases may pun-
ish people whose lives are shaped by disability, poverty, family cri-
sis, displacement, or limited literacy. Compassionate interpretation
can prevent formal procedures from producing unreasonable harm.
Discretion is therefore not simply a failure of bureaucracy. It is often
necessary for making general rules workable.

Discretion can also reproduce inequality. Evelyn Brodkin’s (2012)
work shows how organizational pressures and informal practices
shape what citizens actually receive. Frontline workers often manage
heavy caseloads, limited budgets, performance targets, and insuffi-
cient staff. Under such conditions, they rely on shortcuts, categoriza-
tion, rationing, delay, and selective attention. These practices help or-
ganizations manage scarcity, but they can shift the burden of institu-
tional pressure onto citizens.

People who communicate confidently, produce complete docu-
ments, understand official language, and know how to follow up are
easier to process. They can explain their circumstances in forms that
institutions recognize. Citizens with complex lives, language difficul-
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ties, unstable addresses, incomplete records, limited digital access, or
unfamiliarity with administrative procedures require more time.
They may therefore be treated as administrative problems rather than
as people facing greater need.

Class, education, language, and social confidence influence en-
counters with officials. Privileged citizens may know how to request
a review, contact a supervisor, cite a rule, or seek legal assistance.
Disadvantaged citizens may fear authority, misunderstand instruc-
tions, or accept an initial refusal as final. Even where formal rights
are equal, the capacity to activate those rights is unequally distrib-
uted.

The outcome is a gap between formal entitlement and experienced
access. A policy may promise universal healthcare, education, wel-
fare, or legal protection, yet frontline routines determine whether that
promise becomes real. A service may exist legally while remaining
difficult to reach in practice because of delays, documentation de-
mands, repeated visits, inaccessible language, or dismissive treat-
ment.

Bureaucratic inequality is therefore often produced without explic-
it exclusion. It emerges through thousands of ordinary decisions
about whose case receives time, whose explanation is believed,
whose mistake is corrected, and whose difficulty is treated as person-
al failure. The sociological question is not only whether rights exist
on paper, but also how institutions organize the practical conditions
through which people can claim them.

3. Documents, Forms, and Bureaucratic Literacy

Documents are central instruments of state power. Birth certificates,
identity cards, school records, medical reports, employment letters,
land titles, tax forms, and proof of residence transform people into
administratively recognizable subjects. A person may exist socially
within a family and community while remaining invisible to the state
if the correct document does not exist. Without documentation, citi-
zens can struggle to access education, welfare, voting, employment,
healthcare, inheritance, mobility, and legal recognition.

Matthew Hull’s (2012) study of bureaucracy in Islamabad empha-
sizes that documents do not merely record bureaucratic decisions.
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They help produce them. Forms organize information into categories
the state can recognize. Files move through offices, collect signatures,
and establish official reality. What cannot be entered into the correct
box may become difficult to acknowledge. Complex lives are simpli-
fied into categories such as married or unmarried, employed or un-
employed, citizen or non-citizen, eligible or ineligible.

Bureaucratic literacy refers to the ability to understand these cate-
gories, complete forms, gather evidence, follow procedures, and com-
municate in official language. It includes knowing which office to vis-
it, which documents to carry, how many copies are required, whose
signature has authority, and how to respond when an application is
rejected. This knowledge is not distributed equally. Educated and
professionally connected families often acquire it through experience,
while marginalized citizens learn through costly mistakes.

Documentation requirements can appear neutral while producing
unequal burdens. A request for proof of address disadvantages peo-
ple in informal housing. A requirement for a father’s identification
can create barriers for single mothers or children in unstable house-
holds. A demand for formal employment records excludes informal
workers. The rule does not mention class, gender, or region, yet its ef-
fects follow these divisions.

Akhil Gupta’s (2012) research in India shows how official proce-
dures can produce suffering even when no individual intends harm.
Missing papers, contradictory instructions, and repeated visits can
prevent access to essential services. The state appears present
through its demand for documentation but absent when citizens
need assistance. Administrative recognition becomes a condition for
survival, while the means of obtaining recognition remain unequally
available.
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4. Waiting and the Unequal Distribution of Time

Waiting is one of the most common ways citizens experience admin-
istrative power. People wait in welfare offices, hospitals, courts, po-
lice stations, schools, licensing departments, and municipal build-
ings. They wait for appointments, signatures, decisions, investiga-
tions, hearings, payments, and documents. Waiting appears passive,
but it communicates hierarchy. The person who waits is dependent
upon the institution that controls when action will occur.

Javier Auyero’s (2012) research in Argentina shows that adminis-
trative delay can teach marginalized citizens to become patient and
compliant. Poor people are often required to spend hours or days
demonstrating their willingness to endure. They cannot demand a
clear timetable because they fear angering the official who controls
the case. Waiting becomes a political lesson about who is entitled to
immediate attention and who must remain available to the state.

The burden of waiting is classed because time has different eco-
nomic meanings. A salaried professional may take paid leave, make a
telephone call, or hire someone to handle a procedure. A daily wage
worker loses income for every hour spent in an office. A rural appli-
cant may pay for repeated travel and accommodation. A caregiver
must arrange childcare or leave a dependent person unattended. The
same delay therefore imposes radically unequal costs.

Administrative time is also uncertain. Citizens may be told to re-
turn tomorrow, next week, or after an unspecified review. Uncertain-
ty prevents planning. A welfare applicant cannot know when income
will arrive. A patient cannot know when treatment will begin. A per-
son involved in a court case cannot predict when the dispute will
end. This uncertainty can become more damaging than the length of
the delay itself.

Waiting is often justified through staff shortages, resource con-
straints, and procedural necessity. These explanations may be accu-
rate, but they do not remove distributive consequences. Institutions
frequently protect their own time by consuming the time of citizens.
Marginalized people absorb administrative inefficiency through lost
wages, travel costs, anxiety, and disrupted family life. Time becomes
one of the hidden currencies through which inequality is reproduced.
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5. Verification, Suspicion, and the Politics of Deservingness

Poor and marginalized citizens are often required to prove the truth
of their need repeatedly. Applicants to means-tested welfare pro-
grammes may have to document income, family structure, disability,
unemployment, residence, and job-search activity. Migrants must
prove identity and legal status. Patients may need to demonstrate eli-
gibility for subsidized treatment. Students must verify poverty to re-
ceive assistance. Repeated verification can make applicants feel that
the institution begins from suspicion rather than trust.

Verification is necessary in many systems because public resources
are limited and fraud can occur. The sociological issue is the unequal
intensity of verification. Affluent citizens receive major public bene-
fits through property law, tax arrangements, infrastructure, pensions,
and subsidized institutions without being subjected to the same
moral scrutiny. Poor citizens must often disclose intimate details in
order to receive modest assistance.

Piven and Cloward (1993) argued that US welfare systems regulate
poor populations as well as support them. Assistance can be expand-
ed or restricted in ways that manage labour, political unrest, and so-
cial order. Joe Soss (2000) similarly demonstrates that welfare institu-
tions teach citizens lessons about government, authority, and political
participation. A claimant who repeatedly encounters suspicion may
learn that the state does not view them as a rights-bearing citizen but
as a potential cheat.

Frontline officials often make judgments about deservingness. A
polite elderly person may be seen as genuinely needy, while an angry
unemployed person is classified as irresponsible. A mother who ap-
pears clean, humble, and cooperative may receive sympathy, while
another is judged through clothing, family structure, or emotional ex-
pression. These moral classifications influence how rules are ex-
plained and applied.

Suspicion therefore produces both material and symbolic inequali-
ty. It can delay benefits, increase sanctions, and discourage applica-
tions. It also communicates that marginalized citizens possess ques-
tionable moral status. The applicant must prove not only eligibility
but worthiness. Public support becomes conditional upon perform-
ing the identity of the disciplined and grateful poor.
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4.1 Shame and the Internalization of Class

1. Shame as a Social Emotion of Comparison and Judgment

Shame is often experienced as a deeply personal feeling, but its ori-
gins are social. It develops when people imagine themselves through
the judgments of others and conclude that they have failed to meet a
valued standard. Unlike guilt, which usually concerns a particular ac-
tion, shame can attach to the whole self. A person does not merely
think that they have done something wrong. They begin to feel that
they are the wrong kind of person. Thomas Scheff (2000) describes
shame as a central social emotion because it signals threatened social
bonds, rejection, loss of status, or fear that others no longer regard the
person as worthy of full membership.

Comparison is essential to this process. People become conscious
of class differences when they compare homes, clothing, schools, ac-
cents, family occupations, consumption, and opportunities. A child
may not initially understand household poverty as a structural con-
dition. Poverty becomes shameful when the child sees that classmates
possess objects, experiences, or forms of confidence that the family
cannot provide. The material difference becomes an emotional judg-
ment. The child does not simply recognize that others have more. The
child may conclude that their own family is inferior, careless, back-
ward, or unsuccessful.

Andrew Sayer (2005) argues that class is experienced through eval-
uative judgments as well as income and occupation. People care
about how they are valued, and unequal societies distribute respect
unequally. Affluent lifestyles are associated with success, intelli-
gence, responsibility, and good judgment. Poverty is associated with
failure, dependence, ignorance, and lack of discipline. These associa-
tions provide people with unequal bases for self-respect. Those with
money can display socially approved signs of achievement, while
those without it must repeatedly defend their moral worth against
the negative meanings attached to deprivation.

Sennett and Cobb’s (1972) concept of the hidden injuries of class
captures this emotional dimension of inequality. Working-class peo-
ple may be essential to the economy and proud of their labour, yet
they are often denied the recognition attached to prestigious occupa-
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tions. Their effort does not produce the same public respect as profes-
sional status, educational credentials, or wealth. The injury lies not
only in receiving fewer resources but in being made to feel that one’s
life has lower value. Material inequality becomes an injury to dignity
when society interprets unequal outcomes as evidence of unequal
people.

Shame is therefore relational rather than purely internal. It
emerges from the gap between how people wish to be recognized
and how they believe others see them. The emotion may remain hid-
den, but it reflects public standards of worth. Poverty, low-status
work, accent, family background, and neighbourhood become
shameful only within a social order that ranks these characteristics.
Shame is one of the emotional languages through which class hierar-
chy enters the self.

2. Poverty, Accent, Clothing, Family Occupation, School, and
Neighbourhood

Poverty can become a source of shame because it is socially visible
even when people try to conceal it. Housing conditions, food, trans-
port, school materials, digital access, and the ability to participate in
leisure reveal differences in family resources. Children may avoid
inviting friends home because the house is small, crowded, unfin-
ished, or located in a stigmatized area. Adults may feel embarrassed
when they cannot contribute to ceremonies, purchase appropriate
clothing, or join social activities. The lack of money becomes more
than a practical limitation. It threatens participation in ordinary ritu-
als through which belonging is confirmed.

Accent can carry similar emotional weight. Regional, rural, work-
ing-class, migrant, and minority accents are often treated as signs of
limited education or intelligence. A person may understand that their
speech connects them to family and community while also fearing
that it will attract ridicule in school or work. Repeated correction can
produce linguistic self-consciousness. The speaker begins to monitor
pronunciation, vocabulary, and volume. A voice that once felt natural
becomes something that must be managed. Shame enters speech
when people hear their own history through the contempt of domi-
nant listeners.
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Clothing is another visible marker of class. Uniforms, professional
dress, fashion, shoes, and accessories communicate whether a person
possesses money and cultural knowledge. A student wearing an old
uniform or inexpensive shoes may fear mockery even when the cloth-
ing is clean and functional. An employee may worry that formal
clothes look cheap or poorly fitted. Affluent people can present sim-
plicity as taste because the quality of their clothing remains recogniz-
able. Poor people risk being judged either for visible deprivation or
for spending too much effort on appearance.

Family occupation can also become a source of concealment. Chil-
dren may avoid telling classmates that a parent works as a cleaner,
labourer, driver, domestic worker, street vendor, or low-level em-
ployee. The embarrassment does not arise from the work itself. It
arises from the social ranking of occupations. Necessary labour is fre-
quently denied prestige, while professional work receives symbolic
recognition. A child may love and respect a parent while becoming
ashamed of the way others classify that parent. This conflict can pro-
duce guilt because the child recognizes that embarrassment feels like
betrayal.

School background and neighbourhood complete this map of class
signs. Elite institutions carry assumptions of intelligence, confidence,
and future success. Poorly funded or stigmatized schools are associ-
ated with disorder and low ability. Similarly, affluent neighbour-
hoods communicate safety and respectability, while poor areas are
associated with crime, dependency, and social failure. Individuals
carry these institutional and geographic labels into new settings. Be-
fore their abilities are assessed, their school or address may already
have shaped expectations. Shame develops when people learn that
ordinary facts of biography can lower their value in the eyes of oth-
ers.
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3. How Shame Individualizes Structural Disadvantage

One of shame’s most powerful effects is its ability to convert struc-
tural disadvantages into personal inadequacy. A person may face un-
employment because of economic recession, weak labour demand,
regional inequality, discrimination, or limited educational opportuni-
ty. Yet public culture often interprets unemployment as lack of effort,
discipline, or ambition. The individual begins to ask what is wrong
with them rather than what is wrong with the organization of oppor-
tunity. Structural conditions disappear, while personal failure be-
comes emotionally real.

Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence explains this
process. Symbolic violence occurs when dominated groups adopt the
categories through which dominant groups judge them. Social hierar-
chies then appear natural and legitimate. People who have been de-
nied opportunity may conclude that they lack intelligence, talent, or
proper conduct. They judge themselves by standards produced
through unequal access to education, wealth, language, and cultural
capital. Domination becomes most effective when the disadvantaged
participate in explaining their own disadvantage.

Sayer (2005, p. 161) describes a related condition as structural hu-
miliation. Working-class people are expected to compete according to
standards established by groups with greater resources. They face the
same examinations, interviews, housing markets, and cultural expec-
tations without the same preparation or protection. They are there-
fore more likely to experience failure and to interpret themselves as
failures. The formal equality of competition hides the unequal condi-
tions under which competition occurs. Shame completes the transfor-
mation by attaching the outcome to personal worth.

Meritocratic ideology intensifies this process. When society teaches
that success results mainly from effort and talent, those who fail lose
the language through which structural barriers can be named. A stu-
dent who cannot afford tutoring sees a low grade as proof of limited
intelligence. A worker unable to relocate because of family obliga-
tions sees missed opportunities as lack of ambition. A poor parent
unable to provide educational resources feels personally responsible
for circumstances produced through low wages, inadequate services,
and unequal housing.
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Self-blame can appear more manageable than structural analysis
because it creates the hope that personal improvement will solve the
problem. People promise to work harder, speak better, dress more
carefully, or become more disciplined. These efforts may produce
limited gains, but they also protect unequal institutions from criti-
cism. Shame individualizes inequality by making people search with-
in themselves for the cause of conditions produced beyond them. It
turns public injustice into private emotional failure.

4. Concealment, Withdrawal, Respectability, and Help-
Seeking

People often respond to class shame through concealment. They hide
poverty, edit family histories, and avoid conversations that could ex-
pose social background. A student may give vague answers about a
parent’s occupation or pretend not to be interested in an activity the
family cannot afford. An employee may conceal the neighbourhood
in which they live or avoid inviting colleagues home. Upwardly mo-
bile people may remove regional expressions from speech and avoid
discussing relatives whose behaviour could be judged as unprofes-
sional. Concealment protects the person from immediate embarrass-
ment but reinforces the belief that the hidden identity is unaccept-
able.

Shame also produces withdrawal from social spaces. People avoid
restaurants, professional events, school meetings, ceremonies, and
friendship groups where they expect class difference to become visi-
ble. A person may decline an invitation because of transport, cloth-
ing, or cost but offer another explanation. Repeated withdrawal re-
duces access to relationships and information. The person appears
antisocial or uninterested, while the real cause is fear of exposure. So-
cial exclusion is therefore reproduced partly through anticipation.
People remove themselves before others could reject them.

Education is particularly affected. Students who feel ashamed of
accent, clothing, school background, or family poverty may remain
silent in class. They avoid asking questions because uncertainty could
confirm stereotypes about low ability. A single incorrect answer feels
more dangerous when the student believes that they already appear
out of place. In workplaces, shame can produce similar caution. Em-
ployees hesitate to negotiate salaries, seek promotion, challenge un-
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fair treatment, or admit that they do not understand an unwritten
rule. Their silence is then interpreted as lack of confidence or ambi-
tion.

Another response is the overperformance of respectability. People
attempt to disprove stigma by appearing exceptionally clean, disci-
plined, hardworking, grateful, modest, and emotionally controlled. A
poor family may spend beyond its means on clothing or ceremonies
to prevent public humiliation. A worker may accept extra duties
without complaint to demonstrate commitment. A welfare recipient
may speak with exaggerated politeness because any anger could be
interpreted as proof of irresponsibility. Respectability provides tem-
porary protection, but it also requires continuous monitoring of the
self.

Shame can prevent people from seeking assistance. Welfare offices,
food support, debt counselling, healthcare, and school assistance may
be avoided because using them publicly confirms an identity of need.
Research on poverty shows that people sometimes endure hardship
rather than enter a setting where they expect humiliation. Means-test-
ed systems can deepen this problem by requiring applicants to prove
deprivation repeatedly. The person must expose private hardship to
strangers and then wait to be judged deserving. A service intended to
reduce material inequality can reproduce emotional inequality when
access is organized through stigma.

5. Shame, Silence, and the Self-Policing of Inequality

Shame is an effective form of social control because it does not re-
quire constant external punishment. Once dominant judgments have
been internalized, people monitor themselves. They adjust clothing,
speech, relationships, ambitions, and emotional expression before
anyone issues a direct command. The possibility of ridicule or rejec-
tion becomes enough to regulate behaviour. Inequality enters the self
as anticipation.

This self-policing can begin early. Children learn which occupa-
tions should not be mentioned, which accents produce laughter, and
which homes are safe to display. Adolescents learn which clothes
communicate poverty and which ambitions appear unrealistic for
students from their school. Adults learn how much of their family
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background can be discussed in professional settings. Through these
lessons, people become observers of themselves. They imagine the
judgment of others and correct their own behaviour in advance.

Silence is central to this control. Shame makes experiences difficult
to articulate because speaking about them risks further exposure. A
person may be ashamed not only of poverty but of feeling ashamed
of poverty. This can create the self-reinforcing shame described by
Scheff (2014). The original injury remains unspoken, while anger,
withdrawal, or self-criticism appears in its place. Others see the be-
haviour without understanding the humiliation beneath it.

Silence also prevents structural grievance from becoming collec-
tive. When unemployment, educational exclusion, or welfare stigma
is understood as individual failure, people lack a shared language of
injustice. Each person believes that others are coping successfully and
that their own difficulty is unique. Potential allies remain isolated.
Shame fragments groups that might otherwise recognize common
conditions. It can even lead disadvantaged people to shame others
whose poverty is more visible, thereby distancing themselves from
stigma and weakening solidarity.

The controlling power of shame therefore lies in its ability to re-
duce the need for open coercion. People avoid demanding rights be-
cause they fear appearing entitled. They avoid public spaces because
they fear being judged. They overwork to prove worth and conceal
hardship to preserve dignity. The unequal order appears stable be-
cause those injured by it often police themselves more harshly than
institutions could. Shame turns social domination into an internal
discipline.

6. Dignity, Recognition, and the Challenge to Shame

Shame can be challenged when people receive recognition that sepa-
rates human worth from class position. Axel Honneth (1995) argues
that identity depends on relations of love, legal respect, and social es-
teem. People need to be recognized as individuals with rights and as
contributors whose activities possess value. Misrecognition damages
the self by communicating that a person or group is inferior, invisi-
ble, or undeserving. Dignity is restored when individuals are treated
as worthy before they prove economic success or cultural conformity.
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Michele Lamont’s work shows how marginalized groups construct
alternative standards of worth. Working-class people may emphasize
honesty, care, loyalty, hard work, and responsibility rather than
wealth or elite taste. These moral boundaries can provide protection
from dominant class judgments by separating economic position
from human value. However, dignity becomes more durable when it
is collective rather than based only on individual moral performance.
People need shared narratives that explain disadvantages structural-
ly and refuse the idea that poverty reveals personal inferiority.

Solidarity helps transform private shame into public understand-
ing. Trade unions, community organizations, peer groups, social
movements, and supportive educational spaces allow people to rec-
ognize that their experiences are not unique. A student who hears
others describe class embarrassment can reinterpret silence as a re-
sponse to exclusion rather than lack of intelligence. A welfare recipi-
ent who joins a claimant organization can understand administrative
humiliation as institutional practice rather than personal failure.
Shared language converts shame into criticism and sometimes into
political action.

Institutions also play a central role. Schools can avoid humiliating
children through public identification of poverty. Workplaces can
value low-status labour and challenge accent and class prejudice.
Welfare systems can simplify procedures, protect privacy, and treat
assistance as a right. Healthcare and food support can be organized
so that people do not have to display deprivation in public queues.
Respectful treatment does not replace material redistribution, but it
affects whether redistribution restores dignity or reproduces stigma.

Challenging shame requires changing both material inequality and
the judgments attached to it. Recognition without resources can be-
come symbolic consolation, while resources delivered through hu-
miliation can deepen injury. A more equal society would provide se-
curity and refuse to treat need as moral failure. It would allow people
to speak about poverty, accent, family, school, and neighbourhood
without being judged as if these features determine intelligence or
worth. Shame loses its controlling power when structural disadvan-
tage can be named openly and when dignity is treated as a social
right rather than a reward for success.
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4.2 Dignity, Recognition, and the Struggle to
Be Seen

1. Dignity as the Demand to Be Treated as Fully Human

Dignity is the demand to be treated as a person of equal human
worth. It is not satisfied merely because someone receives food, in-
come, shelter, education, medical treatment, or administrative assis-
tance. These resources are essential, but dignity concerns the social
relationship through which they are provided. A person can be
helped while being humiliated, managed while being ignored, and
protected while being denied autonomy. Dignity therefore requires
recognition of the individual as a thinking, feeling, rights-bearing
subject whose voice matters. It rejects the idea that poor, dependent,
displaced, stigmatized, or socially marginalized people should be
grateful for whatever treatment institutions choose to provide. To
treat someone with dignity is to recognize that need does not reduce
humanity, dependency does not eliminate agency, and social disad-
vantage does not justify contempt.

Axel Honneth’s (1995) theory of recognition provides a central
framework for understanding dignity. Honneth argues that personal
identity depends upon several forms of recognition. Love and care
support basic self-confidence. Legal rights support self-respect by
confirming that the individual is a legitimate member of the political
community. Social esteem supports self-worth by recognizing that
the person’s activities and contributions possess value. When these
forms of recognition are denied, people suffer more than material
harm. Abuse damages bodily confidence, exclusion from rights dam-
ages self-respect, and humiliation damages self-esteem. Dignity is
therefore relational. People develop a secure sense of self through in-
teractions in which they are treated as worthy of care, rights, and so-
cial appreciation. Disrespect becomes an injustice because it damages
the conditions through which people can understand themselves as
full participants in society.

Andrew Sayer extends this argument by emphasizing that people
are evaluative beings. They care about what is good, worthwhile, ad-
mirable, and shameful. Class inequality matters not only because
some possess more money but because societies attach different
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moral values to different social positions. Professional occupations
are often associated with intelligence, discipline, and success, while
low-paid work is associated with limited ability. Wealth can be inter-
preted as evidence of merit, while poverty is read as personal failure.
These evaluations distribute dignity unequally. People performing
necessary but low-status labour may be treated as socially replace-
able even when institutions depend upon them. Their work is eco-
nomically useful but symbolically devalued. Inequality therefore
reaches beyond resources into the distribution of honour and respect.

Dignity also differs from pity. Pity recognizes suffering but can
preserve distance between the observer and the person who suffers.
The pitied individual is viewed as unfortunate and deserving of
kindness, but not necessarily as an equal capable of judgment and ac-
tion. Charity can operate through a similar hierarchy. A donor, insti-
tution, or official decides what the recipient needs, under what condi-
tions assistance will be offered, and what gratitude should follow.
The recipient appears as an object of compassion rather than as a par-
ticipant with rights. Recognition requires more. It demands that peo-
ple affected by hardship be allowed to describe their own needs, in-
fluence decisions, question treatment, and refuse arrangements that
violate their values. Dignity is present when assistance strengthens
agency rather than confirming dependence.

The demand for dignity is therefore a demand for social standing.
It asks whether workers are respected, whether students are heard,
whether migrants are treated as members of society, whether domes-
tic workers are recognized as labouring subjects, whether minorities
can appear in public without being stereotyped, and whether welfare
recipients are treated as citizens rather than suspects. Dignity does
not eliminate differences in role, responsibility, or knowledge. A
teacher may possess academic authority, a doctor medical expertise,
and an administrator legal responsibility. Yet these differences do not
justify treating others as voiceless or inferior. Dignity requires that in-
stitutional power be exercised without denying the full humanity of
those subject to it.

A society committed to dignity must therefore judge institutions
not only by what they distribute but by how they classify and ad-
dress people. A hospital may provide treatment while ignoring a
patient’s explanation. A school may admit a poor student while mak-

127



INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

ing poverty publicly visible. A welfare office may issue assistance
while repeatedly questioning the claimant’s honesty. A workplace
may pay wages while treating some employees as incapable of lead-
ership. In each case, material provision and symbolic disrespect coex-
ist. Dignity names the claim that this coexistence is unjust. People
need resources to live, but they also need social relations in which
they are not reduced to problems, burdens, cases, bodies, or benefi-
ciaries. To be treated with dignity is to be recognized as fully human
in both material and symbolic life.

2. Redistribution, Recognition, and the Two Dimensions of
Justice

Material redistribution concerns the allocation of income, wealth,
housing, education, healthcare, employment, and other resources
that shape life chances. It addresses inequalities created through low
wages, unemployment, property concentration, unequal schooling,
poor infrastructure, and limited access to public services. Redistribu-
tion asks who possesses resources, who carries economic risk, and
how institutions can reduce deprivation. It includes taxation, labour
protection, social insurance, public education, healthcare, housing
support, pensions, and income transfers. Without redistribution, ap-
peals to dignity can become empty. A person cannot live securely
through respect alone if they lack food, shelter, treatment, or income.

Symbolic recognition concerns how individuals and groups are
valued, represented, and treated. It addresses stigma, humiliation,
cultural domination, invisibility, stereotyping, and exclusion from
equal social status. Recognition asks whose language is treated as in-
telligent, whose work is valued, whose identity is considered normal,
and whose voice is heard in public decisions. A person may receive
material support while remaining socially subordinate. A welfare
claimant may receive money but be described as dependent. A mi-
nority student may enter university but be treated as an exception. A
domestic worker may receive wages while being denied privacy, re-
spect, or freedom from verbal abuse. Recognition focuses attention on
these injuries to status and worth.

Nancy Fraser (in Fraser & Honneth, 2004) argues that redistribu-
tion and recognition are analytically distinct but practically inter-
twined dimensions of justice. Economic arrangements can produce
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deprivation, while institutionalized cultural values produce status
subordination. Neither can be reduced completely to the other.
Poverty is not merely a problem of cultural disrespect because it in-
volves real material scarcity. Racism, sexism, caste, ethnic exclusion,
and stigma cannot be solved only through income transfers because
they also organize social standing. Fraser’s principle of participatory
parity proposes that justice requires social conditions in which people
can interact as full partners. This demands both sufficient material re-
sources and cultural patterns that recognize equal status.

The distinction is important because policies can succeed in one di-
mension while failing in another. A programme may transfer income
effectively but deliver it through degrading procedures. A school
may provide scholarships but isolate recipients through public iden-
tification. A workplace may adopt diversity language while main-
taining unequal pay and authority. Conversely, an institution may
celebrate cultural identity while leaving economic inequality un-
touched. Symbolic inclusion without material transformation can be-
come ceremonial. Material provision without recognition can become
paternalistic. Justice requires attention to both the substance of distri-
bution and the quality of social relations.

Honneth (in Fraser & Honneth, 2004) approaches the relationship
differently by arguing that many distributive conflicts are themselves
struggles for recognition. Low wages communicate that certain work
is not socially valued. Unemployment can damage social esteem be-
cause paid work remains a central source of recognition. Exclusion
from healthcare or education signals that some lives are less worthy
of public investment. Economic injustice is therefore experienced
morally as disrespect. Fraser nevertheless warns that recognition lan-
guage should not obscure political economy. Employers can express
appreciation while continuing to underpay workers. States can praise
sacrifice while failing to provide resources. Recognition must not be-
come a substitute for redistribution.

The most adequate understanding treats resources and recognition
as mutually necessary. Material inequality weakens the ability to par-
ticipate, speak, resist, and exercise choice. Symbolic inequality makes
deprivation appear deserved and can discourage people from claim-
ing resources. A poor person who has been repeatedly humiliated
may avoid public assistance. A worker who believes their occupation
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has little worth may accept exploitation. A minority group represent-
ed as incapable may receive fewer institutional investments. Maldis-
tribution and misrecognition therefore reinforce one another. Eco-
nomic disadvantage lowers social standing, while low social standing
makes economic exclusion easier to justify.

Following Fraser’s (2005) three-dimensional account, justice
should be evaluated through three related questions. First, do people
possess the resources required for security and meaningful participa-
tion? Second, are they treated as social equals rather than inferior or
dependent subjects? Third, do they have a voice in the decisions that
shape their lives? Redistribution addresses resources. Recognition
addresses status. Representation addresses political voice. Together,
these dimensions reveal why dignity cannot be added to social policy
as a minor matter of courtesy. Dignity is part of the structure of jus-
tice because material support is incomplete when people remain un-
able to participate as equals.

3. Everyday Struggles for Dignity in Work, Education,
Migration, and Welfare

Workers struggle for dignity when their labour is necessary but so-
cially devalued. Low-paid employees may clean offices, transport
goods, care for patients, prepare food, guard buildings, or maintain
public spaces while remaining invisible to those who benefit from
their work. They can be spoken to through commands rather than
conversation, denied breaks, or treated as replaceable. Dignity in
work therefore concerns more than wages. It includes autonomy,
safety, recognition, predictable schedules, and the right to speak
without fear. Workers frequently defend dignity by taking pride in
skill, reliability, endurance, and responsibility. These moral claims
challenge the assumption that occupational prestige determines per-
sonal worth.

Domestic workers face particularly intimate forms of inequality.
Their labour takes place inside private households where the bound-
ary between employment and personal service is often unclear. They
may cook, clean, care for children, support older people, and manage
the emotional rhythms of family life. Yet because this work is associ-
ated with femininity, servitude, migration, and lower class status, it
is often treated as naturally available rather than professionally valu-
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able. Domestic workers may be addressed by first name while em-
ployers expect formal titles, denied private space, monitored closely,
or excluded from the family’s social life while being told they are part
of the family. Such language can disguise hierarchy. Recognition re-
quires clear labour rights, fair pay, privacy, rest, and respect for the
worker’s life beyond the household.

Students struggle for dignity when institutions interpret social
background as intellectual worth. Working-class, rural, minority, and
first-generation students may encounter assumptions that they are
underprepared or culturally deficient. A teacher’s dismissive tone,
public correction of accent, or surprise at strong performance can
communicate that the student does not naturally belong. Scholar-
ships can provide access while marking recipients as poor. Students
protect dignity by forming peer groups, valuing community knowl-
edge, resisting stereotypes, and demanding curricula that recognize
their histories. Educational dignity requires more than admission. It
requires being treated as a legitimate learner whose questions, lan-
guage, and experience have intellectual value.

Migrants experience dignity struggles through borders, work-
places, housing, language, and citizenship. They may be economical-
ly welcomed as labour while socially represented as outsiders. Their
qualifications may be ignored, their accents mocked, and their legal
status used to limit bargaining power. Migrants often perform diffi-
cult and necessary jobs while being told that they should remain
grateful for opportunity. This demand for gratitude weakens their
ability to criticize exploitation. Recognition requires treating migrants
not merely as labour inputs or humanitarian objects but as persons
with rights, families, histories, and political voices. It also requires ac-
knowledging that integration is a two-sided process. Institutions
must change as well as individuals.

Minorities struggle for dignity when stereotypes define them be-
fore interaction begins. Religious, ethnic, racial, linguistic, sexual, and
other minorities may be treated as suspicious, backward, dangerous,
dependent, or culturally incompatible. Everyday disrespect can in-
clude jokes, mispronounced names, intrusive questions, exclusion
from networks, or expectations that one person represent an entire
group. These acts may appear small, but repetition communicates
unequal membership. Collective identity claims often emerge as re-
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sponses to this misrecognition. Groups demand that histories, lan-
guages, and ways of life be recognized without being reduced to ex-
otic difference. The aim is not special praise but equal standing.

Welfare recipients experience dignity struggles at the point where
need meets administration. They may be required to explain poverty
repeatedly, prove compliance, reveal private relationships, and ac-
cept officials’ judgments about deservingness. Assistance can be ac-
companied by surveillance, sanctions, and moral instruction. Recipi-
ents respond by concealing need, avoiding programmes, or present-
ing themselves as exceptionally responsible. A dignity-preserving
welfare system would recognize dependency as a normal part of hu-
man life. Children, sick people, unemployed workers, disabled per-
sons, older adults, and caregivers all depend on social support. The
issue is not whether people depend on others but whether depen-
dence is organized through rights and reciprocity or stigma and con-
trol.

Across these settings, dignity struggles reveal a common demand.
People want to be seen as more than the category through which in-
stitutions process them. Workers are more than labour costs, students
more than test scores, migrants more than legal statuses, minorities
more than identities, and welfare recipients more than cases. Every-
day recognition occurs when people are listened to, addressed re-
spectfully, trusted, and allowed to exercise agency. These practices
cannot replace structural reform, but they determine whether institu-
tions reproduce subordination in the very act of providing employ-
ment, education, protection, or assistance.

132



THE EMOTIONAL LIFE OF INEQUALITY

4. Disrespect, Humiliation, and the Deepening of Inequality

Disrespect deepens inequality because it affects how people under-
stand themselves and how willing they are to participate in institu-
tions. Material disadvantage already limits choices, but humiliation
adds an emotional cost to seeking help, education, work, or legal pro-
tection. A person may technically possess a right yet avoid using it
because previous encounters produced shame. A welfare office can
distribute benefits while discouraging future claims. A hospital can
provide treatment while making patients reluctant to return. A
school can offer education while convincing students that they do not
belong. Disrespect therefore changes behaviour and can convert par-
tial material inclusion into continued social exclusion.

Erving Goffman’s (1963) concept of stigma explains how social cat-
egories can become spoiled identities. A stigmatized person is not
evaluated only through individual conduct. They are interpreted
through a discrediting label. Poverty becomes evidence of irresponsi-
bility, migration evidence of foreignness, disability evidence of de-
pendence, and low-status work evidence of limited intelligence. Once
a category is stigmatized, ordinary behaviour is read differently.
Anger confirms aggressiveness, silence confirms incapacity, and re-
quests for support confirm dependency. Stigma therefore narrows
the range of actions available without negative interpretation.

Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence shows how such judg-
ments become internalized. Dominant classifications appear natural
because institutions repeatedly reward them. A student begins to be-
lieve that an elite accent signals intelligence. A domestic worker ac-
cepts being addressed disrespectfully because employers are socially
superior. A welfare recipient feels ashamed because public discourse
presents independence as moral virtue. The dominated adopt the lan-
guage through which domination is justified. Inequality becomes
durable because people begin to police their own claims, ambitions,
and emotions.

Humiliation also produces practical disadvantages. Workers who
fear being labelled difficult may not report harassment or unpaid
wages. Students who expect ridicule may avoid speaking in class. Mi-
grants who anticipate suspicion may avoid police or healthcare insti-
tutions. Welfare recipients may decline assistance rather than under-
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go intrusive verification. Disrespect therefore reduces access to re-
sources and protection. It also weakens the information institutions
receive about their own failures. When people remain silent to pre-
serve dignity, abusive systems appear to function without complaint.

Material policies can intensify these effects when they are orga-
nized paternalistically. Food assistance delivered through visible
queues may expose recipients publicly. Housing programmes may
place families under intrusive monitoring. Welfare systems may re-
quire repeated proof that claimants are searching for work or using
money correctly. These procedures express distrust. The recipient re-
ceives a resource but loses control over how need is defined. Material
support becomes conditional upon accepting an inferior status. The
policy addresses scarcity while reproducing misrecognition.

Disrespect can also divide marginalized groups. People protect
themselves from stigma by distancing themselves from those consid-
ered less respectable. A worker may emphasize that they are not like
other poor people. A migrant may distinguish between deserving
and undeserving migrants. A welfare recipient may condemn
claimants believed to be fraudulent. These distinctions offer tempo-
rary moral protection but reproduce the hierarchy that causes shame.
The struggle for dignity becomes individualized rather than collec-
tive.

For this reason, respectful treatment must be understood as part of
policy effectiveness. It is not an optional improvement added after
material goals are achieved. Institutions that humiliate citizens re-
duce participation, trust, and compliance. They make rights difficult
to exercise and deepen the psychological injuries of inequality. Re-
spectful procedures, privacy, clear communication, meaningful
choice, and opportunities to appeal are therefore substantive compo-
nents of justice. They protect both the person’s self-respect and the
practical accessibility of public support.
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5. Charity, Recognition, Agency, and Collective Struggles for
Worth

Charity responds to need through voluntary assistance. It can save
lives, relieve hardship, and express genuine solidarity. Families, reli-
gious groups, community organizations, and donors often provide
support where public institutions fail. Yet charity can preserve hier-
archy when the giver controls the terms of assistance and the recipi-
ent must demonstrate gratitude. The relationship remains unequal
because help depends on generosity rather than enforceable rights.
Recipients may be expected to appear humble, deserving, and emo-
tionally thankful. Their voices are weaker because assistance can be
withdrawn.

Recognition differs from charity because it affirms equal status and
agency. It treats the person not as an object of kindness but as a par-
ticipant entitled to shape decisions. Recognition asks what people
identify as their needs, what knowledge they possess, and how insti-
tutions can support autonomy. A domestic worker recognized as a
worker can negotiate conditions and claim legal protection. A welfare
recipient recognized as a citizen can appeal decisions. A migrant rec-
ognized as a political subject can participate in debates about integra-
tion. The shift is from benevolence to rights.

Fraser distinguishes between affirmative remedies that address
outcomes while leaving underlying structures intact and transforma-
tive remedies that change the relations producing inequality. Charity
often operates affirmatively. It provides food without challenging
low wages, pays school fees without changing unequal education,
and supports migrants without reforming exclusionary legal systems.
Transformative recognition examines why some groups appear natu-
rally dependent and why others possess the authority to decide. It
seeks institutions in which assistance does not confirm inferiority.

Collective struggles for dignity emerge when individuals reinter-
pret disrespect as a shared injustice. Honneth describes experiences
of humiliation as part of the moral grammar of social conflict. People
mobilize when they recognize that injuries once experienced private-
ly follow a common social pattern. Labour movements transform in-
dividual exploitation into demands for worker rights. Feminist
movements make domestic and sexual domination publicly visible.
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Minority movements challenge stereotypes and exclusion. Disability
movements reject pity and demand accessibility, autonomy, and par-
ticipation.

Identity claims play an important but complex role. Marginalized
groups may affirm identities that dominant institutions have deval-
ued. Pride movements convert shame into collective worth. Linguis-
tic minorities defend languages treated as backward. Migrants re-
claim histories ignored by national narratives. Such claims do not
necessarily demand that every cultural practice be praised. They de-
mand that group membership should not disqualify people from
equal participation. Recognition is therefore linked to status rather
than simple celebration of difference.

Lamont’s work on recognition gaps shows how cultural reper-
toires influence whether groups can defend worth. Communities
draw on values such as hard work, care, responsibility, solidarity,
and contribution to contest dominant definitions of success. These al-
ternative standards protect self-respect. Yet recognition should not
depend only on proving moral excellence. Poor people should not
have to be exceptionally hardworking before being treated with dig-
nity. Minorities should not have to demonstrate cultural usefulness
before receiving rights. Equal humanity must precede performance.

Collective organization makes this principle politically effective.
Trade unions, community groups, student associations, migrant net-
works, and social movements provide language, visibility, and insti-
tutional pressure. They create spaces where people can speak with-
out translating experience into dominant categories. Collective action
also changes the direction of recognition. Marginalized people do not
merely ask powerful groups to view them kindlier. They claim the
authority to judge institutions, define injustice, and participate in
constructing social values.
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6. Justice as Redistribution, Recognition, and Equal
Participation

Justice requires resources because dignity cannot flourish under se-
vere material insecurity. People who lack food, housing, healthcare,
education, and income cannot participate as equals. Scarcity forces
dependence, narrows choices, and exposes individuals to exploita-
tion. Workers accept abusive conditions because they need wages.
Migrants tolerate discrimination because legal status is insecure. Stu-
dents leave education because families require income. Welfare recip-
ients accept humiliation because assistance is necessary. Redistribu-
tion reduces these inequalities by providing material foundations for
autonomy.

Justice also requires recognition because resources alone do not re-
move subordination. A person can receive a wage while being treat-
ed as inferior, attend school while being regarded as incapable, and
receive welfare while being stigmatized as dependent. Material sup-
port delivered through contempt can reproduce hierarchy. Recogni-
tion affirms that people possess equal moral standing and legitimate
voices. It requires institutions to examine whose conduct is treated as
normal, whose knowledge counts, and who is allowed to participate
in defining rules.

Representation forms a third dimension. People affected by poli-
cies must be able to influence them. Without representation, redistri-
bution can become paternalism and recognition can become symbolic
display. Welfare recipients should participate in designing adminis-
trative procedures. Domestic workers should help shape labour regu-
lations. Students should have a voice in educational institutions. Mi-
grants and minorities should participate in decisions affecting citi-
zenship, language, and public culture. Equal participation converts
people from managed populations into political subjects.

The integration of redistribution, recognition, and representation
changes how policy is evaluated. A welfare programme should be
judged by whether it reduces poverty, whether it treats recipients re-
spectfully, and whether recipients can challenge its rules. A school
should be judged by access, by the recognition of diverse knowledge,
and by student participation. A workplace should be judged by
wages, dignity, and worker voice. Justice is not achieved when one
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dimension compensates for failure in another. Respect cannot replace
income, and income cannot justify humiliation.

Institutional design therefore matters. Universal services can re-
duce stigma because access does not require public proof of inferiori-
ty. Clear rights reduce dependence on personal discretion. Privacy
protects individuals from exposure. Accessible appeals protect voice.
Labour standards reduce the power of employers to convert econom-
ic needs into submission. Anti-discrimination rules challenge status
hierarchy. Participatory structures allow marginalized groups to in-
fluence implementation. These mechanisms connect material support
with recognition.

Dignity should not be understood as a vague moral ideal. It has
practical institutional requirements. People need control over person-
al information, freedom from degrading treatment, opportunities to
speak, and assurance that requesting help will not reduce their stand-
ing. Workers need rights to organize and refuse abuse. Students need
recognition as capable learners. Migrants need legal protection and
political voice. Minorities need equal membership without assimila-
tion as the price of acceptance. Welfare recipients need assistance
without suspicion as a default.

Justice ultimately concerns the kind of social relationships through
which resources are produced and distributed. An equal society is
not merely one in which goods are divided more evenly. It is one in
which people can appear before one another without being classified
as naturally superior or inferior. They can receive care without losing
agency, depend on public support without losing citizenship, and
participate in institutions without erasing identity. Redistribution
provides the material conditions of equality. Recognition provides
equal status. Representation provides voice.

The demand for dignity brings these dimensions together. It insists
that people must not only survive but live as recognized members of
society. Workers, domestic labourers, students, migrants, minorities,
and welfare recipients all reveal how inequality operates through
both resources and respect. Their struggles show that material depri-
vation and symbolic degradation are not separate injuries. They rein-
force one another. Justice therefore requires institutions that redis-
tribute resources while transforming the relationships of authority,
judgment, and recognition through which inequality is lived.
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4.3 Desire, Consumption, and the Dream of
Escape

1. Consumer Culture as a Field of Visibility and Class
Aspiration

Consumer culture is one of the main arenas in which inequality be-
comes visible. Income, wealth, occupation, education, and family
background are not always immediately observable, but consump-
tion translates these differences into objects, spaces, and styles that
can be seen. Phones, cars, homes, clothing, schools, holidays, restau-
rants, weddings, and beauty practices communicate where people
stand or wish to stand within a social hierarchy. Consumption is
therefore not simply the private satisfaction of needs. It is a public
language through which individuals present identity, claim belong-
ing, and interpret the social position of others. In unequal societies,
where wealth and opportunity are distributed unevenly, consumer
goods become symbols of who has succeeded, who is moving up-
ward, and who remains excluded from socially valued ways of life.

Thorstein Veblen’s (1899) concept of conspicuous consumption re-
mains central to understanding this process. Veblen argued that the
wealthy display economic power through visible expenditure. Ex-
pensive goods communicate that the owner possesses resources be-
yond immediate necessity. Luxury therefore functions as evidence of
status. The value of a costly object is not limited to its practical use. Its
social value lies partly in the fact that others recognize its price, rari-
ty, or exclusivity. A car transports its owner, but a luxury car also
communicates occupational success, wealth, and distance from eco-
nomic insecurity. A large wedding celebrates marriage, but it can also
display family honour, social connections, and the ability to spend
beyond ordinary needs.

Georg Simmel (1957) argued that fashion performs two apparently
contradictory functions. It allows people to belong to a group while
also distinguishing themselves from others. Individuals adopt styles
to demonstrate that they understand contemporary social expecta-
tions, yet they also use those styles to create a sense of uniqueness. As
fashions move downward through the class hierarchy, elite groups
often abandon them and search for new forms of distinction. The ob-
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ject itself may remain useful or attractive, but its ability to separate
one class from another declines. Consumer culture is therefore char-
acterized by constant movement. What was once exclusive becomes
common, and what becomes common is often reclassified as vulgar,
outdated, or ordinary.

Pierre Bourdieu extended these insights by showing that distinc-
tion does not depend only on obvious luxury. Taste itself becomes a
marker of class. Food, music, furniture, clothing, travel, education,
and leisure communicate whether a person possesses the cultural
knowledge associated with a particular social group. Established
elites may avoid crude display and instead value understatement, au-
thenticity, simplicity, and cultural sophistication. A visibly expensive
object can be dismissed as pretentious, while a less obvious but cul-
turally recognized object communicates distinction to those who un-
derstand it. This creates a hierarchy between loud and subtle con-
sumption. The newly mobile may display success openly because
they need others to recognize it, while secure elites can afford to ap-
pear unconcerned with status.

Consumer aspiration develops within this field of visible ranking.
People do not desire goods in isolation. They encounter objects al-
ready surrounded by meanings. A particular phone represents tech-
nological competence and modernity. A certain school represents fu-
ture success. A fashionable home represents taste and family stabili-
ty. A wedding venue represents respectability and honour. Individu-
als learn these meanings through family, peers, advertising, enter-
tainment, workplaces, and social media. Aspiration is therefore so-
cially organized. People desire not only the object but the social iden-
tity attached to it. Consumption becomes a way of imagining move-
ment from one class position to another.

This does not mean that consumers are simply manipulated or that
every purchase is a conscious attempt to impress. Many goods pro-
vide pleasure, convenience, safety, comfort, and genuine self-expres-
sion. The sociological argument is that these practical and emotional
benefits are shaped by social hierarchy. A person can sincerely enjoy
fashion while knowing that appearance affects how others treat
them. A family can value education for intellectual reasons while also
recognizing that a prestigious school communicates status. Con-
sumer culture combines use, desire, recognition, and inequality. It
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makes social difference visible while encouraging individuals to
imagine that personal consumption can overcome the injuries created
by unequal class relations.

2. Phones, Fashion, Cars, Weddings, Housing, Beauty,
Education, and Lifestyle

Phones have become powerful symbols of mobility because they
combine utility, style, technological competence, and public visibility.
A smartphone provides communication, work, banking, entertain-
ment, education, and access to social networks. Yet the brand and
model can also signal whether a person is modern, successful, con-
nected, or left behind. In schools and workplaces, an old or inexpen-
sive phone may generate embarrassment even if it performs neces-
sary functions. A new device can produce a temporary sense of inclu-
sion because the owner no longer appears technologically inferior.
The purchase is not simply about possessing a tool. It can be a claim
to participation in a world where digital access has become closely
linked to competence and social relevance.

Fashion operates through similar processes. Clothing communi-
cates age, gender, occupation, taste, religion, class, and cultural be-
longing. People use fashion to enter professional environments,
friendship groups, universities, ceremonies, and marriage markets. A
person may spend heavily on clothing because appearance influences
hiring, dating, respect, and everyday treatment. Lower-income indi-
viduals are often criticized for buying fashionable goods rather than
saving, yet their clothing may serve important social purposes. Look-
ing appropriately dressed can reduce stigma, protect against assump-
tions of poverty, and increase confidence in situations where first im-
pressions matter. What appears to be unnecessary consumption may
function as a form of social protection.

Cars are especially visible symbols of progress and adulthood.
They offer mobility, safety, privacy, and independence, particularly
in places with weak public transport. At the same time, cars are pub-
licly ranked. Their size, brand, age, and condition communicate in-
come and professional standing. For lower-middle-class families,
purchasing a car can represent arrival into a more secure class posi-
tion. It allows participation in social and professional spaces that are
difficult to reach otherwise. Yet maintaining the vehicle can create
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long-term financial pressure through fuel, repair, insurance, and
debt. The car can therefore provide both practical freedom and sym-
bolic obligation.

Weddings concentrate consumer aspiration into a single highly
visible event. They involve clothing, food, venues, photography, jew-
ellery, transport, and hospitality. Families may spend far beyond
their means because the wedding represents honour, respectability,
and collective standing. A modest event can be interpreted as evi-
dence of poverty, weak family connections, or insufficient care for the
couple. Expenditure becomes a public statement that the family is ca-
pable, generous, and socially established. The emotional significance
of marriage makes these pressures especially intense. Parents may ac-
cept debt because reducing the event feels like publicly reducing the
value of their children.

Housing communicates security more deeply than most consumer
goods. A home represents stability, privacy, adulthood, family suc-
cess, and protection from rent or displacement. The neighbourhood,
size, architecture, furniture, and interior design all carry class mean-
ings. Homeownership is often treated as proof of maturity and finan-
cial discipline, even when access depends on inheritance or parental
support. Families without property may experience insecurity and
shame despite years of work. Housing aspiration is therefore not
merely a desire for display. It reflects a search for control over space,
safety, family continuity, and freedom from dependence on landlords
or relatives.

Beauty, education, and lifestyle complete this symbolic landscape.
Skin care, fitness, dental treatment, cosmetic procedures, and groom-
ing are linked to self-esteem but also to workplace and marriage eval-
uation. Education is consumed through school fees, tutoring, lan-
guage courses, professional certificates, and university brands. Par-
ents invest because credentials promise mobility and because particu-
lar institutions communicate family ambition. Lifestyle consumption
includes restaurants, travel, health practices, cultural activities, and
leisure. Together, these goods and experiences form a visible image
of the successful person. They communicate not only what someone
owns but whether they appear disciplined, informed, healthy, cul-
tured, and prepared for the future.
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3. Social Comparison, Media, and Consumption as Emotional
Escape

Consumption is shaped by comparison. Individuals judge their in-
come and lifestyle not only against absolute need but against the lives
of people around them. James Duesenberry (1949) emphasized that
consumption depends upon relative position. People compare them-
selves with neighbours, colleagues, relatives, and peers. A household
may possess more goods than an earlier generation yet still feel de-
prived because its reference group has advanced further. The stan-
dard of adequacy rises as visible lifestyles improve. What once ap-
peared luxurious becomes necessary for belonging, while what re-
mains unavailable becomes a reminder of inferiority.

Social media can intensify this process by expanding the number
of people available for comparison. Users encounter carefully select-
ed images of homes, holidays, weddings, meals, clothing, cars, bod-
ies, schools, and careers. These images present exceptional moments
as ordinary life. The viewer compares the difficulties of everyday ex-
istence with the polished achievements of others. Because the labour,
debt, family support, editing, and insecurity behind the image re-
main hidden, the displayed lifestyle appears effortless. Social media
therefore compresses social distance. Luxury is no longer seen occa-
sionally in elite neighbourhoods or magazines. It enters the phone re-
peatedly throughout the day.

Upward comparison can motivate aspiration, but it can also gener-
ate inadequacy. A person may feel that they are falling behind even
when their material situation has improved. The comparison is not
only economic. It concerns beauty, parenting, marriage, health, ca-
reer, travel, and social activity. A family sees expensive educational
routines and fears that its children are being deprived. A young adult
sees engagement ceremonies and feels delayed in personal life. A
worker sees professional clothing, devices, and travel and concludes
that others are advancing more quickly. Consumer culture makes in-
equality emotionally immediate by turning every visible lifestyle into
a possible standard of judgment.

Consumption offers an emotional escape from these injuries. Pur-
chasing a desired object can provide pleasure, control, and temporary
relief from feelings of exclusion. A new phone, outfit, cosmetic treat-
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ment, household item, or restaurant experience allows the individual
to enter the image of a better life. Material acquisition creates a mo-
ment in which class limits feel less final. The person can act upon the
self and environment even when larger structures remain un-
changed. For those facing unstable work, limited mobility, or social
disrespect, consumption may be one of the few areas where choice
appears immediate and personally controllable.

This emotional function helps explain why consumption persists
under conditions of scarcity. Materialism can operate as a coping re-
sponse when people experience low control and weak recognition.
The purchased object offers a visible sign that hardship has not com-
pletely defeated the person. Parents may buy children branded cloth-
ing, so they are not mocked at school. A worker may spend heavily
on professional appearance to protect against class prejudice. A
young person may finance a phone that allows participation in social
networks. These decisions may be financially risky, but they are not
necessarily irrational within a society that attaches belonging and
competence to visible goods.

The relief is usually temporary because the system of comparison
continues. The desired object becomes ordinary, a newer version ap-
pears, or another person displays something more prestigious. Con-
sumer escape can therefore create a cycle in which emotional injury
produces spending, spending produces temporary dignity, and re-
newed comparison produces further desire. The individual appears
endlessly dissatisfied, but the deeper problem lies in a social environ-
ment where worth is repeatedly communicated through objects. Con-
sumption becomes both the remedy offered for class injury and one
of the mechanisms that keeps the injury active.
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4. Debt, Display, and Pressure on the Lower and Middle
Classes

Debt allows people to obtain goods before they possess the income
required to purchase them. Credit cards, instalment plans, personal
loans, vehicle finance, mortgages, and informal borrowing make con-
sumption possible under conditions of limited cash. Credit can be
productive when it finances housing, education, business, transport,
or essential needs. It can also become a mechanism through which
class pressure is transferred into future obligation. People borrow not
only because they desire luxury but because social participation in-
creasingly requires access to costly goods and services.

Lower-income households often face the sharpest contradiction.
They possess the least economic security but may encounter strong
pressure to demonstrate respectability. Clothing, school materials,
phones, transport, ceremonies, and housing all affect how families
are judged. A household that refuses visible consumption may pro-
tect its finances but expose members to stigma. Parents understand
that children can be excluded for lacking particular goods. Workers
understand that appearance can influence employment. Families
therefore spend in order to avoid the social consequences of poverty,
even when the spending increases economic insecurity.

The middle classes face a different but related pressure. Their so-
cial position is often based on continuous performance rather than se-
cure wealth. They must maintain housing, education, transport, pro-
fessional dress, technology, healthcare, and social participation. A
family may appear comfortable while carrying loans and lacking sav-
ings. The lifestyle is not purely chosen. It is tied to the requirements
of remaining within a professional or respectable class position. Fall-
ing behind can threaten school opportunities, neighbourhood mem-
bership, marriage prospects, and workplace credibility.

Emerging middle-class groups may display status more visibly be-
cause their position is uncertain. A newly acquired car, renovated
house, expensive wedding, or prestigious school communicates that
the family has moved beyond an earlier condition. Visible consump-
tion also corrects what may be experienced as a historical absence of
assets and recognition. Established elites can criticize such display as
vulgar because their own status is secured through property, net-
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works, and inherited cultural knowledge. The critique hides the dif-
ference between those who must demonstrate arrival and those
whose belonging is already assumed.

Debt transforms aspiration into discipline. Monthly payments re-
strict future choices and increase dependence on employment. A
worker with vehicle finance, school fees, housing costs, and con-
sumer loans is less able to reject an abusive employer or endure un-
employment. The goods that symbolize mobility can therefore reduce
actual freedom. Families may cut food, healthcare, leisure, or savings
to maintain visible commitments. The emotional achievement of con-
sumption is followed by anxiety about repayment. Status becomes an
obligation that must be defended through continued labour.

This cycle can intensify inequality when affluent households can
accumulate assets while poorer households must borrow to meet es-
sential costs or social expectations. Property and education may im-
prove future security, although returns are not guaranteed, while
many consumer goods depreciate. Yet the distinction between invest-
ment and display is not always clear. A car may be necessary for
work, a phone for employment, clothing for interviews, and a wed-
ding for social belonging. The problem is not simply poor financial
judgment. It is a social order in which the costs of appearing compe-
tent and respectable are privatized, while the economic risks of
achieving that appearance are carried by individuals and families.

5. Consumption, Respectability, and the Search for Dignity

Consumer aspiration is often dismissed as shallow because it focuses
on objects, appearance, and lifestyle. This interpretation ignores the
relationship between consumption and recognition. In societies
where worth is visibly ranked, access to valued goods can communi-
cate that a person is respectable, competent, modern, and capable of
caring for family. Consumption becomes one way of demanding
treatment that should, in principle, be available without purchase.
The individual does not merely want the object. They want the social
response associated with possessing it.

Michele Lamont’s work on moral boundaries shows that people
seek respect through standards such as hard work, responsibility,
care, and honesty. Yet these moral qualities are often judged through
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material signs. A well-maintained home appears to demonstrate fam-
ily discipline. Educated children demonstrate parental sacrifice. Pro-
fessional clothing communicates seriousness. A large wedding com-
municates generosity and social connection. The problem is that the
ability to display moral worth depends on economic resources. Peo-
ple with similar commitments are judged differently because one can
make those commitments visible through consumption.

Andrew Sayer emphasizes that class inequality distributes unequal
opportunities for dignity. People are not indifferent to how others
evaluate them. They want to be seen as competent parents, reliable
workers, attractive partners, and responsible citizens. Consumer
goods become tools in this struggle because social institutions often
use appearance as evidence. A person may buy expensive clothes for
a job interview because employers interpret dress as professionalism.
A family may pay private school fees because education signals am-
bition. Consumption becomes a practical attempt to protect dignity in
environments where poverty is read as personal failure.

Beverley Skeggs’s analysis of respectability is especially relevant.
Working-class people, particularly women, may invest heavily in
cleanliness, appearance, family care, and proper conduct because
they are denied automatic respect. Respectability must be demon-
strated continuously. Consumption provides materials through
which this demonstration occurs. The home must appear orderly,
children appropriately dressed, and ceremonies properly conducted.
Failure is not treated as lack of money alone. It can be interpreted as
evidence of poor character. The person therefore consumes in order
to defend moral identity.

The same object can carry different meanings across classes. Fru-
gality by the affluent may be praised as simplicity or environmental
responsibility. Frugality among the poor may be interpreted as depri-
vation. Minimalist living is admired when chosen by people who
could consume more, while limited consumption is stigmatized
when imposed by scarcity. Similarly, expensive display by the
wealthy is treated as evidence of success, while display by the poor is
criticized as irresponsibility. Consumption is judged not only by
what is purchased but by who purchases it.

Consumer aspiration should therefore be understood as a search
for dignity under unequal conditions. It can produce waste, debt, and
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competition, but its emotional foundation often lies in the desire to
escape humiliation. People want their children to avoid shame, their
families to be respected, and their own work to appear successful.
The tragedy is that dignity pursued through consumption remains
insecure. Recognition depends on continued display and can be with-
drawn when income falls. A more equal society would separate hu-
man worth from purchasing power, but until that separation occurs,
consumer aspiration will remain one of the main languages through
which people claim social value.

6. Consumer Desire, the Reproduction of Inequality, and
Alternative Standards of Worth

Consumer desire reproduces inequality by legitimizing dominant im-
ages of success. When the good life is represented through expensive
housing, private education, cars, travel, beauty, and technological ac-
cess, those who possess these goods appear to have achieved what
society values. Their consumption becomes evidence of merit. The
structural advantages that made the lifestyle possible are hidden. In-
heritance, family networks, secure employment, and property disap-
pear behind the image of the successful consumer. Wealth is translat-
ed into moral worth.

Those unable to reach the standard are encouraged to interpret ex-
clusion personally. They may believe they have failed to work hard
enough, plan properly, or improve themselves. Consumer culture
therefore individualizes structural inequality. Housing shortages be-
come a failure to buy property. Weak public education becomes a
failure to purchase private schooling. Poor transport becomes a fail-
ure to own a car. Limited healthcare becomes a failure to afford pri-
vate treatment. Collective problems are reframed as individual pur-
chasing deficits.

Desire also reproduces inequality through emulation. Lower
groups attempt to adopt the lifestyles of those above them, but elite
groups continuously redefine distinction. Once a fashion, neighbour-
hood, school, or leisure activity becomes widely accessible, its status
value may decline. New forms of exclusivity emerge. This movement
ensures that consumer equality remains difficult to achieve. Even
when more people gain access to particular goods, distinction is re-
built through quality, authenticity, location, knowledge, and subtlety.
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At the same time, consumer desire reveals real deprivation. The
wish for a home may express insecurity in rental housing. The desire
for a car may reflect unsafe transport. Educational consumption may
reflect distrust of public schools. Beauty spending may reflect dis-
crimination based on appearance. Expensive weddings may reflect
the social importance of family honour. To criticize desire without ex-
amining these conditions risks blaming people for responding to in-
stitutions that have made dignity dependent on private purchase.

Alternative value systems can weaken the connection between
consumption and worth. Religious traditions, community solidarity,
labour movements, environmentalism, and moral cultures can em-
phasize care, contribution, restraint, and collective well-being. Yet
even these alternatives can become classed. Sustainable consumption
may become a middle-class identity, while the everyday frugality of
poor households remains unrecognized. Ethical consumption can
provide moral distinction to those able to afford higher prices. Alter-
native standards must therefore avoid creating new hierarchies
around the correct lifestyle.

Public provision offers a more structural response. When high-
-quality education, healthcare, transport, housing, recreation, and
digital access are available as social rights, families are less depen-
dent on private consumption to secure dignity. Universal services re-
duce the symbolic distance between those who can buy opportunity
and those who cannot. They also weaken the pressure to display pri-
vate success as proof of worth. Consumption remains meaningful
and pleasurable, but it carries less responsibility for delivering securi-
ty and recognition.

The central issue is not whether people should desire phones, fash-
ion, cars, weddings, homes, education, beauty, or leisure. Desire is
part of social and emotional life. The question is why access to these
goods has become a measure of human value. Consumer aspiration is
not simply greed or superficiality. It is often a response to societies
that rank people visibly and treat material display as evidence of
competence, care, and success. Understanding this relationship al-
lows sociology to criticize the inequalities reproduced through con-
sumption without dismissing the hopes, injuries, and dignity claims
expressed through consumer desire.
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4.4 Resentment, Blame, and the Politics of
Division

1. Resentment as a Response to Blocked Mobility and
Perceived Unfairness

Resentment is an emotional response to the belief that one has been
denied something that should have been available. It differs from
simple disappointment because it contains a moral judgment. The re-
sentful person does not merely feel unfortunate. They believe that an
unfair advantage, broken promise, humiliation, or violation has oc-
curred. Resentment can emerge from low income and hardship, but it
is especially intense when people compare their lives with the lives of
others and conclude that effort, loyalty, sacrifice, or patience have not
been rewarded fairly. It is therefore closely connected to blocked mo-
bility. People are taught that education, hard work, discipline, and re-
spectability will produce improvement. When these promises fail, in-
equality appears not only painful but deceptive. The resulting anger
is directed at institutions, groups, or individuals believed to have
broken the moral agreement through which social hierarchy was jus-
tified.

Ted Robert Gurr’s (1970) theory of relative deprivation helps ex-
plain why resentment is not determined by absolute poverty alone.
Relative deprivation refers to the gap between what people believe
they deserve and what they believe they can obtain. A person may
possess more material comfort than an earlier generation yet feel
deeply deprived if expectations have risen more rapidly than oppor-
tunities. Economic development, mass education, advertising, politi-
cal promises, and digital media expand people’s awareness of possi-
ble lifestyles. They encourage expectations of professional work, se-
cure housing, mobility, consumption, and social respect. If wages
stagnate, employment becomes precarious, or access remains restrict-
ed, aspiration turns into frustration. The person can see the social
world they were encouraged to desire but cannot enter it. Blocked
mobility becomes emotionally powerful because the barrier appears
after hope has already been created.

Class inequality produces resentment through unequal recognition
as well as unequal resources. Sennett and Cobb’s account of the hid-
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den injuries of class shows how working-class people can experience
social hierarchy as a wound to dignity. Their labour may be neces-
sary, demanding, and morally serious, yet public respect is often at-
tached to credentials, professional occupations, wealth, and cultural
polish. When effort does not produce recognition, people may feel
that society has misjudged them. Axel Honneth’s theory of recogni-
tion explains this as a violation of expectations of respect and esteem.
Individuals need to be recognized as rights-bearing members of soci-
ety and as contributors whose work and experience possess value.
When recognition is withheld, anger can arise even if basic material
needs are partly met. Resentment therefore reflects the unequal dis-
tribution of social worth.

Humiliation intensifies this response because it transforms in-
equality into a personal encounter. A worker who is spoken to disre-
spectfully, a welfare recipient treated as dishonest, a student mocked
for an accent, or a migrant questioned as though they do not belong
experiences more than disadvantage. They are placed below others in
a visible moral hierarchy. Repeated humiliation creates a memory of
denied dignity. The person may remember not only what was lost
but who appeared comfortable while they were embarrassed. Resent-
ment develops around this comparison. It asks why some people can
demand respect while others must prove deservingness. It also asks
why the sacrifices of the disadvantaged are treated as ordinary while
the privileges of the powerful are interpreted as achievement.

Resentment is therefore not irrational. It can be an accurate emo-
tional perception that social arrangements are unfair. The emotion
becomes politically significant because it contains both pain and ex-
planation. It searches for a cause, a responsible actor, and a possible
form of redress. Yet resentment does not automatically identify the
true structure of inequality. A person may correctly feel that life
chances are blocked while misunderstanding why. They may blame
an immigrant for employment insecurity, a welfare recipient for taxa-
tion, a woman for changing gender roles, or an ethnic minority for re-
ceiving recognition. The emotional perception of unfairness can be
valid while the causal interpretation is false. This gap between felt in-
justice and structural understanding creates the political danger of re-
sentment.
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2. Humiliation, Shame, Status Anxiety, and Ressentiment

Resentment often develops from emotions that are difficult to admit
publicly. Shame, fear, insecurity, and wounded pride can be convert-
ed into anger because anger feels more active and less exposing.
Thomas Scheff and Suzanne Retzinger’s (1991) account of shame-rage
cycles is useful here. Shame signals threatened social bonds and a
fear of negative judgment. When acknowledged, it can lead to reflec-
tion, apology, or a search for support. When denied or repressed, it
may become anger directed outward. A person who feels unsuccess-
ful may find it easier to blame a group than to speak about insecurity.
A community that feels ignored may express rage rather than admit
humiliation. Resentment can therefore protect the self from a painful
recognition of vulnerability.

Class societies generate many conditions for this transformation.
People are expected to demonstrate competence, independence, and
progress. Unemployment, debt, dependence, poor housing, or low-s-
tatus work can be experienced as threats to adult identity. Men may
feel that they have failed to provide. Parents may feel that they can-
not offer children the future they deserve. Workers may fear that
their skills have become obsolete. Middle-class families may live with
constant anxiety about losing educational, occupational, or housing
status. These experiences can produce shame because economic diffi-
culty is interpreted through moral ideas about effort and responsibili-
ty. When the structural causes of insecurity remain unclear, anger
may seek a more visible object.

Max Scheler’s (1998) concept of ressentiment describes a condition
in which feelings of powerlessness and inferiority are not resolved
through effective action. The injured person cannot confront the actu-
al source of domination, so desire is redirected toward devaluing or
punishing others. Ressentiment does not simply express anger at in-
justice. It rearranges moral evaluation. Qualities possessed by others
are condemned because they appear unattainable, while hostility
provides a substitute for lost agency. The person gains emotional re-
lief by believing that another group is corrupt, undeserving, impure,
or dangerous. Their own suffering becomes proof of moral superiori-
ty. Ressentiment therefore converts blocked aspiration into a politics
of degradation.
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Status anxiety is central to this process. People compare not only
income but recognition, visibility, and cultural standing. A worker
may fear that educated professionals look down on them. A majority
ethnic group may believe that minorities now receive more attention.
Men may interpret women’s advancement as evidence of their own
decline. Established citizens may view migrants’ claims to rights as a
reduction in their own status. These perceptions do not require an ac-
tual transfer of material advantage. Recognition can be experienced
as scarce. When a previously marginalized group becomes more visi-
ble, others may feel that their own social centrality has been threat-
ened. Resentment develops from the belief that someone else’s recog-
nition has come at one’s expense.

Erich Fromm’s account of authoritarianism and the study by
Theodor Adorno and his collaborators offer interpretations of how
insecurity can encourage a desire for strong leadership (Fromm, 1941;
Adorno et al., 1950). Individuals who feel powerless in economic and
institutional life may seek emotional compensation through identifi-
cation with a powerful nation, leader, religion, race, or gender order.
Obedience to authority provides certainty, while hostility toward
weaker groups allows the person to participate symbolically in pow-
er. The authoritarian leader appears to restore dignity by promising
order, punishment, and national greatness. Yet this restoration is se-
lective. It does not necessarily reduce inequality. It offers emotional
recognition to supporters by identifying enemies who can be blamed
and disciplined.

Humiliation, shame, and status anxiety therefore do not lead auto-
matically to progressive or reactionary politics. Their direction de-
pends on the explanations available. If people understand insecurity
as the result of low wages, weak public services, concentrated wealth,
and unequal power, resentment may support democratic reform. If
insecurity is interpreted as the result of immigrants, minorities, wom-
en, welfare recipients, or cultural elites, the same emotion may sup-
port exclusion. Ressentiment becomes politically dangerous when the
need for dignity is satisfied through the degradation of others rather
than through changes in the institutions that produced humiliation.
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3. Political Narratives and the Redirection of Anger

Political actors do not create all resentment, but they shape how it is
interpreted. Elites, politicians, media organizations, parties, and insti-
tutions provide narratives that identify causes, victims, and enemies.
A person may know that wages are low, services are declining, hous-
ing is unaffordable, or employment is insecure. These experiences do
not explain themselves. Political narratives connect them to a story.
The story may identify concentrated ownership, labour deregulation,
corruption, and weak social protection. It may instead identify mi-
grants, minorities, welfare recipients, feminists, or urban cultural
elites. The direction of resentment depends greatly on which explana-
tion becomes emotionally and culturally available.

In Policing the Crisis, Stuart Hall and his collaborators (1978) ana-
lyse how a British crisis of law and order was organized through
moral panic and popular common sense. Similar mechanisms can op-
erate in other settings. Complex problems are condensed into images
of disorder, dependency, crime, or cultural decline. Media attention
focuses on visible groups who appear to embody the crisis. A welfare
recipient becomes the symbol of public waste. A migrant becomes the
explanation for pressure on housing or employment. A minority
protest becomes evidence that national unity is under attack. These
images simplify structures that are otherwise difficult to see. Finan-
cial systems, ownership relations, tax policy, and labour markets are
abstract. The scapegoat is concrete, visible, and emotionally available.

Ernesto Laclau’s (2005) work on populism helps explain how polit-
ical leaders construct “the people” by linking different grievances
into a shared identity. Citizens may be angry about wages, corrup-
tion, housing, cultural change, and political exclusion. Populist dis-
course connects these concerns by naming an enemy who allegedly
blocks the will of the people. This enemy may be an economic elite, a
political establishment, a racial minority, migrants, or a combination
of groups. The political power of the narrative lies in its ability to give
scattered frustrations a common language. Resentment becomes col-
lective when people recognize their separate injuries as parts of one
story.

Arlie Russell Hochschild’s (2016) study of Tea Party supporters in
Louisiana examines a political narrative in which people believe that
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they have waited patiently in a moral line for prosperity and recogni-
tion, only to see others move ahead through undeserved assistance.
This perception is emotionally powerful even when it does not accu-
rately describe public policy. A person who has worked for years
without achieving security may resent groups described as receiving
special benefits. Politicians can reinforce the image that immigrants,
racial minorities, women, or welfare recipients are being unfairly pri-
oritized. Structural inequality is transformed into a struggle between
ordinary people over who deserves recognition and resources.

Media institutions amplify this redirection through repetition and
selection. Exceptional cases of fraud, crime, or conflict are presented
as representative. The daily advantages enjoyed through inheritance,
property ownership, financial regulation, and elite networks receive
less attention because they appear normal and technically complex.
The result is an unequal visibility of wrongdoing. Poor people’s mi-
nor claims are scrutinized publicly, while the institutional mecha-
nisms of wealth accumulation remain distant. Resentment follows
what can be seen. Citizens become angry at individuals who appear
to take from the system while overlooking actors with far greater
power to shape the system.

Political redirection succeeds because it addresses real emotions.
People do feel insecure, disrespected, and ignored. A narrative that
simply tells them their anger is irrational will fail. Effective scape-
goating recognizes the injury but misidentifies the cause. It offers the
emotional satisfaction of blame and the political simplicity of punish-
ment. The task of democratic politics is therefore not to suppress re-
sentment but to provide a more accurate account of its origins. Unless
structural explanations become emotionally meaningful, scapegoat-
ing narratives will continue to convert legitimate anger into hostility
against those with little power.
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4. Horizontal Conflict Among Disadvantaged Groups

Inequality often produces conflict not only between elites and disad-
vantaged groups but among people who occupy similarly insecure
positions. Horizontal conflict emerges when groups compete over
employment, housing, welfare, recognition, public space, and moral
status. Scarcity makes these conflicts more likely because gains for
one group are interpreted as losses for another. Instead of asking why
resources are limited or unequally distributed, people ask which
group deserves priority. Class inequality is thereby reorganized as
competition among the disadvantaged.

Gordon Allport’s (1954/1979) work on prejudice shows how social
categories can become targets of hostility when frustration seeks an
object. Scapegoats are usually groups with limited power but high
visibility. They can be portrayed as responsible without being able to
control the institutions that generate insecurity. Tajfel and Turner’s
(1979) social identity theory further explains how people protect self-
-esteem through group boundaries. Individuals derive value from be-
longing to groups they can view positively. Under conditions of
threat, they may exaggerate differences between “us” and “them.”
Even minor distinctions can become morally significant when group
status feels uncertain.

Muzafer Sherif and colleagues” (1961) research on realistic group
conflict shows how competition over scarce resources can generate
hostility. When groups believe they are competing for jobs, benefits,
housing, or political influence, negative stereotypes become more
persuasive. Structural scarcity can therefore intensify ethnic, reli-
gious, regional, and class boundaries. Yet the competition is often po-
litically organized. Workers may be placed in labour markets where
employers benefit from divisions between citizens and migrants.
Poor families may compete for limited housing because public invest-
ment is insufficient. Communities may fight over welfare because
support is means-tested and narrowly targeted.

Anti-poor prejudice is one expression of horizontal resentment.
Lower-middle-class and working-class people may distance them-
selves from welfare recipients to protect their own moral status. They
emphasize that they work, pay taxes, and remain responsible despite
hardship. Welfare claimants are represented as lazy, dependent, or
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dishonest. This distinction allows insecure workers to claim dignity,
but it leaves the broader organization of low wages and weak social
protection unchallenged. The poor are divided into deserving and
undeserving categories, and each group fears being placed on the
lower side of the boundary.

Gender resentment follows similar patterns. Men facing unem-
ployment, declining wages, or loss of occupational status may inter-
pret women'’s educational and professional gains as the cause of their
insecurity. Women are blamed for changing family roles, refusing
traditional dependence, or receiving institutional preference. At the
same time, poor women may be blamed for fertility, welfare use, or
family breakdown. Gender becomes a convenient explanation for
changes produced by labour markets, housing costs, and reduced
public support. Resentment is directed horizontally toward women
rather than vertically toward institutions that distribute work and
care unequally.

Ethnic blame and migrant scapegoating intensify when cultural
and economic insecurity overlap. Migrants may be accused of taking
jobs, lowering wages, using services, or changing national identity.
Minority groups may be blamed for receiving attention or legal pro-
tection. Yet migrants and minorities often occupy insecure employ-
ment and housing positions themselves. Horizontal conflict prevents
recognition of shared interests. Employers, landlords, and political
elites can benefit from a fragmented population that competes down-
ward. Inequality becomes self-reproducing when disadvantaged
groups struggle to avoid becoming the lowest-status category rather
than challenging the hierarchy itself.
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5. Anti-Elite Anger, Authoritarianism, and the Political Danger
of Misidentified Injustice

Anti-elite anger can express a legitimate recognition that wealth, au-
thority, and political influence are concentrated. Citizens may ob-
serve that powerful groups avoid consequences, shape policy, and re-
main protected from economic crises. They may resent politicians, fi-
nancial institutions, media organizations, universities, and profes-
sional classes that appear distant from ordinary life. This anger can
support democratic demands for accountability, redistribution, and
institutional reform. Yet anti-elite resentment can also become con-
fusing, selective, and politically exploitable.

The category of “elite” is often deliberately blurred. Economic
elites who control property and capital can be combined with cultur-
al professionals, teachers, journalists, civil servants, academics, or mi-
nority activists. This fusion allows economic power to disappear be-
hind cultural conflict. A billionaire politician can present themselves
as an opponent of elites because they attack universities, media, or
public institutions. Supporters receive an emotionally satisfying tar-
get while concentrated wealth remains untouched. Anti-elite lan-
guage becomes compatible with policies that strengthen economic
elites.

Authoritarian leaders mobilize resentment by presenting them-
selves as the direct voice of humiliated people. They promise to by-
pass institutions, punish enemies, and restore national or social great-
ness. Complexity is represented as deception, and legal restraint as
weakness. The leader’s aggression is interpreted as strength because
it symbolically reverses supporters” experiences of powerlessness. In-
sults directed at minorities, migrants, journalists, or opponents
demonstrate that the leader is willing to violate the norms associated
with groups perceived as condescending.

The accounts developed by Fromm and by Adorno and his collab-
orators help interpret why submission to authority can coexist with
rebellion against institutions. The authoritarian personality is not
simply obedient. It may submit to power above while directing ag-
gression downward. Identification with a powerful leader provides
borrowed status. The supporter participates emotionally in the
leader’s capacity to command and punish. Those classified as out-
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siders become acceptable targets because their degradation confirms
the restored hierarchy. Resentment is transformed into authoritarian
solidarity rather than democratic equality.

The political danger is greatest when people can feel injustice but
cannot identify its institutional structure. They know that promises of
mobility have failed, that some groups possess excessive power, and
that their own dignity has been injured. Yet they may lack concepts
for understanding ownership, taxation, labour markets, administra-
tive design, or cultural domination. The resentment remains available
for capture. Political actors provide simplified explanations that per-
sonalize structural problems and moralize social differences.

Misidentified injustice can therefore strengthen the arrangements
that created resentment. Workers angry about insecurity may sup-
port attacks on unions, welfare, or migrants. Citizens angry about
corruption may support leaders who weaken oversight. People angry
at distant elites may defend wealthy figures who perform cultural fa-
miliarity. The emotional truth of resentment makes political error
more durable. Individuals are not simply deceived. They are offered
recognition, belonging, and an explanation. Democratic alternatives
must provide these emotional goods while connecting them to a
more accurate account of power.

6. From Resentment to Solidarity and Democratic Justice

Resentment does not have to lead to scapegoating or authoritarian-
ism. It can become a starting point for solidarity when people learn to
connect personal injuries to shared structures. C. Wright Mills’s soci-
ological imagination is central to this transformation. It allows indi-
viduals to understand private troubles as public issues. Unemploy-
ment becomes connected to economic organization, housing insecuri-
ty to property systems, and humiliation to class hierarchy. The per-
son no longer sees hardship as an isolated failure or the result of a
nearby group’s advantage. They begin to identify patterns that link
their experience with the experiences of others.

Paulo Freire’s (2018) concept of critical consciousness similarly em-
phasizes the movement from passive suffering to reflective action.
People develop a language to name the conditions that shape their
lives. Dialogue is essential because individuals discover that others
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share experiences of disrespect, blocked mobility, and insecurity.
This recognition weakens shame and isolation. It also changes the di-
rection of anger. Rather than attacking a scapegoat, people can ask
how institutions organize scarcity and whose interests are served by
division.

Honneth’s theory of recognition shows why solidarity requires
more than economic interest. Groups must see one another as worthy
participants whose dignity is connected. Workers may share material
interests but remain divided by race, gender, migration status, or oc-
cupation. Recognition challenges the hierarchies within disadvan-
taged populations. It asks citizens to understand that another group’s
rights do not diminish their own worth. Mutual recognition allows
differences to exist without becoming rankings of humanity.

Nancy Fraser’s framework adds that recognition must be joined to
redistribution and representation. Cultural respect without economic
change leaves material inequality intact. Redistribution without
recognition can reproduce stigma and paternalism. Representation is
necessary so that marginalized groups participate in defining prob-
lems and solutions. Democratic solidarity therefore requires re-
sources, equal status, and political voice. It does not ask people to
abandon grievance. It transforms grievance into demands for institu-
tions that reduce insecurity for everyone.

Collective action can redirect resentment by creating shared goals.
Trade unions, tenant organizations, welfare movements, women'’s
movements, migrant associations, and community campaigns bring
people into relationships that challenge inherited divisions. Coopera-
tion reveals that groups previously seen as competitors can benefit
from common reforms such as higher wages, affordable housing, uni-
versal services, labour rights, and democratic accountability. Shared
struggle also produces emotional recognition. People who felt invisi-
ble become participants in a collective project.

The transformation of resentment requires institutions capable of
hearing anger before it is captured by exclusionary politics. Public fo-
rums, representative organizations, accessible media, responsive wel-
fare systems, and democratic workplaces can provide channels
through which grievance becomes articulated. When people are ig-
nored, resentment intensifies and seeks alternative outlets. When
they are heard but nothing changes, cynicism grows. Solidarity there-
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fore requires both recognition and effective action. Resentment be-
comes democratically productive when it identifies the structures
that produce humiliation and connects the pursuit of dignity with the
dignity of others. It becomes dangerous when injury is real, explana-
tion is false, and political belonging is built through the punishment
of those with even less power.

161






CHAPTER 5

Reimagining Equality

From Private Aspiration to Collective Possibility

IN THIS CHAPTER

5.1 Against the Escape Model of Mobility
52  Rebuilding Institutions for Dignity
53  Cultural Democracy and the Right to Belong

5.4 The Collective Social Imagination

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION



INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

5.1 Against the Escape Model of Mobility

1. The Escape Model of Mobility

The escape model of mobility defines justice as the ability of selected
individuals to leave disadvantaged social positions behind. In this
model, poverty, working-class life, marginalized communities, weak
schools, insecure neighbourhoods, and low-status occupations are
treated as places from which ambitious people should escape. Social
progress is measured through the number of individuals who move
upward into universities, professional employment, entrepreneur-
ship, affluent neighbourhoods, or prestigious marriages. The central
moral figure is the exceptional person who rises through effort de-
spite difficult circumstances. Their success is presented as evidence
that social order is open. Justice becomes less about changing the con-
ditions of disadvantaged groups and more about identifying talented
individuals who can be removed from those conditions.

This model is emotionally powerful because it transforms inequali-
ty into a story with a recognizable hero. Structural change is complex,
slow, and politically contested. A mobility story is personal and dra-
matic. It begins with hardship, follows struggle and sacrifice, and
ends with recognition. The scholarship student enters an elite univer-
sity. The migrant finds success abroad. The poor entrepreneur builds
a company. The working-class child becomes a doctor, lawyer, pro-
fessor, or executive. These stories provide hope because they show
that social origins do not determine every outcome. They also allow
families and communities to see their sacrifices represented in the
success of one member. Mobility stories can therefore inspire genuine
ambition and reveal real human agency.

The problem is not that such success is false or unimportant. Indi-
vidual advancement can transform life. A secure salary can provide
housing, healthcare, education, and protection from uncertainty. A
scholarship can open intellectual and professional opportunities that
would otherwise remain inaccessible. Migration can allow a person
to support relatives and escape political or economic insecurity. The
limitation lies in treating these individual changes as evidence that
inequality itself has been solved. When one person leaves a disadvan-
taged group, this does not by itself transform the conditions affecting
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the group. The poor neighbourhood remains underfunded, the occu-
pation remains low paid, the school remains unequal, and the labour
market continues to distribute insecurity.

Michael Young’s critique of meritocracy helps explain the ideologi-
cal strength of the escape model. A society that claims to reward abil-
ity and effort can present hierarchy as deserved. Those who move
upward appear to have proved their merit. Those who remain below
are more easily interpreted as lacking ambition, intelligence, disci-
pline, or courage. The exceptional person becomes the standard
against which everyone else is judged. If one child from a poor school
reaches an elite university, the failure of others appears individual
rather than institutional. If one migrant becomes wealthy, structural
barriers facing migrants can be dismissed. Mobility stories therefore
turn rare success into a moral test for the majority.

Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis shows that this model ignores the un-
equal distribution of economic, cultural, and social capital. Individu-
als do not compete only through talent. They compete with different
family resources, language styles, institutional knowledge, networks,
and protection from risk. The successful outsider may possess unusu-
al ability, receive crucial support, encounter a mentor, or benefit from
an exceptional opening. Celebrating the outcome while ignoring
these conditions makes the path appear more widely available than it
is. Mobility becomes a spectacle that conceals reproduction.

The escape model also carries a hidden judgment about the people
and places left behind. It implies that dignity belongs to those who
depart. A poor person establishes worth by becoming unlike other
poor people. A working-class child proves ability by entering a mid-
dle-class profession. A rural student succeeds by moving to the city.
This logic does not improve the value attached to working-class
labour, rural life, caregiving, or ordinary community participation. It
confirms their lower status. Justice is reduced to selective exit rather
than collective transformation.
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2. Why Mobility Stories Are Emotionally Powerful but
Politically Limited

Mobility stories endure because they connect hope with personal
identity. They allow individuals to imagine that effort can overcome
inherited limits. For people living under conditions of insecurity, this
belief can provide motivation, discipline, and a reason to endure sac-
rifice. Parents invest in education because they imagine a different fu-
ture for their children. Students tolerate difficult journeys, debt, and
exclusion because success appears capable of transforming family
life. Workers save for migration or business because these routes
seem to offer independence. The emotional power of mobility comes
from its promise that suffering is temporary and meaningful.

These stories are also attractive to institutions and political leaders.
Governments can celebrate scholarship recipients, entrepreneurs, mi-
grants, and first-generation graduates as evidence of progress. Uni-
versities display successful poor students as proof of access. Corpora-
tions present individual promotions as evidence of diversity. Chari-
ties highlight exceptional beneficiaries to demonstrate impact. Such
stories are easier to communicate than changes in wage structures,
taxation, housing, labour rights, or public services. They allow insti-
tutions to claim openness without altering the conditions that make
upward mobility rare.

Michael Sandel’s critique of meritocratic society helps explain why
mobility narratives can become politically limited. When success is
attributed to talent and effort, winners are encouraged to interpret
their position as deserved. This can produce meritocratic hubris. Suc-
cessful people may underestimate luck, family support, institutional
access, and historical advantage. Those who do not succeed experi-
ence the opposite emotion. They are encouraged to regard their posi-
tion as evidence of personal failure. The mobility story therefore di-
vides society morally between those who appear to have earned ad-
vancement and those who appear to have failed to use opportunity
(Sandel, 2020).

The political limitation is especially clear when exceptional cases
are used to block structural criticism. A scholarship student is cited
against arguments about unequal schooling. A successful female ex-
ecutive is used to deny gendered workplace barriers. A migrant en-
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trepreneur is presented as proof that migration systems are fair. An
individual from a minority background in high office becomes evi-
dence that racism has disappeared. In each case, the exceptional per-
son is made to represent the normal accessibility of success. Their
achievement becomes a shield protecting institutions from broader
examination.

Mobility stories can also narrow political imagination. They en-
courage people to ask how individuals can compete more effectively
rather than why basic security depends on competition. Educational
reform becomes training disadvantaged students to enter elite insti-
tutions rather than improving all schools. Employment policy be-
comes preparing individuals to market themselves rather than
strengthening wages and labour protection. Housing policy becomes
helping selected families purchase property rather than guaranteeing
secure housing. The horizon of justice contracts around individual
advancement.

This narrowing affects how social problems are narrated. Poverty
becomes a lack of skills. Unemployment becomes insufficient adapt-
ability. Low wages become a failure to improve qualifications. Re-
gional decline becomes reluctance to migrate. The solution is always
personal movement. Individuals must study, retrain, relocate, net-
work, borrow, or take risks. Institutions remain stable while people
are required to transform themselves repeatedly. Mobility becomes a
demand placed upon the disadvantaged rather than a measure of in-
stitutional openness.

The emotional appeal of the story therefore coexists with political
weakness. Hope is organized around departure rather than change.
People imagine a better life for themselves or their children but not
necessarily a better social order for everyone. The individual dream
can remain sincere and necessary, yet it becomes politically limiting
when it replaces collective demands. Mobility stories are most pow-
erful when they show that change is possible, but most dangerous
when they imply that justice consists only in allowing a few to es-
cape.
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3. Individual Pathways of Success and Their Structural Limits

Scholarship success is one of the clearest forms of individual mobili-
ty. A student from a poor or working-class family gains access to an
institution that would otherwise be unaffordable. The scholarship
may provide tuition, accommodation, networks, credentials, and a
route into professional work. It can transform family expectations
and create new opportunities for siblings. Yet the existence of a schol-
arship does not change the unequal school system that prepared
some students far better than others. It selects a small number of indi-
viduals from a wider population whose schools, teachers, housing,
and digital access remain unequal.

Elite employment creates a similar transformation. A working-
class graduate who enters law, finance, medicine, academia, technol-
ogy, or senior administration may gain income and authority far be-
yond the family of origin. The achievement is real, but the profession
can remain culturally and socially exclusive. Recruitment may still
favour elite universities, unpaid internships, polished speech, and
professional networks. One person’s entry does not remove the class
ceiling. The institution can celebrate diversity while preserving the
standards and relationships that continue to advantage privileged
applicants.

Migration can alter individual and family life more dramatically. A
migrant may earn higher wages, send remittances, finance education,
improve housing, or escape political restriction. Migration can also
produce new forms of knowledge and independence. Yet it does not
necessarily transform the unequal regional or national conditions that
made departure necessary. A village may become dependent on re-
mittances while local employment remains weak. A country may lose
skilled workers while celebrating their success abroad. Mobility oc-
curs geographically, but the structural hierarchy between places re-
mains intact.

Entrepreneurship offers another powerful story of escape. The en-
trepreneur appears to create opportunities through courage, innova-
tion, and risk. A successful business can provide income, employ-
ment, and autonomy. Yet entrepreneurial success is unevenly distrib-
uted because people begin with different capital, networks, market
knowledge, and capacity to survive failure. A person with family
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property can borrow, experiment, and recover. A poor entrepreneur
may risk household survival. Celebrating successful businesses with-
out examining failed ventures, debt, and unequal starting conditions
turns survival bias into social theory.

Marriage can also produce upward mobility. A partnership may
provide housing, social connections, citizenship, cultural capital, or
entry into a more privileged family. This can change a person’s secu-
rity and social position. Yet marriage mobility does not alter the class
system. It may instead reinforce it by concentrating resources within
families and making intimate relationships part of social closure.
Those who marry upward are treated as fortunate, while others re-
main subject to unequal marriage markets shaped by education, fam-
ily reputation, beauty, gender, and property.

These pathways demonstrate the difference between changing a
life and changing a structure. A scholarship changes who enters an
elite institution. Structural reform changes the quality and accessibili-
ty of education for whole groups. Elite employment changes an
individual’s occupation. Labour reform changes wages, security, and
authority across occupations. Migration changes where a person
earns. Regional development changes the need to leave. En-
trepreneurship changes one household’s income. Redistribution
changes access to capital and protection from risk. Marriage changes
personal resources. Equality changes how security is distributed in-
dependently of family connection.

Individual mobility therefore matters, but it cannot carry the full
burden of justice. It is valuable as freedom and opportunity. It be-
comes inadequate when used as a substitute for transformation. The
question is not whether people should pursue scholarships, profes-
sions, migration, business, or advantageous relationships. The ques-
tion is why access to dignity and security depends so heavily on
these selective routes. A just society would allow individual move-
ment while refusing to make escape the primary solution to unequal
conditions.
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4. The Emotional Costs of Upward Mobility

Upward mobility is often narrated as a simple movement from hard-
ship to success. Sociological research shows that the experience is
emotionally more complicated. Friedman’s studies (2014, 2016) show
how some upwardly mobile people experience being caught between
worlds. They may feel pride in achievement and gratitude toward
those who support them. At the same time, they may experience
shame about their origins, guilt about leaving others behind, and un-
certainty about whether they belong in the destination class. Success
changes social position without erasing the history embodied in
speech, taste, memory, and family obligation.

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus clivé describes a divided habitus
produced by movement across distant social fields. The upwardly
mobile individual has learned dispositions associated with the class
of origin and later acquires the codes of a new environment. These
dispositions can conflict. At home, professional language or new
tastes may appear pretentious. At work, accent, family history, or un-
familiarity with elite culture may mark the person as an outsider. The
individual becomes skilled at moving between contexts but may feel
completely natural in neither.

Sam Friedman’s (2012) work shows that mobility can produce cul-
tural homelessness. The person no longer fully belongs to the com-
munity left behind but is never completely accepted by the elite
world entered. Colleagues may treat the person as an exception,
while relatives may believe that success has created distance. The
mobile individual learns to code-switch, edit biography, and manage
impressions. This flexibility can be a strength, but it also requires
emotional labour. Belonging must be continuously negotiated.

Guilt is especially significant when mobility is supported by family
sacrifice. Parents may work long hours, siblings may accept fewer re-
sources, and relatives may provide care or money. The successful in-
dividual knows that achievement was collective, yet the rewards are
concentrated personally. A professional salary may create expecta-
tions to support extended family. Refusing assistance can feel disloy-
al, while continuous support can prevent the accumulation of person-
al security. Mobility creates moral obligations that colleagues from
privileged families may not carry.

170



REIMAGINING EQUALITY

Embarrassment can intensify this conflict. The upwardly mobile
person may feel uneasy about family speech, clothing, home, or be-
haviour in elite settings. This embarrassment is followed by shame
because the individual recognizes it as a judgment against people
they love. Emotional injury lies in adopting standards that devalue
the very community that made success possible. Mobility becomes
not only a change in position but a change in perception. The person
begins to see family through the eyes of the destination class.

The community of origin also experiences mobility. Relatives can
feel pride, dependence, loss, and perceived rejection. They may be-
lieve the mobile person no longer understands ordinary difficulties
or has become ashamed of them. The individual may try to prove au-
thenticity by emphasizing loyalty, modesty, or practical skills. These
acts seek what can be called authentication. Success must be present-
ed as compatible with origin.

The psychosocial costs do not make mobility undesirable. They re-
veal that movement through an unchanged class structure demands
adaptation from the individual. Institutions rarely change to receive
newcomers. The newcomer must learn new codes, repair relation-
ships, and carry divided belongings. A model of justice based on es-
cape therefore places both practical and emotional costs on those who
move, leaving the structure that produced the division largely un-
touched.

5. How Exceptional Success Legitimizes Inequality

Exceptional success legitimizes inequality by making unequal out-
comes appear attainable and deserved. When a person rises from
poverty to wealth, the story suggests that barriers can be overcome
through sufficient effort. Success is real, but its political use can be
misleading. Rare outcomes are presented as representative possibili-
ties. The exception becomes evidence about the fairness of the rule.
This legitimating function depends on selective visibility. Success-
ful scholarship recipients, entrepreneurs, migrants, and professionals
are celebrated publicly. Those who worked equally hard but encoun-
tered illness, discrimination, debt, family responsibility, or institu-
tional exclusion receive less attention. Failure appears ordinary and
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individual, while success appears instructive and universal. The so-
cial conditions distinguishing between the two disappear.

Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence helps explain how this
process works. Institutions use dominant cultural standards while
presenting them as neutral. Students are judged through language,
confidence, taste, and educational familiarity that privileged families
transmit more easily. When an outsider succeeds, the institution ap-
pears open. Yet the standards remain unchanged. The successful per-
son often proves the ability to acquire dominant capital rather than
the absence of exclusion.

Exceptional success also requires a background population against
which distinction becomes visible. A scholarship winner is exception-
al because most students from similar schools do not receive the
scholarship. An entrepreneur is exceptional because many ventures
fail. A migrant success story stands out against insecure labour and
legal vulnerability. The narrative depends upon the persistence of
disadvantage. If everyone possessed security and opportunity, es-
cape would lose its heroic character.

Meritocratic celebration can therefore deepen the stigma attached
to those who remain. If one person escaped, why did others not? The
answer is sought in motivation, culture, or character. Communities
become divided between aspirational individuals and supposedly
passive masses. Working-class life is judged by the standard of de-
parture. Those who remain in manual work, caregiving, rural com-
munities, or low-income neighbourhoods are treated as people who
failed to move.

Michael Sandel argues that meritocracy damages both winners
and losers. Winners develop pride in deservingness, while losers ex-
perience humiliation. The successful person may sincerely acknowl-
edge luck and support, but public narratives still transform achieve-
ment into proof of a fair system. Institutions use the person as evi-
dence that opportunity exists. The individual becomes symbolically
responsible for legitimizing arrangements they did not create.

The ideological effect is especially strong when mobility stories
substitute for redistribution. A government can fund a small number
of scholarships while leaving public schools unequal. A corporation
can promote a few working-class employees while maintaining low
wages for the wider workforce. A society can celebrate migrant re-
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mittances while failing to create employment at home. Selective mo-
bility becomes cheaper than structural reform.

Exceptional success should therefore be interpreted carefully. It
shows that individuals possess agency and that institutions are not
completely closed. It does not show that the distribution of opportu-
nity is fair. A just analysis asks not only who succeeded but how
many could realistically follow, what resources enabled the path, and
what happened to those excluded. Success becomes socially mean-
ingful when it expands collective possibility rather than merely prov-
ing that escape is possible for a few.

5.2 Rebuilding Institutions for Dignity

1. Dignity as a Principle of Institutional Design

Institutional reform is usually evaluated through efficiency, cost, cov-
erage, and measurable outcomes. These criteria matter because
schools, workplaces, welfare systems, hospitals, and local govern-
ments must use public and organizational resources responsibly. Yet
institutions also shape how people understand their own worth. A
student can receive instruction while being treated as intellectually
inferior. A worker can receive wages while being denied voice. A
welfare recipient can receive income while being made to feel dishon-
est. A patient can receive treatment while being ignored. Dignity-cen-
tered reform begins from the principle that institutions must not
merely deliver services or manage populations. They must recognize
each person as fully human, capable of interpretation, entitled to re-
spect, and able to participate in decisions affecting their life. Dignity
is therefore not a decorative value added after material goals have
been achieved. It is a criterion for judging whether an institution dis-
tributes resources without reproducing humiliation, subordination,
or dependence.

A dignity-centered institution differs from a paternalistic one. Pa-
ternalistic systems may provide help while assuming that profession-
als, officials, or managers know what recipients need and that recipi-
ents should remain grateful. Such systems classify people as cases,
clients, beneficiaries, risks, or labour units. These categories may be
administratively necessary, but they become degrading when they
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erase personal history and agency. Recognition requires more than
polite treatment. It requires the institutional acknowledgment that
people possess knowledge about their own circumstances and should
influence how support, discipline, employment, and care are orga-
nized. A decent institution, in Avishai Margalit’s (1996) sense, is one
whose arrangements do not humiliate. This means that rules, forms,
waiting systems, classroom procedures, workplace evaluations, and
clinical encounters must be examined for the status messages they
communicate.

Axel Honneth’s theory of recognition clarifies why institutional
treatment has deep consequences. Individuals develop self-confi-
dence through care, self-respect through rights, and self-esteem
through social appreciation. Institutions contribute to or damage all
three. Schools can confirm that a child is capable of learning or re-
peatedly communicate deficiency. Workplaces can recognize contri-
bution or reduce employees to replaceable labour. Welfare systems
can affirm social citizenship or portray recipients as moral failures.
Healthcare can protect bodily integrity or make vulnerable patients
feel invisible. Local government can recognize residents as co-owners
of public space or treat poor communities as obstacles to planning.
Institutional disrespect is not merely an unpleasant experience. It can
alter confidence, participation, trust, and willingness to seek help.
Recognition therefore has practical as well as moral value.

Dignity-centered reform must be structural rather than dependent
on individual kindness. A compassionate teacher, nurse, manager, or
welfare officer can reduce harm, but personal goodwill cannot com-
pensate for systems built around overcrowding, impossible work-
loads, arbitrary discretion, inaccessible language, or punitive targets.
Staff may want to treat people respectfully yet lack the time, authori-
ty, or resources to do so. Reform must therefore change institutional
routines, evaluation criteria, staffing, accountability, and channels of
participation. Anti-bias training has value, but it is insufficient if hir-
ing continues through informal networks, welfare requires repeated
proof of deprivation, schools publicly identify poor students, or hos-
pitals communicate only through technical language. Dignity has to
be designed into procedures rather than left to personality.

Recognition must also be connected to redistribution. Respectful
language cannot repair a school without teachers, a clinic without
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medicine, or a household without income. Equally, additional re-
sources do not automatically create dignity if they are delivered
through suspicion and control. A scholarship can increase access
while marking its recipient as poor. A welfare payment can reduce
hunger while subjecting the claimant to humiliation. A public hous-
ing programme can improve shelter while excluding residents from
decisions about location and design. Dignity-centered reform there-
fore joins material provision with equal status and voice. It asks what
people receive, how they receive it, and whether they can influence
the conditions of provision.

Institutions should consequently be assessed through a broader
public ethic. Efficiency asks whether a service is delivered quickly
and economically. Equity asks whether resources reach people ac-
cording to need. Dignity asks whether the process protects self-re-
spect and recognizes agency. Participation asks whether those affect-
ed can shape decisions. These standards are mutually reinforcing
when reform is well designed. Clear information can improve effi-
ciency and reduce anxiety. Accessible services can expand coverage
and reduce exclusion. Fair procedures can increase trust and coopera-
tion. Voice can reveal errors that managers cannot see. The central
claim of dignity-centered reform is that institutions are successful not
only when they process people effectively, but when people leave en-
counters feeling that their humanity has been recognized rather than
diminished.
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2. Dignity-Centered Schools and Inclusive Educational
Practice

Schools distribute knowledge, credentials, discipline, recognition,
and expectations about the future. They can widen opportunity, but
they can also reproduce class humiliation through curriculum, lan-
guage, ability grouping, punishment, fees, uniforms, and assump-
tions about families. A dignity-centered school begins by rejecting the
belief that social background indicates intellectual worth. Students
from poor, rural, working-class, migrant, minority, or stigmatized
communities should not have to erase accent, family history, cloth-
ing, or local knowledge before being treated as capable learners. Edu-
cational reform must therefore examine not only enrolment and ex-
amination results but classroom interaction, teacher expectations,
peer culture, administrative procedures, and the emotional meaning
of participation.

Inclusive language policy is central to this reform. Schools often re-
ward the speech of dominant groups while treating regional accents,
multilingual practices, or nonstandard expression as evidence of
weak intelligence. Students may stop speaking because each contri-
bution risks correction or ridicule. A dignity-centered language poli-
cy distinguishes between expanding a student’s communicative
repertoire and degrading the language they already possess. Teach-
ers can teach formal academic language without presenting home
speech as defective. Multilingual support, translation for families,
careful correction, and curricula that explain linguistic diversity can
make language acquisition additive rather than assimilative. The pur-
pose should be to give students more ways to communicate, not to
make them ashamed of the voice through which they first learned the
world.

Curriculum and pedagogy also communicate recognition. When
textbooks present only elite, urban, male, majority, or national per-
spectives, students from other backgrounds learn that their histories
are secondary. Inclusive curricula should represent labour, migra-
tion, rural life, domestic work, minority communities, disability, gen-
der, and regional experience as legitimate subjects of knowledge.
This does not mean replacing academic standards with uncritical cel-
ebration. It means allowing students to connect formal concepts with
lived realities and to see that intellectual authority is not monopo-
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lized by dominant groups. Participatory teaching can reinforce this
recognition through dialogue, group inquiry, student-led discussion,
and opportunities to question. A classroom organized only around
obedience may produce compliance, but it rarely develops confident
democratic agency.

Discipline must be reformed because humiliation is often built into
how schools manage behaviour. Public scolding, corporal punish-
ment, exclusion, class-based assumptions, and collective shaming can
damage students long after the incident. Poor students may be pun-
ished for lateness caused by transport, missing materials caused by
poverty, or absence caused by care responsibilities. Dignity-centered
discipline investigates circumstances, separates behaviour from per-
sonal worth, and gives students a meaningful opportunity to explain.
Restorative approaches can require accountability while avoiding
degradation. Transparent rules, recorded decisions, appeal mecha-
nisms, and monitoring of class, gender, disability, and minority pat-
terns can reduce the discretionary reproduction of bias.

Material redistribution is necessary if dignity is to be more than an
interpersonal promise. Schools need adequate staffing, safe build-
ings, libraries, transport, digital access, counselling, meals, and learn-
ing support. Assistance should be designed to avoid public exposure.
Free meals, uniforms, books, or devices can be provided universally
or discreetly so that students are not marked as poor before their
peers. Scholarships should not require recipients to perform grati-
tude or display personal hardship repeatedly. Parent engagement
should account for work schedules, literacy, language, transport, and
digital barriers. A parent’s inability to attend a midday meeting
should not be interpreted as indifference. Institutions should create
multiple routes for communication and treat family knowledge as a
resource.

Student voice completes the dignity-centered school. Students
need councils, confidential complaint systems, participatory rule-
making, and representation in decisions about discipline, facilities,
safety, and curriculum. Voice should not be ceremonial. Students
must see that participation can produce change and that criticism will
not invite retaliation. Teachers also need professional dignity, reason-
able workloads, training, and involvement in reform. An exhausted
and insecure workforce cannot sustain respectful classrooms. Schools
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should therefore be judged by whether they distribute knowledge
and credentials, but also by whether students learn that their ques-
tions matter, their backgrounds are intelligible, and institutions can
be engaged without fear. Education becomes dignity-centered when
it builds competence without demanding shame and authority with-
out requiring submission.

3. Fair Workplaces, Inclusive Hiring, and Recognition of
Labour

Workplaces are central institutions of income, identity, social contri-
bution, and recognition. They determine not only who earns but
whose knowledge is trusted, whose time is valued, and who is con-
sidered capable of authority. Dignity-centered workplace reform
must therefore move beyond formal statements of equal opportunity.
It should examine recruitment, pay, contracts, evaluation, schedul-
ing, promotion, discipline, harassment, and everyday interaction.
Workers can be materially employed yet symbolically degraded
through insecure contracts, arbitrary supervision, exclusion from de-
cision-making, or assumptions that classed styles of speech and ap-
pearance reflect competence. A just workplace recognizes that people
sell labour, not their right to self-respect.

Fair hiring requires reducing the influence of inherited cultural fa-
miliarity. Employers often interpret accent, dress, confidence, elite
education, unpaid internships, and shared leisure as signs of profes-
sionalism. These criteria favour applicants whose families and
schools prepared them for dominant organizational cultures. Digni-
ty-centered recruitment should use clear job-related criteria, struc-
tured interviews, work-sample assessments, accessible application
language, and diverse selection panels. Employers should remove
unnecessary credential requirements and pay internships so that en-
try does not depend on family support. Referral systems should be
monitored because informal networks can reproduce existing class,
gender, ethnic, and racial composition. The aim is not to eliminate
judgment but to ensure that judgment concerns the work rather than
resemblance to those already in power.

Inclusive language and communication policies are equally impor-
tant. Professionalism should not be defined through a narrow accent,
vocabulary, or emotional style when these are unrelated to perfor-
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mance. Workers should be able to communicate in ways that are clear
and respectful without being required to imitate elite cultural codes.
Organizations can provide language development, digital training,
and institutional orientation as resources rather than using their ab-
sence to justify exclusion. Meetings should be structured so that au-
thority is not captured by those most comfortable with interruption,
self-promotion, or abstract language. Written agendas, rotating facili-
tation, multiple channels for contribution, and explicit recognition of
practical knowledge can widen participation.

Dignity also depends on the organization of work itself. Secure
contracts, predictable schedules, living wages, safe conditions, rest,
privacy, and freedom from harassment are material foundations of
respect. Precarious workers often experience a double injury. They
face economic insecurity and are treated as less worthy because their
position is insecure. Domestic workers, cleaners, drivers, care work-
ers, security staff, and other low-status employees may be essential to
organizational functioning while remaining invisible in ceremonies,
consultation, and promotion. Dignity-centered reform recognizes all
work that sustains the institution. This includes fair titles, access to
facilities, respectful forms of address, opportunities for development,
and protection against degrading commands or surveillance.

Evaluation and promotion systems require scrutiny because sub-
jective categories such as leadership presence, polish, fit, and attitude
can conceal classed judgments. Organizations should publish promo-
tion criteria, document the distribution of high-value assignments,
conduct pay audits, and require explanations for disparities. Workers
need access to feedback that is specific enough to act upon and ap-
peal processes that do not depend entirely on the same manager
whose judgment is challenged. Mentoring should be supplemented
by sponsorship and equitable assignment because advice alone can-
not compensate for unequal visibility. Trade unions, worker commit-
tees, and collective bargaining are important dignity institutions be-
cause they allow employees to contest decisions without appearing
personally disloyal.

Workplace voice should extend beyond complaint. Employees
possess lived knowledge about workflow, safety, customers, technol-
ogy, and organizational failure. Participatory structures can include
elected councils, joint safety bodies, consultation on scheduling, and
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worker representation in governance. Such arrangements treat work-
ers as contributors to institutional intelligence rather than costs to be
managed. They can also improve efficiency because people closest to
daily operations often identify problems first. The workplace should
ultimately be judged not only by productivity and profit but by
whether employment expands or diminishes human agency. A digni-
ty-centered workplace pays fairly, protects rights, and communicates
that every worker’s contribution has value even when occupations
differ in authority and expertise.

4. Welfare and Healthcare Without Stigma or Humiliation

Welfare systems exist to protect people from poverty, unemploy-
ment, illness, disability, care burdens, and other risks that individuals
cannot always control. Yet welfare can become a site of humiliation
when assistance is organized through suspicion, moral judgment,
and intrusive verification. Recipients may be required to prove need
repeatedly, disclose private relationships, wait in degrading condi-
tions, or accept officials’ views about responsible behaviour. An-
ti-stigma welfare design begins from social citizenship. It treats sup-
port as a right created through collective interdependence rather than
as charity granted to morally questionable individuals. Everyone de-
pends on public institutions at different stages of life, even when
some forms of dependence are more visible than others.

Administrative design should minimize learning, compliance, and
psychological costs. Eligibility information must be clear, available in
multiple languages and formats, and communicated through trusted
community channels. Forms should request only necessary informa-
tion and use data already held by government where appropriate.
Applications should be possible in person, by telephone, on paper,
and digitally so that modernization does not become exclusion.
Claimants need free assistance, privacy, transparent timelines, writ-
ten reasons for decisions, and accessible appeals. Missed appoint-
ments or incomplete documents should trigger supportive contact
before sanctions, especially where illness, transport, disability, care
work, or unstable housing may explain noncompliance.

Universal or broadly inclusive programmes can reduce stigma be-
cause recipients are not publicly separated into categories of deserv-
ing and undeserving poor. School meals, child benefits, healthcare,
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pensions, and basic services can be organized around membership
and need without requiring repeated performances of deprivation.
Where targeting is necessary, procedures should remain confidential
and respectful. Frontline staff need training in rights, trauma, disabil-
ity, gender, class, and cultural difference, but they also need reason-
able caseloads and discretion to respond humanely. A welfare officer
cannot preserve dignity if performance targets reward rapid rejec-
tion, sanctioning, or numerical processing over careful assistance.

Healthcare requires a related transformation. Patients often enter
institutions at moments of pain, fear, dependence, and bodily expo-
sure. Dignity-centered care requires privacy, informed consent, clear
communication, and recognition of the patient’s knowledge of their
own body and circumstances. Clinicians possess expertise, but exper-
tise should not eliminate dialogue. Patients need explanations in un-
derstandable language, opportunities to ask questions, interpretation
where necessary, and participation in treatment decisions. Respectful
care is not opposed to medical efficiency. Respectful communication
gives patients space to ask questions and participate in care; it must
be supported by adequate staffing, continuity, and affordable access.

Healthcare inequality also arises when institutions interpret be-
haviour without considering social conditions. A patient who misses
appointments may lack transport or paid leave. A person who cannot
follow dietary advice may face food insecurity. A woman may need
permission or childcare to attend. A migrant may fear documentation
checks. A disabled patient may encounter inaccessible buildings or
communication. Dignity-centered healthcare asks what barriers make
compliance difficult before labelling patients irresponsible. Commu-
nity health workers, mobile clinics, flexible appointments, transport
support, and integration with social services can make care more ac-
cessible while respecting lived experience.

Redistribution and recognition are inseparable in both welfare and
healthcare. Income support without respectful administration can
produce shame, while respectful conversation without adequate ben-
efits leaves deprivation intact. Medical politeness without staff,
medicine, or affordable access is equally insufficient. Institutions
should be judged by whether people receive the resources necessary
to live and whether the process confirms their equal status. A person
should not have to exchange dignity for survival. Welfare and health-
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care become just when support is adequate, accessible, and organized
so that seeking assistance does not require accepting an inferior iden-
tity.

5. Participatory Local Governance and Accessible Public
Services

Local governance is where many citizens encounter the state most di-
rectly. Water, sanitation, roads, waste collection, housing, markets,
parks, transport, permits, land records, and neighbourhood safety
shape everyday life. These services are often discussed through bud-
gets and technical plans, but their distribution also communicates
recognition. A neighbourhood repeatedly ignored learns that its resi-
dents do not count equally. A community consulted only after deci-
sions are finalized experiences participation as theatre. Dignity-cen-
tered local governance therefore requires more than efficient deliv-
ery. It requires that residents be treated as legitimate interpreters of
place and co-authors of public priorities.

Participatory planning should begin early enough to shape deci-
sions. Authorities can use neighbourhood assemblies, citizen panels,
participatory budgeting, community mapping, and targeted consul-
tation with women, disabled people, migrants, tenants, youth, older
residents, informal workers, and linguistic minorities. Meetings must
be scheduled at accessible times and locations, with childcare, trans-
port support, interpretation, and disability access where necessary.
Digital consultation can widen participation but should not replace
face-to-face routes. The goal is not to collect approval for a predeter-
mined plan. It is to allow residents to define problems, compare pri-
orities, examine constraints, and influence resource allocation.

Lived experience is a form of institutional knowledge. Engineers,
planners, doctors, teachers, and administrators possess technical ex-
pertise, but residents understand how services function in practice.
They know which streets flood, where women feel unsafe, when wa-
ter arrives, how transport fares affect employment, and why a for-
mally available clinic remains inaccessible. Dignity-centered gover-
nance combines professional knowledge with experiential knowl-
edge rather than ranking one as rational and the other as emotional.
Officials should explain technical limits honestly while remaining
open to local correction. Communities should not have to translate
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every concern into elite administrative language before it becomes
credible.

Accessible public services require simplification and proximity.
One-stop service centres, mobile offices, multilingual forms, clear sig-
nage, transparent fees, published timelines, and complaint tracking
can reduce dependence on brokers and political patrons. Staff should
be trained to assist citizens rather than merely identify errors. Local
governments should monitor waiting times, repeated visits, digital
failures, and differences in service quality across neighbourhoods.
Accessibility must include physical access for disabled and older citi-
zens, communication access for people with limited literacy, and fi-
nancial access for those unable to absorb transport or documentation
costs.

Accountability is essential because participation without power
can deepen cynicism. Residents need public information about bud-
gets, contracts, project timelines, and reasons for delay. Complaint
systems should protect people from retaliation and provide meaning-
ful remedies. Independent ombuds offices, social audits, public hear-
ings, and community monitoring can expose unequal treatment. Yet
accountability should not become another burdensome procedure
available only to educated citizens. Institutions must actively support
complaints, publish responses in understandable form, and show
how feedback changed practice. Trust grows when people can see a
connection between voice and outcome.

Dignity-centered local governance also requires redistributive at-
tention. Equal procedures cannot compensate for historically unequal
infrastructure. Poor, rural, informal, and marginalized communities
may require greater investment because they begin with deeper
deficits. Participatory planning should therefore be linked to equi-
ty-based budgeting rather than allowing the loudest or best-orga-
nized neighbourhoods to capture resources. Local government
should be judged by service coverage and financial efficiency, but
also by whether residents experience public authority as responsive,
intelligible, and open to influence. A city or district becomes more
democratic when people do not need wealth, status, or personal con-
nections to be heard.
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5.3 Cultural Democracy and the Right to
Belong

1. Cultural Democracy as Equal Recognition

Cultural democracy begins with the principle that different ways of
speaking, dressing, celebrating, learning, working, and living should
not be arranged automatically into a hierarchy of superior and inferi-
or forms. Every society contains diverse cultural practices shaped by
class, region, religion, ethnicity, language, gender, occupation, migra-
tion, generation, and local history. These practices provide people
with meaning, belonging, memory, and identity. Yet institutions
rarely treat them equally. Some ways of speaking are defined as artic-
ulate, while others are described as broken or uncultured. Some
clothing appears refined, while other clothing is judged as vulgar or
backward. Some festivals are treated as national heritage, while oth-
ers are dismissed as local custom. Cultural democracy challenges
these classifications by insisting that public recognition should not
depend on resemblance to the culture of dominant groups.

This principle goes beyond tolerance. Tolerance allows the power-
ful to permit cultural differences while retaining the authority to de-
fine what counts as normal. Cultural democracy asks who has the
power to establish cultural standards and whose experiences are rep-
resented in schools, museums, media, government, and public space.
It seeks equal participation in the production of culture rather than
occasional inclusion in institutions whose underlying hierarchies re-
main unchanged. Marginalized groups should not appear only as ob-
jects studied, displayed, helped, or celebrated by others. They should
possess authority to represent themselves, preserve their histories,
develop new cultural forms, and influence the institutions through
which society defines common life.

The concept is therefore closely connected to dignity. People expe-
rience cultural humiliation when their language, home, neighbour-
hood, occupation, dress, food, or customs are treated as evidence of
inferiority. A person may possess legal rights and material resources
yet continue to feel that public life has no place for people like them.
They may alter speech, conceal family practices, or avoid institutions
where they expect ridicule. Cultural recognition expands the condi-
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tions of participation because people are more willing to speak and
act when they believe their background will be understood rather
than used against them. Visibility communicates that one’s life is so-
cially intelligible and worthy of public attention.

Cultural democracy does not require treating every belief or prac-
tice as beyond criticism. Cultures contain inequalities, exclusions,
and internal conflicts. Traditions can reinforce patriarchy, caste,
racism, sectarianism, violence, or control over younger generations.
Equal recognition cannot mean that harmful practices are protected
from democratic challenge. The purpose is to reject the assumption
that elite culture alone possesses rationality and that non-elite cul-
tures are defined by deficiency. All cultural practices should be open
to criticism, including the practices of dominant groups. Elite schools,
professional norms, museum classifications, and media standards are
also cultural arrangements rather than neutral expressions of univer-
sal refinement.

Cultural democracy must also remain connected to material equal-
ity. Recognition without redistribution can romanticize poverty. Ru-
ral simplicity can be praised while rural communities lack healthcare,
transport, education, and political power. Working-class resilience
can be celebrated while wages remain low and labour conditions in-
secure. Indigenous knowledge can be displayed in museums while
communities lose land. Cultural recognition becomes superficial
when institutions honour symbols but leave unequal structures un-
touched. The aim is not to make deprivation appear beautiful. It is to
distinguish the value of people and their cultural knowledge from
the unjust material conditions under which they may live.

The central promise of cultural democracy is that people should
not have to abandon their origins before becoming visible as full
members of society. They should be able to acquire new knowledge,
move across institutions, and criticize inherited practices without be-
ing required to regard their communities as sources of shame. Cul-
tural democracy therefore expands freedom in two directions. It pro-
tects the right to cultural belonging, and it protects the right to trans-
form culture from within. Equality requires institutions where differ-
ent ways of life can meet through dialogue without one group ap-
pearing as the universal standard and all others as deviations from it.
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2. Challenging Elite Culture as the Universal Standard

Elite culture often presents itself not as one cultural tradition among
others but as the universal measure of refinement. Forms of lan-
guage, literature, art, music, dress, food, behaviour, and education
are treated as evidence of intelligence and sophistication. Their social
origins disappear. A style associated with privileged schools, affluent
families, metropolitan institutions, or professional classes becomes
simply correct. Other styles are then interpreted as local, informal, ex-
cessive, crude, or insufficiently developed. Cultural hierarchy works
most effectively when the culture of dominant groups is no longer
recognized as culture but appears as neutral competence.

Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital explains how this hi-
erarchy reproduces class inequality. Families transmit language,
taste, confidence, familiarity with institutions, and knowledge of le-
gitimate culture. Schools, universities, galleries, and professional or-
ganizations reward these dispositions while describing their judg-
ments as objective. A student familiar with canonical literature, for-
mal speech, museum etiquette, or academic argument appears natu-
rally intelligent. Another student may possess extensive knowledge
of local history, agricultural practice, oral tradition, craft, religious in-
terpretation, caregiving, or community organization, yet this knowl-
edge is not recognized as evidence of intellectual capacity. Cultural
advantage becomes merit because institutions value what privileged
families already provide.

The universalization of elite culture also affects the body. Refined
conduct may include restrained emotional expression, controlled
movement, quiet speech, understated clothing, and confidence in for-
mal settings. These behaviours reflect class history. They are not in-
herently more rational or ethical than direct speech, expressive ges-
tures, decorative clothing, or communal celebration. Yet institutional
gatekeepers often interpret bodily style as evidence of maturity and
competence. A person can be technically qualified while being
judged as lacking polish. Cultural democracy exposes these judg-
ments as social preferences rather than necessary measures of ability.

The critique of elite standards does not require rejecting scholarly
knowledge, formal language, classical art, or professional skill. These
cultural forms can be valuable and should remain accessible to every-

186



REIMAGINING EQUALITY

one. The problem arises when access is confused with assimilation
and when knowledge is used to rank people rather than expand hu-
man possibility. A democratic institution should teach students how
to use formal language without teaching them to despise home
speech. It should make classical literature available without implying
that oral narratives or popular forms lack complexity. It should pro-
vide access to museums and concert halls while also recognizing
community arts, crafts, music, and performance as legitimate cultural
achievements.

Elite culture itself is neither unified nor timeless. What counts as
refined changes historically. Practices once associated with popular
groups may later be appropriated by elites and reclassified as authen-
tic. Food, music, clothing, and urban styles can move upward in the
cultural hierarchy once separated from the people who created them.
Dominant groups often possess the power to consume widely with-
out losing status. They can appreciate working-class or minority cul-
ture as adventurous taste, while members of those communities con-
tinue to face stigma for embodying the same practices in everyday
life. Cultural hierarchy therefore depends not only on what is con-
sumed but on who has the authority to define its meaning.

Challenging elite culture as the universal standard means democ-
ratizing access to cultural authority. Critics, teachers, curators, pub-
lishers, broadcasters, and public officials should come from a wider
range of social backgrounds. Evaluation criteria should be made visi-
ble and open to debate. Institutions should ask whether their stan-
dards measure genuine quality or familiarity with dominant codes.
The goal is not to eliminate judgment but to make judgment more re-
flective, plural, and accountable. Cultural democracy begins when re-
finement is no longer treated as the inherited property of one class
and when people can enter public life without being told that legiti-
macy requires cultural self-erasure.
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3. Curriculum, Education, and Epistemic Justice

Education is one of the most important institutions through which
cultural hierarchy becomes durable. Curriculum determines which
histories are remembered, which writers are canonical, which lan-
guages are legitimate, and which forms of knowledge appear scientif-
ic or serious. A curriculum may describe itself as national or univer-
sal while representing the experience of dominant groups. Students
from marginalized communities then encounter education as a world
in which their families, labour, beliefs, and local histories are absent
or simplified. They learn academic content, but they also learn whose
lives are considered worthy of knowledge.

Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence helps explain this process.
Schools impose dominant meanings while concealing the power rela-
tions behind them. Students who recognize themselves in the cur-
riculum experience familiarity as ability. Those who do not may ex-
perience distance as personal deficiency. A rural child may possess
detailed knowledge of land, seasons, animals, water, and community
relationships but be treated as academically weak because this
knowledge does not fit classroom categories. A multilingual student
may use language creatively across contexts but be assessed only
through proficiency in the dominant language. The school does not
merely measure knowledge. It decides which knowledge counts.

Cultural democracy in education requires a curriculum that in-
cludes working people, women, minorities, migrants, rural commu-
nities, indigenous groups, domestic labourers, and other populations
often treated as peripheral. Inclusion should not be limited to occa-
sional festivals, heroic biographies, or decorative cultural days. The
histories and intellectual contributions of these groups should be in-
tegrated into the central narrative of society. Students should exam-
ine how ordinary labour, social movements, local institutions, oral
traditions, and community knowledge have shaped public life. Such
inclusion allows marginalized students to see themselves as historical
actors rather than recipients of civilization created elsewhere.

Paulo Freire’s critical pedagogy offers a democratic approach to
this transformation. Education should not treat students as empty
containers into which official knowledge is deposited. Students bring
experiences that can become the starting point for inquiry. Dialogue
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allows them to connect personal life with social structures and to un-
derstand how history shapes present conditions. Teachers remain re-
sponsible for introducing new knowledge and challenging error, but
authority becomes accountable rather than authoritarian. The aim is
not to affirm every existing belief. It is to create a learning relation-
ship in which students can question both dominant knowledge and
inherited assumptions within their own communities.

A culturally democratic curriculum must avoid romanticizing
poverty. Local knowledge should be recognized without suggesting
that disadvantaged communities do not need material change. A
child’s familiarity with agricultural labour should not become an ex-
cuse for weak science education. Respect for community solidarity
should not conceal gender inequality, debt, poor health, or lack of
public services. Recognition should expand educational opportunity
rather than confine students to their origins. A non-affirmative ap-
proach is useful because it neither treats dominant culture as unques-
tionable nor celebrates marginalized culture uncritically. It equips
students to understand existing worlds and participate in changing
them.

Epistemic justice requires changes beyond content. Assessment,
classroom language, teacher training, participation, and school orga-
nization must also change. Students should have multiple ways to
demonstrate understanding. Teachers need preparation to recognize
classed, linguistic, and cultural bias. Parents and communities should
participate in curriculum discussions without being treated as obsta-
cles to expertise. Libraries and digital resources should include di-
verse voices. Education becomes culturally democratic when stu-
dents gain access to powerful knowledge while also learning that
knowledge can emerge from many social locations. The purpose is
not to replace one canon with another but to create institutions in
which the authority to know is no longer monopolized by dominant
groups.
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4. Media Representation and Public Culture

Media plays a central role in shaping how class, region, ethnicity,
gender, work, and lifestyle are imagined. Television, film, news, ad-
vertising, social media, and digital entertainment provide images
through which people learn what success, normality, intelligence,
beauty, and respectability look like. These representations affect how
groups are treated in everyday life. If poor communities appear
mainly through crime, disorder, dependency, or tragedy, audiences
begin to associate poverty with moral failure. If elite lifestyles domi-
nate entertainment and advertising, affluence appears normal while
the lives of most people appear incomplete.

Class representation is often unequal in both visibility and com-
plexity. Wealthy characters are shown with professions, relation-
ships, ambitions, and psychological depth. Poor characters may ap-
pear as victims, threats, comic figures, or inspirational exceptions.
Working-class accents can be used to signal ignorance, aggression, or
authenticity without allowing speakers intellectual authority. Domes-
tic workers, labourers, drivers, farmers, and informal workers appear
in the background while professionals occupy the centre of the story.
This symbolic arrangement teaches audiences whose inner life de-
serves attention.

News media contributes to cultural hierarchy through selection
and framing. Welfare fraud, street crime, migration conflict, and pub-
lic disorder are highly visible, while tax advantages, inherited wealth,
low wages, labour exploitation, and unequal ownership receive less
personal and emotional coverage. Problems caused by structural in-
equality are represented through the behaviour of marginalized
groups. A poor neighbourhood becomes a dangerous area rather
than a community shaped by underinvestment. A protest becomes
disruption rather than a response to exclusion. Media does not mere-
ly describe social difference. It can transform inequality into a moral
judgment about the people who experience it.

Cultural democracy in media requires more than increasing the
number of minority faces on screen. Representation concerns who
produces stories, who controls editorial decisions, who owns media
institutions, and whose perspective organizes the narrative. Journal-
ists, writers, directors, actors, editors, and producers from diverse
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class and regional backgrounds can bring experiences otherwise ex-
cluded. Yet individuals entering elite media institutions may still be
pressured to adopt dominant assumptions. Organizational reform
must therefore address hiring, commissioning, language, funding,
and accountability. Community media and public broadcasting are
especially important because they can provide space for stories that
are not immediately profitable to commercial markets.

Counter-narratives allow marginalized groups to challenge im-
posed identities. Social movements, local media, independent film,
community radio, podcasts, and digital platforms can present people
as political subjects rather than objects of pity or fear. Communities
can document their own histories, humour, conflicts, labour, and as-
pirations. These representations need not present idealized images.
Cultural democracy includes the right to complexity. Marginalized
groups should be able to portray disagreement, failure, contradiction,
and change without those portrayals being used to condemn the en-
tire group.

Public culture is democratic when people can recognize them-
selves without being reduced to stereotypes. Media institutions
should be judged by whose voices are heard, whose language is al-
lowed authority, and which lives receive narrative depth. Equal rep-
resentation does not mean that every group receives identical cover-
age or that criticism disappears. It means that cultural membership is
not determined by proximity to elite life. A democratic media envi-
ronment expands the range of people who can appear as thinkers,
creators, experts, workers, parents, citizens, and historical actors. Vis-
ibility becomes meaningful when it is joined to the power to define
oneself.
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5. Museums, Language Policy, and Local Traditions

Museums, archives, monuments, libraries, and heritage institutions
decide what a society remembers. They preserve objects and stories,
but they also classify them. Elite art may be displayed as universal
culture, while working-class, rural, indigenous, or minority objects
are presented as folklore, craft, or anthropology. This distinction es-
tablishes a hierarchy between culture that is treated as timeless and
culture that is treated as evidence about particular groups. Cultural
democracy requires questioning who collected objects, who interpret-
ed them, and whether the communities represented possess authority
over meaning.

Museums can become democratic spaces when communities par-
ticipate in collection, interpretation, exhibition, and governance. Oral
histories, family archives, labour records, domestic objects, migration
stories, local music, protest material, and everyday technologies can
reveal forms of social life ignored by traditional collections. Commu-
nity participation should not be limited to consultation after curatori-
al decisions have already been made. People should help determine
what is preserved and how it is described. Repatriation and shared
custodianship may also be necessary where objects were acquired
through colonialism, coercion, or unequal exchange.

Language policy is equally central because language carries mem-
ory, identity, and cultural authority. States and institutions often
present one language or standardized form as the neutral medium of
education and citizenship. Other languages become informal, region-
al, or private. Speakers may be allowed to use them at home but not
in courts, schools, administration, media, or professional life. This
creates unequal citizenship. People must translate themselves into
the language of power before their needs become intelligible. Lin-
guistic hierarchy also affects confidence because accents and gram-
mar are used to rank intelligence.

A culturally democratic language policy promotes access to domi-
nant languages without requiring the disappearance of other lan-
guages. Multilingual education, translation in public services, region-
al broadcasting, support for literature and publishing, and recogni-
tion of sign languages can expand participation. Standard language
may remain necessary for communication across regions, but its
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practical function should not become a claim of cultural superiority.
Students should gain proficiency in widely used languages while re-
taining the right to develop knowledge in their first language. Addi-
tive language policy expands capacity. Subtractive policy produces
shame and cultural loss.

Local traditions also require democratic recognition. Festivals,
crafts, oral histories, food, music, architecture, and forms of commu-
nity cooperation can provide belonging and continuity. Yet public
recognition often depends on tourism, commercial value, or approval
from cultural elites. Traditions may be preserved as attractive perfor-
mances while the communities sustaining them face displacement
and economic insecurity. Cultural democracy treats tradition as liv-
ing practice rather than museum scenery. Communities should con-
trol how traditions are represented, adapted, and shared.

Recognition must remain critical. Some traditions exclude women,
lower-status groups, religious minorities, younger generations, or
people who challenge authority. Democratic cultural policy should
support internal debate rather than allowing powerful local actors to
define authenticity. Individuals have a right to belong, but they also
have a right to dissent and change. Cultural democracy protects tra-
ditions from external contempt while protecting members from dom-
ination within traditions. Museums, language policies, and heritage
programmes become democratic when they preserve memory with-
out freezing culture and recognize communities without silencing in-
ternal difference.
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5.4 The Collective Social Imagination

1. From Individual Awareness to Collective Imagination

Social imagination begins when individuals recognize that their pri-
vate difficulties are connected to wider social arrangements. A work-
er who experiences low wages, a student who feels out of place, a
family unable to secure housing, or a welfare recipient humiliated by
administrative procedures may initially interpret these experiences as
personal failure. Social imagination interrupts that interpretation. It
connects biography with history, emotion with structure, and indi-
vidual hardship with the organization of institutions. Yet awareness
alone is not enough. A person can understand that inequality is struc-
tural while still feeling politically isolated and practically powerless.
The concluding task is therefore to expand social imagination from
an individual capacity for interpretation into a collective capacity for
constructing alternatives. A society becomes capable of change when
people do not merely see the social causes of suffering but begin to
imagine themselves as participants in a shared project of transforma-
tion.

Collective imagination is not produced simply by placing many in-
dividuals with similar opinions in the same space. It develops
through language, institutions, stories, practices, and relationships
that allow people to understand themselves as part of a larger “we.”
Shared narratives help individuals interpret separate experiences as
connected. A teacher facing impossible workloads, a parent strug-
gling with school fees, and a student excluded by unequal education
may begin to see that their problems arise from the same institutional
choices. A tenant facing rising rent and a young family unable to pur-
chase housing may recognize a shared interest in housing reform.
Collective imagination emerges when personal grievances acquire a
common explanation and when people can see that the freedom of
others is connected to their own.

Periods of crisis sometimes reveal this interdependence clearly.
Economic collapse, pandemics, disasters, and political upheaval ex-
pose the degree to which individual survival depends upon public
institutions and the labour of others. During such moments, mutual
aid groups, neighbourhood networks, food distribution systems, and
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community care can emerge rapidly. These practices do more than
provide assistance. They create what the literature describes as com-
moning. People produce and protect shared resources through coop-
eration. They discover that collective capacity already exists within
ordinary life. The importance of these practices lies not only in emer-
gency relief but in their ability to change political perception. Individ-
uals who were treated as isolated consumers become neighbours,
caregivers, organizers, and participants in a common world.

Collective imagination also depends on emotion. People do not
join together through analysis alone. They require trust, recognition,
hope, anger at injustice, and a sense that action has meaning. Shared
emotional experience can create a reflective space in which a commu-
nity begins to understand itself differently. Shame may become dig-
nity when people discover that others have endured similar treat-
ment. Resentment may become solidarity when anger is directed to-
ward institutions rather than vulnerable scapegoats. Grief may be-
come commitment when loss is interpreted as preventable rather
than inevitable. Emotion does not replace political understanding,
but it supplies the energy through which understanding becomes ac-
tion.

Institutions influence whether collective imagination expands or
contracts. Schools can teach that society is a competitive ladder or
that it is a shared project open to democratic revision. Media can
present hardship as individual deficiency or reveal the structures
connecting separate lives. Welfare systems can divide citizens into
taxpayers and dependants or express the principle that vulnerability
is universal. Workplaces can isolate employees through competition
or create representative bodies through which shared interests be-
come visible. Public institutions therefore do more than distribute re-
sources. They shape the categories through which people understand
society and their place within it.

The movement from individual awareness to collective imagina-
tion is therefore both intellectual and institutional. It requires people
to see patterns, but it also requires spaces in which those patterns can
be discussed and acted upon. Trade unions, neighbourhood organi-
zations, student associations, public libraries, community centres,
civic forums, and social movements provide such spaces. They en-
able individuals to test explanations, hear unfamiliar experiences,
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and develop shared priorities. Social imagination becomes collective
when people cease to view society as a fixed environment to which
individuals must adapt and begin to view it as a human creation that
can be reorganized. This shift is the foundation of democratic hope
because it transforms suffering from evidence of personal inadequacy
into knowledge about what must change.

2. Beyond Meritocracy, Charity, Competition, and Individual
Escape

Meritocracy promises that individuals can improve their position
through ability and effort. This promise is attractive because it ap-
pears to respect agency and reward contribution. Yet meritocratic in-
dividualism accepts the competitive structure of society and focuses
primarily on making entry into the competition appear fair. It asks
how more disadvantaged individuals can rise without asking why
dignity, security, and social worth are distributed through a hierar-
chy that requires most people to remain below others. The alternative
is not to deny effort, skill, or responsibility. It is to refuse the claim
that unequal outcomes provide a reliable measure of unequal merit.
People act under different conditions, inherit different resources, and
face institutions that recognize some abilities more readily than oth-
ers. A more equal imagination values achievement without convert-
ing it into a justification for domination.

Charity offers another limited response to inequality. It can relieve
suffering and express genuine moral concern, but it often leaves the
relationship between giver and recipient unchanged. The giver re-
tains authority, while the recipient must demonstrate need and grati-
tude. Charity responds after deprivation has occurred and depends
upon voluntary generosity rather than enforceable social responsibil-
ity. A collective alternative is grounded in social rights. Education,
healthcare, housing, income protection, and care should not depend
entirely on benevolence. They should be secured through institutions
that recognize equal membership. This does not eliminate voluntary
care or generosity. It places them within a wider framework where
people are not forced to depend on pity for the conditions of a digni-
fied life.

Competition can generate innovation, effort, and choice, but when
it becomes the dominant model of social organization, it changes how
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people view one another. Students become rivals for scarce places.
Workers compete for security. Communities compete for investment.
Welfare recipients compete to appear more deserving. Families com-
pete through housing, education, and consumption. Competition be-
comes especially destructive when access to basic goods depends
upon winning. A society can permit competition in particular do-
mains while refusing to make survival, healthcare, education, or dig-
nity competitive prizes. The alternative is not the elimination of all
differences but the creation of a secure social floor beneath them.

The model of individual escape is closely connected to meritocra-
cy. It celebrates those who leave poor neighbourhoods, low-status oc-
cupations, marginalized communities, or disadvantaged regions.
Scholarships, migration, elite employment, entrepreneurship, and ad-
vantageous marriage can transform individual lives. Yet escape
leaves the original conditions intact. It may even confirm their inferi-
ority by implying that success consists of departure. A collective
imagination asks how people can flourish without abandoning their
communities and how mobility can become one option among many
rather than the only route to dignity. Development should allow peo-
ple to remain, return, move, or change without being punished by
unequal geography and class hierarchy.

Alternatives to these models already exist in partial form. Univer-
sal public services distribute security without requiring people to
prove exceptional merit. Cooperatives allow workers to share owner-
ship and decision-making. Social insurance recognizes that illness,
unemployment, disability, and old age are collective risks. Public
housing separates shelter from speculative wealth. Community
wealth-building directs local economic resources toward shared ben-
efit. Participatory budgeting allows residents to influence public in-
vestment. These arrangements are imperfect, but they demonstrate
that institutions can be organized around contribution, need, reci-
procity, and democratic membership rather than competition alone.

Moving beyond meritocracy, charity, competition, and escape re-
quires a different moral language. People must be valued not only for
exceptional achievement but for care, participation, reliability, cre-
ativity, and ordinary contribution. Dependence must be recognized
as a universal condition rather than a defect of particular groups. Suc-
cess must be understood as socially supported rather than purely
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self-created. Freedom must include the capacity to refuse exploitation
and participate in collective decisions, not merely the possibility of
climbing above others. The purpose of equality is not to make every-
one identical or eliminate aspiration. It is to create a society in which
aspiration does not depend on another person’s subordination and in
which dignity is not reserved for those who win.

3. Public Provision, Social Rights, and the Institutionalization
of Solidarity

Public provision can transform solidarity from an occasional moral
feeling into a durable social arrangement. Education, healthcare,
transport, housing, sanitation, digital access, libraries, parks, and so-
cial insurance allow people to meet essential needs through shared
institutions rather than private purchasing power alone. Their impor-
tance is not limited to the services they provide. Public services com-
municate that certain conditions of life should be available because
people are members of society. They create a material basis for equal-
ity by reducing dependence on family wealth, employers, landlords,
and charity. They also create everyday experiences of common mem-
bership when people from different backgrounds use and support
the same institutions.

Universal public services are especially important because they
can weaken the division between those who provide and those who
receive. Means-tested assistance may be necessary in some circum-
stances, but narrowly targeted systems can produce stigma and polit-
ical fragility. Universal services reveal that everyone depends on col-
lective provision. Affluent families use roads, schools, legal systems,
healthcare, public infrastructure, and economic stability even when
they also purchase private alternatives. Universalism makes this in-
terdependence visible. It encourages citizens to understand taxation
and public provision not as transfers from independent people to de-
pendent people but as the institutional expression of shared vulnera-
bility.

Social rights give this principle legal and political force. A right to
education, healthcare, housing, income security, and care means that
access does not depend entirely upon market success or personal
favour. Rights transform recipients into claimants who can demand
explanation and remedy. Yet rights must be practically accessible. A
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constitutional guarantee means little when services are distant, un-
derfunded, or humiliating. The institutionalization of solidarity
therefore requires resources, administrative capacity, respectful im-
plementation, and democratic accountability. Social rights are real
when people can exercise them without extraordinary bureaucratic
knowledge or loss of dignity.

Public institutions also shape expectations about what members of
society owe one another. A strong welfare state teaches that unem-
ployment, illness, care, and old age are collective concerns. Public ed-
ucation teaches that every child’s development matters beyond the
family. Accessible healthcare teaches that bodily vulnerability should
not lead to financial ruin. These lessons are political as well as practi-
cal. They construct a moral community in which people understand
that their well-being depends upon systems they share with
strangers. Such institutions can expand solidarity across class, region,
ethnicity, and generation when they are inclusive and reliable.

Public services must nevertheless be designed democratically. Bu-
reaucratic institutions can become distant, paternalistic, and unre-
sponsive. Centralized systems may ignore local knowledge, while
professional expertise may silence users. Institutional solidarity
therefore requires voice. Patients, students, workers, caregivers, ten-
ants, and residents should participate in shaping services. Public pro-
vision is not democratic merely because it is state-owned. It becomes
democratic when those affected possess meaningful influence, when
information is transparent, and when officials remain accountable.
Participation can protect public services from becoming systems of
passive management.

The defence of public provision also requires a cultural shift. Mar-
ket ideology often presents private consumption as freedom and
public provision as dependency. Yet private solutions frequently re-
produce inequality because only some can purchase security. Public
services can expand freedom by reducing the penalties attached to
low income and uncertain employment. A person with healthcare,
housing protection, education, and income security can change work,
care for family, participate politically, and resist abuse. Social rights
therefore do not eliminate individual responsibility. They create the
conditions under which responsibility can be exercised without fear.
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Institutionalized solidarity is ultimately a commitment across time.
Current workers support children, older people, and those unable to
work, knowing that their own circumstances may change. Present
generations invest in infrastructure and education whose benefits
will extend into the future. Regions with greater resources support
areas facing deeper need. Public provision expresses the idea that so-
ciety is not merely a collection of transactions among isolated indi-
viduals. It is an intergenerational and interdependent project. Equali-
ty expands when this project is visible in the institutions through
which people live.

4. Cooperative Institutions, Community Care, and Democratic
Participation

Cooperative institutions provide an alternative to organizations in
which ownership, authority, and reward are concentrated. Worker
cooperatives, mutual associations, community land trusts, credit
unions, and democratically governed social enterprises can distribute
decision-making among members or communities directly affected
by institutional outcomes. Their significance lies not only in produc-
ing goods or services differently. They create practical experiences of
shared power. A worker in a cooperative is not merely an employee
subject to management but a participant in decisions about invest-
ment, wages, working conditions, and organizational purpose.
Democratic participation becomes part of economic life rather than
an activity limited to elections.

Community wealth-building extends this principle beyond indi-
vidual enterprises. Local institutions such as councils, hospitals, uni-
versities, and public agencies can direct procurement, investment,
land, and employment toward community benefit. Instead of allow-
ing wealth produced locally to flow outward to distant owners, these
strategies seek to retain value within places and distribute it through
local workers, cooperatives, and public institutions. Such models
challenge the assumption that economic development must depend
upon attracting external capital at any social cost. They ask how exist-
ing resources can be organized democratically and how economic ac-
tivity can strengthen rather than fragment community life.

Community care is another foundation of collective imagination.
Care is often treated as a private family responsibility, disproportion-
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ately performed by women and lower-paid workers. Yet every soci-
ety depends upon childcare, eldercare, disability support, emotional
labour, and the maintenance of households. Recognizing care as a
shared responsibility requires public services, fair wages, workplace
flexibility, and community networks. It also requires rejecting the
idea that independence is the normal human condition. People move
through periods of dependence and caregiving throughout life. A so-
ciety organized around care acknowledges this reality rather than
hiding it within families.

Mutual aid shows how community care can emerge through direct
relationships. Neighbours share food, transport, childcare, informa-
tion, and emergency support. These practices can build trust and re-
veal collective capacity, but they should not be romanticized as sub-
stitutes for public institutions. Communities facing the greatest depri-
vation often carry the heaviest unpaid care burdens. Mutual aid be-
comes transformative when it is connected to demands for rights,
funding, and institutional reform. It should expand democratic pow-
er rather than allow governments to withdraw responsibility.

Democratic participation links cooperative economics, public pro-
vision, and community care. Participation should occur in work-
places, schools, hospitals, neighbourhoods, and welfare systems as
well as formal politics. People gain political capacity by practising de-
cision-making in everyday institutions. Participatory budgeting,
worker councils, tenant associations, student bodies, patient boards,
and community planning forums allow people to deliberate about
shared priorities. These arrangements are difficult. They involve dis-
agreement, unequal confidence, and conflicts of interest. Yet democ-
racy is weakened when complexity becomes a reason to exclude peo-
ple and leave decisions entirely to professionals or owners.

Meaningful participation requires material support. People cannot
attend meetings when they lack childcare, transport, time, transla-
tion, or protection from retaliation. Institutions must therefore create
conditions for inclusion. Participation should be compensated where
it requires substantial labour. Information must be understandable.
Decision-making authority must be genuine rather than ceremonial.
Marginalized groups may require targeted representation because
open forums can be dominated by those with greater education and
confidence. Democratic participation is not achieved simply by invit-
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ing everyone into a room. It requires attention to unequal capacities
to speak and be heard.

Cooperative institutions and democratic care practices expand so-
cial imagination because they allow people to experience alternatives
rather than merely discuss them. They demonstrate that authority
can be shared, resources can be governed collectively, and care can
become a public responsibility. Such institutions will not eliminate
conflict or guarantee equality. They can fail, reproduce hierarchy, or
become bureaucratic. Their value lies in providing spaces where
democratic habits can develop and where people learn that collective
organization is possible. Equality becomes imaginable when it is
practised in the ordinary institutions of work, care, neighbourhood,
and public life.

5. How Solidarity Can Overcome Resentment and Division

Inequality generates resentment because people experience blocked
mobility, humiliation, insecurity, and unequal recognition. Resent-
ment is not inherently irrational. It can reveal a genuine perception
that social arrangements are unfair. The danger arises when anger is
redirected toward migrants, minorities, welfare recipients, women,
or other groups with limited power. Structural forces are difficult to
see, while vulnerable groups are visible and politically available. Soli-
darity must therefore do more than encourage kindness. It must pro-
vide a more accurate explanation of suffering and create relationships
through which people recognize shared interests.

Shared vulnerability offers one foundation for solidarity. Every
person depends on care, public infrastructure, social cooperation,
and the labour of others. Illness, unemployment, ageing, disability,
and family crisis can affect people across class positions, although re-
sources shape the consequences. Recognizing vulnerability chal-
lenges the meritocratic idea that secure individuals are self-sufficient
while others are dependent. It reveals that dependence is universal
but organized unequally. Solidarity begins when people understand
that another person’s need is not evidence of moral failure but an ex-
pression of conditions that could affect anyone.

Recognition is also necessary because material interests alone do
not automatically unite people. Workers may share economic con-
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cerns while remaining divided by ethnicity, gender, citizenship, reli-
gion, occupation, or region. Solidarity in difference requires people to
see one another as equals without demanding sameness. The rights of
migrants do not reduce the dignity of citizens. Women’s equality
does not eliminate men’s social worth. Recognition of minority cul-
ture does not require the humiliation of majority groups. Political
narratives often present dignity as scarce, but democratic solidarity
rejects this zero-sum model. Equal recognition can expand rather
than diminish collective freedom.

Institutions can either support or weaken solidarity. Universal
public services create shared interests because different groups de-
pend on the same systems. Segregated services encourage social dis-
tance and allow affluent groups to withdraw from the public sphere.
Labour protections reduce competition among workers by establish-
ing common standards. Inclusive unions can connect citizens and mi-
grants rather than allowing employers to use legal status to divide
them. Affordable housing, education, and healthcare reduce the
scarcity that intensifies horizontal conflict. Solidarity becomes more
plausible when institutions reduce the material conditions through
which groups are forced to compete.

Collective action can transform resentment by giving anger a con-
structive direction. Tenant movements connect individual rent strug-
gles to housing policy. Labour organizing connects workplace humil-
iation to ownership and bargaining power. Welfare movements chal-
lenge deservingness narratives by presenting claimants as right-
s-bearing citizens. Feminist and minority movements transform pri-
vate experiences of disrespect into public demands. Through organi-
zation, people discover that grievances are not isolated and that ac-
tion can produce change. Resentment loses some of its destructive
force when individuals gain political agency.

Solidarity must remain realistic about conflict. Groups do not al-
ways possess identical interests, and historical injustices cannot be re-
solved through appeals to unity alone. Some groups have benefited
from the subordination of others. Recognition may require uncom-
fortable changes in authority and resource distribution. Solidarity
therefore cannot mean suppressing difference or asking marginalized
people to postpone justice for the sake of harmony. It must be built
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through negotiation, accountability, and willingness to change un-
equal arrangements. Unity without justice reproduces silence.

The transformation of resentment into solidarity depends on the
stories societies tell. A narrative of competition asks who is taking re-
sources from whom. A narrative of shared responsibility asks why
basic goods are scarce and how institutions can provide them fairly.
A narrative of deservingness divides citizens morally. A narrative of
interdependence recognizes contribution and vulnerability across so-
cial positions. Solidarity becomes politically powerful when it com-
bines emotional recognition with structural analysis and practical in-
stitutions. It allows people to say that their suffering is real, that an-
other marginalized group is not its cause, and that a common strug-
gle for dignity can address the conditions producing insecurity.

204



REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

References and
Further Reading

Abrahams, J., & Ingram, N. (2013). The Chameleon Habitus: Exploring Local
Students” Negotiations of Multiple Fields. Sociological Research Online,
18(4), 213-226. https://doi.org/10.5153/sr0.3189

Ackers, G. K. (2020). The ‘dual tension’ created by negotiating upward social
mobility and habitus: A generational study of skilled working-class men,
their sons and grandsons following deindustrialization. Current
Sociology, 68(7), 891-911. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392119888563

Adorno, T. W., Frenkel-Brunswik, E., Levinson, D.J., & Sanford, R. N. (1950).
The authoritarian personality. Harper & Brothers.

Agbaria, A. K., Mustafa, M., & Jabareen, Y. T. (2015). ‘In your face’
democracy: education for belonging and its challenges in Israel. British
Educational Research Journal, 41(1), 143-175. https://doi.org/10.1002/
berj.3133

Agumba, H., & Simpson, Z. (2024). TOWARDS STUDENT ENGAGEMENT:
RECOGNISING ALTERNATIVE FORMS OF CAPITAL AMONG
STUDENTS FROM RURAL BACKGROUNDS. In Reimagining South
African Higher Education: Towards a Student-Centred Learning and
Teaching Future. African Sun Media. https://doi.org/10.52779/
9781991260468/06

Aho, T., & Peltola, M. (2023). Doing Respectable Heteromasculinities in Boys
and Young Men'’s Talk on Sexual Encounters. Men and Masculinities,
26(2), 210-228. https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184x221145959

Aleman, S. M. (2023). Eroding Community Cultural Wealth: How Schooling
Devalues Latina/o/x Students” Identity, Pride, and Language. Association
of Mexican American Educators Journal, 17(1), 1-31. https://doi.org/
10.24974/amae.17.1.472

Allport, G. W. (1979). The nature of prejudice (25th anniversary ed.). Basic
Books. (Original work published 1954)

Altermark, N. (2023). Crip Solidarity: Vulnerability as the Foundation of
Political Alliances. International Journal of Disability and Social Justice,
3(3). https://doi.org/10.13169/intljofdissocjus.3.3.0027

205


https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.3189
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392119888563
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3133
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3133
https://doi.org/10.52779/9781991260468/06
https://doi.org/10.52779/9781991260468/06
https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184x221145959
https://doi.org/10.24974/amae.17.1.472
https://doi.org/10.24974/amae.17.1.472
https://doi.org/10.13169/intljofdissocjus.3.3.0027

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Alvarado-Urbina, A., Mondaca-Rojas, C., Bustos-Gonzadlez, R., &
SanchezGonzalez, E. (2024). Social Boundaries and Stigmatization in a
Border Territory: Experiences of Peruvian and Bolivian Students in the
Northernmost Region of Chile. Sage Open, 14(2), 21582440241253421.
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440241253421

Amis, ]. M., Mair, J., & Munir, K. A. (2020). The Organizational Reproduction
of Inequality. Academy of Management Annals, 14(1), 195-230.
https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2017.0033

Amis, ]J. M., Munir, K. A., Lawrence, T. B., Hirsch, P., & McGahan, A. (2018).
Inequality, Institutions and Organizations. Organization Studies, 39(9),
1131-1152. https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840618792596

Anantharaman, M. (2022). Is it sustainable consumption or performative
environmentalism? Consumption and Society, 1(1), 120-143.
https://doi.org/10.1332/1ttt8626

Appadurai, A. (2004). The capacity to aspire: Culture and the terms of
recognition. In V. Rao & M. Walton (Eds.), Culture and public action (pp.
59-84). Stanford University Press.

Araya Anabaldn, J. (2012). Una interpretacion del conflicto Mapuche y el
reconocimiento desde la perspectiva de Axel Honneth: Una concepcion
moral y ética. Revista Chilena de Derecho y Ciencia Politica, 3(1), 131-146.
https://doi.org/10.7770/rchdcp-v3nl-art9l

Atria, J., Castillo, J., Maldonado, L., & Ramirez, S. (2020). Economic Elites’
Attitudes Toward Meritocracy in Chile: A Moral Economy Perspective.
American Behavioral Scientist, 64(9), 1219-1241. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0002764220941214

Au, A. (2024). Bourdieusian Boundary-Making, Social Networks, and Capital
Conversion: Inequality among International Degree Holders in Hong
Kong. Cultural Sociology, 18(4), 483-506. https://doi.org/10.1177/
17499755231157115

Auyero, J. (2012). Patients of the state: The politics of waiting in Argentina.
Duke University Press. https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822395287

Ayala, M. L, & Contreras, S. M. (2019). It's Capital! Understanding Latina/o
Presence in Higher Education. Sociology of Race and Ethnicity, 5(2),
229-243. https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649218757803

Aziz, A. (2022). A History of Symbolic Violence: A Spatial Temporal
Exploration of the Cultural Capital Legacy of Bengali Pedagogy.
Sociological Bulletin, 71(1), 41-61. https://doi.org/10.1177/
00380229211063151

206


https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440241253421
https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2017.0033
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840618792596
https://doi.org/10.1332/lttt8626
https://doi.org/10.7770/rchdcp-v3n1-art91
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764220941214
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764220941214
https://doi.org/10.1177/17499755231157115
https://doi.org/10.1177/17499755231157115
https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822395287
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649218757803
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380229211063151
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380229211063151

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Babcock, R. D. (2014). Folk-Linguistic Attitudes in Eastern Massachusetts.
Open Journal of Modern Linguistics, 04(03), 415-428. https://doi.org/
10.4236/0jm1.2014.43035

Banjac, S., & Hanusch, F. (2022). Aspirational lifestyle journalism: The impact
of social class on producers” and audiences’ views in the context of
socioeconomic inequality. Journalism, 23(8), 1607-1625. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1464884920956823

Banting, K. G., & Kymlicka, W. (2015). The Political Sources of Solidarity in
Diverse Societies. [Working paper]. SSRN. https://doi.org/10.2139/
ssrn.2670696

Batra, P. (2021). Re-imagining curriculum in India: Charting a path beyond
the pandemic. PROSPECTS, 51(1-3), 407—424. https://doi.org/10.1007/
511125-020-09518-6

Beckert, J. (2022). Durable Wealth: Institutions, Mechanisms, and Practices of
Wealth Perpetuation. Annual Review of Sociology, 48(1), 233-255.
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-030320-115024

Beck, U. (2011). Cosmopolitanism as Imagined Communities of Global Risk.
American Behavioral Scientist, 55(10), 1346-1361. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0002764211409739

Belluigi, D. Z. (2023). 5. Why decolonising “knowledge” matters:
Deliberations for educators on that made fragile. In Higher Education for
Good (pp. 137-160). Open Book Publishers. https://doi.org/10.11647/
obp.0363.05

Benjamin, O. (2020). Shame and (“managed”) resentment: Emotion and
entitlement among Israeli mothers living in poverty. The British Journal of
Sociology, 71(4), 785-799. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12753

Berger, J., & Ward, M. (2010). Subtle Signals of Inconspicuous Consumption.
Journal of Consumer Research, 37(4), 555-569. https://doi.org/10.1086/
655445

Bernstein, B. (1971). Class, codes and control: Vol. 1. Theoretical studies
towards a sociology of language. Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Bitenc, M. (2023). Variation of Spoken Slovene in the Case of Geographically
Mobile Speakers. Slovenscina 2.0: empiri¢ne, aplikativne in
interdisciplinarne raziskave, 11(2), 29-58. https://doi.org/10.4312/
5102.0.2023.2.29-58

Bobi¢, A. (2024). Imagining transnational solidarity in the EU through Hegel's
idea of mutual recognition. Maastricht Journal of European and
Comparative Law, 31(6), 676-690. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1023263x251314443

207


https://doi.org/10.4236/ojml.2014.43035
https://doi.org/10.4236/ojml.2014.43035
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884920956823
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884920956823
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2670696
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2670696
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11125-020-09518-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11125-020-09518-6
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-030320-115024
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764211409739
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764211409739
https://doi.org/10.11647/obp.0363.05
https://doi.org/10.11647/obp.0363.05
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12753
https://doi.org/10.1086/655445
https://doi.org/10.1086/655445
https://doi.org/10.4312/slo2.0.2023.2.29-58
https://doi.org/10.4312/slo2.0.2023.2.29-58
https://doi.org/10.1177/1023263x251314443
https://doi.org/10.1177/1023263x251314443

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Bolivar, A. (2012). Justicia social y equidad escolar: Una revision actual.
Revista Internacional de Educacién para la Justicia Social, 1(1), 9-45.
https://doi.org/10.15366/riejs2012.1.1.001

Born, A. M. (2024). The price of the ticket revised: Family members’
experiences of upward social mobility. The Sociological Review, 72(2),
394-411. https://doi.org/10.1177/00380261231167748

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste (R.
Nice, Trans.). Harvard University Press.

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. G. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook
of theory and research for the sociology of education (pp. 241-258).
Greenwood Press.

Bourdieu, P. (1991). Language and symbolic power (J. B. Thompson, Ed.; G.
Raymond & M. Adamson, Trans.). Harvard University Press.

Bowles, S., & Gintis, H. (2011). Schooling in capitalist America: Educational
reform and the contradictions of economic life. Haymarket Books.
(Original work published 1976)

Boyle, B., & De Keere, K. (2019). Aesthetic labour, class and taste: Mobility
aspirations of middle-class women working in luxury-retail. The
Sociological Review, 67(3), 706-722. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0038026119827753

Boyle, B., & Vandebroeck, D. (2025). The Labor of Distinction: Butlers, Service
Work, and the Production of Elite Lifestyles. American Sociological
Review, 90(1), 26-60. https://doi.org/10.1177/00031224241305357

Brodkin, E. Z. (2012). Reflections on Street-Level Bureaucracy: Past, Present,
and Future. Public Administration Review, 72(6), 940-949. https://doi.org/
10.1111/j.1540-6210.2012.02657 .x

Brosio, R. A. (1998). Diverse school populations and the corresponding need
for multiple-identity coalitions: With a touch of class. Paideusis, 12(1),
23-36. https://doi.org/10.7202/1073094ar

Bruni, L., & Santori, P. (2022). The [llusion of Merit and the Demons of
Economic Meritocracy: Which are the Legitimate Expectations of the
Market? Journal of Business Ethics, 176(3), 415-427. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s10551-020-04727-7

Bunting, I. (2019). Towards a Pan African political culture: Critical pedagogy,
reparative justice and the end of global white supremacy. Contemporary
Journal of African Studies, 6(1), 138-157. https://doi.org/10.4314/
contjas.v6il.8

208


https://doi.org/10.15366/riejs2012.1.1.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380261231167748
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026119827753
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026119827753
https://doi.org/10.1177/00031224241305357
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2012.02657.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2012.02657.x
https://doi.org/10.7202/1073094ar
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-020-04727-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-020-04727-7
https://doi.org/10.4314/contjas.v6i1.8
https://doi.org/10.4314/contjas.v6i1.8

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Burger, R., Louw, M., van der Berg, S., & Pegado, B. (2015). Understanding
Consumption Patterns of the Established and Emerging South African
Black Middle Class [Working paper]. SSRN. https://doi.org/10.2139/
ssrn.2693652

Burnell Reilly, I. (2024). Tales of the unexpected: The lives and experiences of
working-class academics. Higher Education Quarterly, 78(3), 1190-1201.
https://doi.org/10.1111/hequ.12524

Buvini¢, M., & Mazza, J. (Eds.), with Deutsch, R. (2004). Social inclusion and
economic development in Latin America. Inter-American Development
Bank. https://doi.org/10.18235/0012583

Campbell, J. L. (2018). ‘My teacher says I'm an overachiever, but I think he’s
an overexpecter’: Teacher expectations, self-concept, and academic success
[Master’s thesis, Portland State University]. https://doi.org/10.15760/
etd.6431

Carrera, L. (2025). Rethinking ressentiment: democratic and urban
implications. Frontiers in Sociology, 10, 1573180. https://doi.org/10.3389/
fs0c.2025.1573180

Cartwright, R. L. (2022). Sissies, Loafers, and the Feebleminded. GLQ: A
Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 28(4), 515-540. https://doi.org/10.1215/
10642684-9991313

Casey, E. (2020). Gambling, Status Anxiety and Inter-Generational Social
Mobility: Findings from the Mass Observation Archive. Sociology, 54(2),
380-396. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038519874981

Cebula, M. (2024). The Structure of Social Capital and Cultural Participation:
A Cross-sectional Study. Sociological Perspectives, 67(1-3), 173-195.
https://doi.org/10.1177/07311214241247794

Cely Betancourt, B. L., & Abreus Gonzalez, A. (2022). Retos y avances en
educacion inclusiva en Colombia: Un analisis comparativo. Revista
Metropolitana de Ciencias Aplicadas, 5(2), 178-187. https://doi.org/
10.62452/c0s£1740

Chadwick, R. (2017). Ambiguous subjects: Obstetric violence, assemblage and
South African birth narratives. Feminism & Psychology, 27(4), 489-509.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959353517692607

Chan, Y. Y., & Tang, H.-H. H. (2025). Student Voices About Educational
Inequalities and Justice: Problematizing a Neoliberal Education System.
Education and Urban Society, 57(3), 299-322. https://doi.org/10.1177/
00131245251314135

209


https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2693652
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2693652
https://doi.org/10.1111/hequ.12524
https://doi.org/10.18235/0012583
https://doi.org/10.15760/etd.6431
https://doi.org/10.15760/etd.6431
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1573180
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1573180
https://doi.org/10.1215/10642684-9991313
https://doi.org/10.1215/10642684-9991313
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038519874981
https://doi.org/10.1177/07311214241247794
https://doi.org/10.62452/c0sf1740
https://doi.org/10.62452/c0sf1740
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959353517692607
https://doi.org/10.1177/00131245251314135
https://doi.org/10.1177/00131245251314135

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Chaudhary, N. (2023). Statistically Left Outs and Socio-Historically
Legitimized Groups in Nepal. Far Western Review, 1(1), 173-186.
https://doi.org/10.3126/fwr.v1i1.58335

Chavoshan, 1., Kaloustian, T., & Wells, B. D. (2024). Teachers' perceptions and
implementations of global Englishes and Frenches in language
classrooms. Foreign Language Annals, 57(4), 921-943. https://doi.org/
10.1111/flan.12786

Choi, J. (2021). Generational status, social capital and family engagement in
immigrant families [Doctoral dissertation, University of
Missouri—Columbia]. https://doi.org/10.32469/10355/88046

Clarke, J., Hurst, C., & Tomlinson, J. (2024). Maintaining the Meritocracy
Myth: A critical discourse analytic study of leaders’ talk about merit and
gender in academia. Organization Studies, 45(5), 635-660. https://doi.org/
10.1177/01708406241236610

Clycq, N. (2017). From “people just like us’ to the ‘fundamentally other” in an
era of antiracism: The instrumental use of religion to exclude the other
while avoiding stigma. Current Sociology, 65(5), 717-734. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0011392115583679

Colak, F. Z. (2025). Racialization and belonging in higher education:
Counternarratives of Turkish Belgian students from a community cultural
wealth perspective. Journal of Diversity in Higher Education, 18(Suppl 1),
5269-5282. https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000563

Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital.
American Journal of Sociology, 94(Supplement), S95-5120. https://doi.org/
10.1086/228943

Cortés Gomez, I. (2012). La paz politica: Una lectura desde la filosofia para la
paz. Forum de Recerca, 17, 3-20. https://doi.org/10.6035/
forumrecerca.2012.17.1

Cox, A. (2012). Intergenerational transmission of wealth. In J. A. Banks (Ed.),
Encyclopedia of diversity in education (pp. 1226-1228). SAGE.
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781452218533.n388

Craft, J. T., Wright, K. E., Weissler, R. E., & Queen, R. M. (2020). Language
and Discrimination: Generating Meaning, Perceiving Identities, and
Discriminating Outcomes. Annual Review of Linguistics, 6(1), 389-407.
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-linguistics-011718-011659

Curington, C. V. (2020). Reproducing the Privilege of White Femininity: An
Intersectional Analysis of Home Care. Sociology of Race and Ethnicity,
6(3), 333-347. https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649219885980

210


https://doi.org/10.3126/fwr.v1i1.58335
https://doi.org/10.1111/flan.12786
https://doi.org/10.1111/flan.12786
https://doi.org/10.32469/10355/88046
https://doi.org/10.1177/01708406241236610
https://doi.org/10.1177/01708406241236610
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392115583679
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392115583679
https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000563
https://doi.org/10.1086/228943
https://doi.org/10.1086/228943
https://doi.org/10.6035/forumrecerca.2012.17.1
https://doi.org/10.6035/forumrecerca.2012.17.1
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781452218533.n388
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-linguistics-011718-011659
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649219885980

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Curl, H,, Lareau, A., & Wu, T. (2018). Cultural Conflict: The Implications of
Changing Dispositions Among the Upwardly Mobile. Sociological Forum,
33(4), 877-899. https://doi.org/10.1111/s0cf. 12461

Currid-Halkett, E., Lee, H., & Painter, G. D. (2019). Veblen goods and urban
distinction: The economic geography of conspicuous consumption.
Journal of Regional Science, 59(1), 83-117. https://doi.org/10.1111/
jors.12399

Da Costa, A. E. (2016). The significance of post-racial ideology, black political
struggle, and racial literacy for Brazilian anti-racist education policy.
Policy Futures in Education, 14(3), 345-359. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1478210316631871

Darab, S., & Hartman, Y. (2011). Psychic wounds and the social structure: An
empirical investigation. Current Sociology, 59(6), 787-804. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0011392111419751

Daraio, C. (2021). In Defense of Merit to Overcome Merit. Frontiers in
Research Metrics and Analytics, 5, 614016. https://doi.org/10.3389/
frma.2020.614016

Darvin, R., & Norton, B. (2015). Identity and a Model of Investment in
Applied Linguistics. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 35, 36-56.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0267190514000191

Darvin, R., & Norton, B. (2016). Investment and Language Learning in the
21st Century. Langage et société, 157(3), 19-38. https://doi.org/10.3917/
1s.157.0019

Davies, S., & Rizk, J. (2018). The Three Generations of Cultural Capital
Research: A Narrative Review. Review of Educational Research, 88(3),
331-365. https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654317748423

Dazey, M. (2021). Rethinking respectability politics. The British Journal of
Sociology, 72(3), 580-593. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12810

de Andrade, L. A., & Pekkola, E. (2025). Understanding clerical decisions in
granting social assistance: Insights from national social security officials in
Brazil. International Social Security Review, 78(1), 29-56. https://doi.org/
10.1111/issr.12381

De Beer, S. F. (2014). Demythologising social cohesion: Towards a practical
theological vision. Verbum et Ecclesia, 35(2). https://doi.org/10.4102/
ve.v35i2.1344

de la Maza, L. M. (2021). Reconocimiento e identidad de género. Veritas, 48,
103-120. https://doi.org/10.4067/s0718-92732021000100103

211


https://doi.org/10.1111/socf.12461
https://doi.org/10.1111/jors.12399
https://doi.org/10.1111/jors.12399
https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210316631871
https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210316631871
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392111419751
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392111419751
https://doi.org/10.3389/frma.2020.614016
https://doi.org/10.3389/frma.2020.614016
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0267190514000191
https://doi.org/10.3917/ls.157.0019
https://doi.org/10.3917/ls.157.0019
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654317748423
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12810
https://doi.org/10.1111/issr.12381
https://doi.org/10.1111/issr.12381
https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v35i2.1344
https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v35i2.1344
https://doi.org/10.4067/s0718-92732021000100103

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Delanty, G. (2014). The prospects of cosmopolitanism and the possibility of
global justice. Journal of Sociology, 50(2), 213-228. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1440783313508478

Dixon-Roman, E. J. (2013). The Forms of Capital and the Developed
Achievement of Black Males. Urban Education, 48(6), 828-862.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085912463707

Dobbernack, J. (2026). Why Neoliberalism Doesn't Spell the Death of Society:
Commonality, Regulation, and the Politics of Social Cohesion. The British
Journal of Sociology, 77(1), 19-29. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.70031

Douglas, M. (1966). Purity and danger: An analysis of concepts of pollution
and taboo. Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Drouhot, L. G. (2024). Fitting in at the Top? Stigma and the Negotiation of
Belonging Among the New Immigrant Elite in France. International
Migration Review, 58(3), 1434-1461. https://doi.org/10.1177/
01979183231172106

Du Bois, W. E. B. (1903). The souls of black folk: Essays and sketches. A. C.
McClurg & Co. https://www.loc.gov/item/03011173/

Duesenberry, J. S. (1949). Income, saving, and the theory of consumer
behavior. Harvard University Press.

Duimich, L. F., & Garcia Gualda, S. M. (2020). El debate
reconocimientoredistribucion en dos casos “politicamente incorrectos”:
Nueva Soberania y Con Mis Hijos No Te Metas. Divulgatio. Perfiles
académicos de posgrado, 5(13), 155. https://doi.org/10.48160/
25913530di13.106

Duque Acosta, C. A. (2008). Aproximacion tedrica al debate por el
reconocimiento politico, juridico y social del sector LGTBIQ. Revista CS,
181-207. https://doi.org/10.18046/recs.i2.417

Emery, J., Powell, R., & Crookes, L. (2023). Class, affect, margins. The
Sociological Review, 71(2), 283-295. https://doi.org/10.1177/
00380261221150076

Englert, K., Gottwald, M., Globisch, C., & Kupka, P. (2026). Towards policies
of dignity? The German Participation Opportunities Act as a response to
long-term unemployment. Journal of Social Policy, 55(2), 587-603.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0047279424000370

Evans, S., Whiting, R., & Mackenzie Davey, K. (2021). Struggles for
distinction: Classing as discursive process in UK museum work. Gender,
Work & Organization, 28(3), 992-1007. https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12433

212


https://doi.org/10.1177/1440783313508478
https://doi.org/10.1177/1440783313508478
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085912463707
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.70031
https://doi.org/10.1177/01979183231172106
https://doi.org/10.1177/01979183231172106
https://www.loc.gov/item/03011173/
https://doi.org/10.48160/25913530di13.106
https://doi.org/10.48160/25913530di13.106
https://doi.org/10.18046/recs.i2.417
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380261221150076
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380261221150076
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0047279424000370
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12433

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Fajardo, K. N., & Vargas Prieto, A. (2018). Reconocimiento social en el marco
del posconflicto en Colombia: el caso de las zonas de reserva campesina.
Cooperativismo & Desarrollo, 26(113). https://doi.org/10.16925/
€0.v26i113.2189

Fargues, E., & Sredanovic, D. (2025). Introduction: The Dynamics of
Migration Policy Implementation: The Frontline and Beyond. Social Policy
& Administration, 59(4), 603-607. https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.13160

Faria, A., Abdalla, M. M., & Guedes, A. L. (2021). Can We Co-Construct a
Field of Management / Administration Engaged with the Majority?
Organizagdes & Sociedade, 28(98), 549-581. https://doi.org/10.1590/
1984-92302021v28n9804en

Farrés Juste, O. (2023). Civic Solidarity and Public Health Ethics.
Philosophies, 8(1), 11. https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies8010011

Fenigsen, J. (2003). Language ideologies in Barbados: Processes and
paradigms. Pragmatics, 13(4), 457-481. https://doi.org/10.1075/
prag.13.4.01fen

Fercovic, M. (2024). ‘He is my refuge’: Upward mobility, class dislocation and
romantic relationships. Sociology, 58(2), 507-526. https://doi.org/10.1177/
00380385231189174

Fleischmann, A., Holck, L., Liu, H., Muhr, S. L., & Murgia, A. (2022).
Organizing solidarity in difference: Challenges, achievements, and
emerging imaginaries. Organization, 29(2), 233-246. https://doi.org/
10.1177/13505084221083907

Forrest, ]., McDonald, S., & Dodsworth, R. (2021). Linguistic Employment
Niches: Southern Dialect across Industries. Socius: Sociological Research
for a Dynamic World, 7, 2378023121999161. https://doi.org/10.1177/
2378023121999161

Franceschelli, M., Evans, K., & Schoon, L. (2016). ‘A fish out of water?” The
therapeutic narratives of class change. Current Sociology, 64(3), 353-372.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392115595064

Fraser, N. (2005). Reframing justice in a globalizing world. New Left Review,
36, 69-88.

Fraser, N., & Honneth, A. (2004). Redistribution or recognition? A
politicalphilosophical exchange (J. Golb, J. Ingram, & C. Wilke, Trans.).
Verso.

Freire, P. (2018). Pedagogy of the oppressed (M. B. Ramos, Trans.; 50th
anniversary ed.). Bloomsbury Academic. (English translation originally
published 1970). https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/
pedagogy-of-the-oppressed-9781501314131/

213


https://doi.org/10.16925/co.v26i113.2189
https://doi.org/10.16925/co.v26i113.2189
https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.13160
https://doi.org/10.1590/1984-92302021v28n9804en
https://doi.org/10.1590/1984-92302021v28n9804en
https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies8010011
https://doi.org/10.1075/prag.13.4.01fen
https://doi.org/10.1075/prag.13.4.01fen
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385231189174
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385231189174
https://doi.org/10.1177/13505084221083907
https://doi.org/10.1177/13505084221083907
https://doi.org/10.1177/2378023121999161
https://doi.org/10.1177/2378023121999161
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392115595064
https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/pedagogy-of-the-oppressed-9781501314131/
https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/pedagogy-of-the-oppressed-9781501314131/

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Friedman, S. (2012). Cultural omnivores or culturally homeless? Exploring
the shifting cultural identities of the upwardly mobile. Poetics, 40(5),
467-489. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2012.07.001

Friedman, S. (2014). The Price of the Ticket: Rethinking the Experience of
Social Mobility. Sociology, 48(2), 352-368. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0038038513490355

Friedman, S. (2016). Habitus Clivé and the Emotional Imprint of Social
Mobility. The Sociological Review, 64(1), 129-147. https://doi.org/10.1111/
1467-954x.12280

Friedman, S., & Kuipers, G. (2013). The Divisive Power of Humour: Comedy,
Taste and Symbolic Boundaries. Cultural Sociology, 7(2), 179-195.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1749975513477405

Friedman, S., O’Brien, D., & McDonald, I. (2021). Deflecting Privilege: Class
Identity and the Intergenerational Self. Sociology, 55(4), 716-733.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038520982225

Friedman, S., & Reeves, A. (2020). From Aristocratic to Ordinary: Shifting
Modes of Elite Distinction. American Sociological Review, 85(2), 323-350.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122420912941

Fromm, E. (1941). Escape from freedom. Farrar & Rinehart.

Frost, L., & Hoggett, P. (2008). Human agency and social suffering. Critical
Social Policy, 28(4), 438-460. https://doi.org/10.1177/0261018308095279

Garcia-Gonzaélez, D. E. (2023). A theoretical and action-oriented vindication
of peace. In N. Chivasa (Ed.), Global peace and security. IntechOpen.
https://doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.107000

Garcia-Granero, M. (2018). Injusticias de género en tiempos de
neoliberalismo. El planteamiento de Nancy Fraser. Asparkia. Investigacio
feminista(33), 207-223. https://doi.org/10.6035/asparkia.2018.33.12

Garcia Montoya, J. M., & Motato Giraldo, L. R. (2023). Ventajas y limitaciones
del modelo de lucha de Axel Honneth. Una puesta en practica en
Colombia. Poiésis(44), 105-119. https://doi.org/10.21501/16920945.3892

Georgiou, M., & Titley, G. (2022). Publicness and commoning: Pandemic
intersections and collective visions at times of crisis. International Journal
of Cultural Studies, 25(3-4), 331-348. https://doi.org/10.1177/
13678779211060363

214


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2012.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038513490355
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038513490355
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954x.12280
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954x.12280
https://doi.org/10.1177/1749975513477405
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038520982225
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122420912941
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261018308095279
https://doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.107000
https://doi.org/10.6035/asparkia.2018.33.12
https://doi.org/10.21501/16920945.3892
https://doi.org/10.1177/13678779211060363
https://doi.org/10.1177/13678779211060363

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Gerdin, G,, Philpot, R. A., Larsson, L., Schenker, K., Linnér, S., Moen, K. M.,
Westlie, K., Smith, W., & Legge, M. (2019). Researching social justice and
health (in)equality across different school Health and Physical Education
contexts in Sweden, Norway and New Zealand. European Physical
Education Review, 25(1), 273-290. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1356336x18783916

Giazitzoglu, A. (2014). Qualitative Upward Mobility, the Mass-Media and
‘Posh’ Masculinity in Contemporary North-East Britain: A Micro
Sociological Case-Study. Sociological Research Online, 19(2), 1-11.
https://doi.org/10.5153/sr0.3273

Giazitzoglu, A., & Muzio, D. (2021). Learning the rules of the game: How is
corporate masculinity learned and enacted by male professionals from
nonprivileged backgrounds? Gender, Work & Organization, 28(1), 67-84.
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12561

Giroux, H. A. (2017). Neoliberalism’s War against Higher Education and the
Role of Public Intellectuals. In The Future of University Education (pp.
185-206). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/
978-3-319-46894-5_10

Glass, C., & Cook, A. (2020). Performative contortions: How White women
and people of colour navigate elite leadership roles. Gender, Work &
Organization, 27(6), 1232-1252. https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12463

Gofen, A. (2024). In the eye of the storm: Street-level organizations in
circumstances of democratic backsliding. Governance, 37(S1), 153-169.
https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12890

Goffman, E. (1963). Stigma: Notes on the management of spoiled identity.
Prentice-Hall.

Gordon, H. R, & Levesque, A. (2025). School Cultures, Peer Cultures, and
Inequality: Gender in K-12 Schooling. Sociology Compass, 19(9), €70112.
https://doi.org/10.1111/s0c4.70112

Gofimann, F. (2021). The acquisition of cultural capital and habitus and their
impact on the academic achievement: A revised theory [Doctoral
dissertation, Otto-Friedrich-Universitdt Bamberg]. https://doi.org/
10.20378/irb-50390

Govender, L. (2023). Crumbs from the rich man’s table?: Municipal labour
market policies and recognition of welfare recipients in Sweden [Doctoral
dissertation, Linnaeus University]. Linnaeus University Press.
https://doi.org/10.15626/lud.490.2023

215


https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336x18783916
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336x18783916
https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.3273
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12561
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-46894-5_10
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-46894-5_10
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12463
https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12890
https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.70112
https://doi.org/10.20378/irb-50390
https://doi.org/10.20378/irb-50390
https://doi.org/10.15626/lud.490.2023

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Greenwood, K. (2022). Majoritarian Stories and Counterstories: Critical Race
Theory Approaches for Countering Deficit Discourse in Higher Education
[Preprint]. SAGE Publications. https://doi.org/10.31124/advance.19287566

Guatieri, Q. (2026). Meritocracy as Seen by Young People Living in Poverty in
Quebec, Canada. Canadian Review of Sociology/Revue canadienne de
sociologie, 63(1), €70019. https://doi.org/10.1111/cars.70019

Gubrium, E., & Pellissery, S. (2016). Antipoverty Measures: The Potential for
Shaming and Dignity Building through Delivery Interactions. The
International Journal of Social Quality, 6(2), 1-17. https://doi.org/10.3167/
ijsq.2016.060202

Guerci, M., Hauff, S., Panichella, N., & Radaelli, G. (2023). Sustainable HRM
and class-based inequality. Personnel Review, 52(5), 1597-1613.
https://doi.org/10.1108/pr-10-2021-0772

Gupta, A. (2012). Red tape: Bureaucracy, structural violence, and poverty in
India. Duke University Press. https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822394709

Gurr, T. R. (1970). Why men rebel. Princeton University Press.

Gyawali, S. (2023). Globalization, Citizenship and Subjectivity: An analysis of
the changes in the last five generations in my family. Nepal Journal of
Multidisciplinary Research, 6(4), 98-109. https://doi.org/10.3126/
njmr.v6i4.62016

Hall, S., Critcher, C., Jefferson, T., Clarke, J., & Roberts, B. (1978). Policing the
crisis: Mugging, the state, and law and order. Macmillan.

Hallsten, M. (2024). The intergenerational transmission of wealth [Preprint].
SocArXiv. https://doi.org/10.31235/0sf.io/utbqe

Hamann, J., & Beljean, S. (2023). Social inequality A neglected topic in Studies
of Valuation and Evaluation? [Preprint]. SocArXiv. https://doi.org/
10.31235/0sf.io/7fu8x

Hamdon, C. (2025). Deservingness on the Front Lines: How Volunteers
Navigate Moral Judgments in Emergency Food Distribution. Canadian
Review of Sociology/Revue canadienne de sociologie, 62(4), 324-334.
https://doi.org/10.1111/cars.70011

Hannon, C,, Faas, D., & O'Sullivan, K. (2017). Widening the educational
capabilities of socio-economically disadvantaged students through a
model of social and cultural capital development. British Educational
Research Journal, 43(6), 1225-1245. https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3309

216


https://doi.org/10.31124/advance.19287566
https://doi.org/10.1111/cars.70019
https://doi.org/10.3167/ijsq.2016.060202
https://doi.org/10.3167/ijsq.2016.060202
https://doi.org/10.1108/pr-10-2021-0772
https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822394709
https://doi.org/10.3126/njmr.v6i4.62016
https://doi.org/10.3126/njmr.v6i4.62016
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/utbqe
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/7fu8x
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/7fu8x
https://doi.org/10.1111/cars.70011
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3309

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Hansen, A., & Nielsen, K. B. (2023). Consumption, Sustainability and
Everyday Life. In Consumption, Sustainability and Everyday Life (pp.
3-26). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/
978-3-031-11069-6_1

Hansen, M. N., & Toft, M. (2021). Wealth Accumulation and Opportunity
Hoarding: Class-Origin Wealth Gaps over a Quarter of a Century in a
Scandinavian Country. American Sociological Review, 86(4), 603-638.
https://doi.org/10.1177/00031224211020012

Harvey, A., & Mallman, M. (2019). Beyond cultural capital: Understanding
the strengths of new migrants within higher education. Policy Futures in
Education, 17(5), 657—673. https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210318822180

Hashemi, M. (2025). “More Money, More Problems”: Poverty, Recognition,
and the Reframing of Success in Iran. Journal of Contemporary
Ethnography, 54(6), 757-787. https://doi.org/10.1177/08912416251372455

Higginbotham, E. B. (1993). Righteous discontent: The women’s movement in
the Black Baptist Church, 1880-1920. Harvard University Press.

Higgins, K. (2022). Dynasties in the making: Family wealth and inheritance
for the first-generation ultra-wealthy and their wealth managers. The
Sociological Review, 70(6), 1267-1283. https://doi.org/10.1177/
00380261211061931

Hilmar, T. (2025). Narratives of Disruptive Economic Change: Claiming and
Contesting the Social Order. Sociological Theory, 43(4), 309-334.
https://doi.org/10.1177/07352751251362172

Hjerm, M., & Schnabel, A. (2012). How much heterogeneity can the welfare
state endure? The influence of heterogeneity on attitudes to the welfare
state. Nations and Nationalism, 18(2), 346-369. https://doi.org/10.1111/
j-1469-8129.2011.00523.x

Hochschild, A. R. (2016). Strangers in their own land: Anger and mourning
on the American right. The New Press. https://thenewpress.org/books/
strangers-in-their-own-land/

Holmes, M., & McKenzie, J. (2019). Relational happiness through recognition
and redistribution: Emotion and inequality. European Journal of Social
Theory, 22(4), 439-457. https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431018799257

Honneth, A. (1995). The struggle for recognition: The moral grammar of
social conflicts (J. Anderson, Trans.). Polity Press.

Hopman, M., & Knijn, T. (2022). Understanding Solidarity in Society:
Triggers and Barriers for In- and Outgroup Solidarity. In Solidarity and
Social Justice in Contemporary Societies (pp. 29-39). Springer
International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-93795-9_3

217


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-11069-6_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-11069-6_1
https://doi.org/10.1177/00031224211020012
https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210318822180
https://doi.org/10.1177/08912416251372455
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380261211061931
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380261211061931
https://doi.org/10.1177/07352751251362172
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8129.2011.00523.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8129.2011.00523.x
https://thenewpress.org/books/strangers-in-their-own-land/
https://thenewpress.org/books/strangers-in-their-own-land/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431018799257
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-93795-9_3

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Horgan, M. (2020). Housing Stigmatization: A General Theory. Social
Inclusion, 8(1), 8-19. https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i1.2345

Hornqvist, M. (2024). Recognition of struggle: Transcending the oppressive
dynamics of desire. Constellations, 31(3), 414-427. https://doi.org/10.1111/
1467-8675.12711

Horschelmann, K., & Schéfer, N. (2007). ‘Berlin is Not a Foreign Country,
Stupid!” —Growing up ‘Global” in Eastern Germany. Environment and
Planning A: Economy and Space, 39(8), 1855-1872. https://doi.org/10.1068/
a38384

Horttia Clavijo, A. (2021). Discusiones sobre igualdad y equidad en
educacion: Un andlisis del sistema educativo de Bogota [Doctoral
dissertation, Universidad Nacional del Centro de la Provincia de Buenos
Aires]. https://doi.org/10.52278/2999

Houston, S. (2016). Empowering the ‘shamed’ self: Recognition and critical
social work. Journal of Social Work, 16(1), 3-21. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1468017314566789

Huesmann, M., Calveley, M., Smith, P., Forson, C., & Rosenbaum, L. (2020).
The sticky steps of the career ladder for engineers: the case of
firstgeneration students in Germany. Work Organisation, Labour &
Globalisation, 14(2). https://doi.org/10.13169/workorgalaboglob.14.2.0081

Hull, M. S. (2012). Government of paper: The materiality of bureaucracy in
urban Pakistan. University of California Press.

Hung, A. T. W. (2025). A Case for Communitarian Meritocracy: A Critical
Engagement with Michael Sandel. Fudan Journal of the Humanities and
Social Sciences, 18(2), 241-263. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40647-023-00375-z

Hupe, P. (2019). Contextualizing government-in-action. In Research
Handbook on Street-Level Bureaucracy. Edward Elgar Publishing.
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781786437631.00010

Hyatt, D., Escott, H., & Bone, R. (2022). “Addressing’ language deficit: valuing
children's variational repertories. Literacy, 56(3), 212-224. https://doi.org/
10.1111/1it.12303

Iglesias, C. (2013). Justicia como redistribucion, reconocimiento y
representacion: Las reconciliaciones de Nancy Fraser. Investigaciones
Feministas, 3, 251-269. https://doi.org/10.5209/rev_infe.2012.v3.41149

Ignatyeva, E. (2020). Symbolic and social boundaries of the integration of
Russian immigrants in Czechia. AUC GEOGRAPHICA, 55(2), 137-148.
https://doi.org/10.14712/23361980.2020.10

218


https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i1.2345
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8675.12711
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8675.12711
https://doi.org/10.1068/a38384
https://doi.org/10.1068/a38384
https://doi.org/10.52278/2999
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468017314566789
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468017314566789
https://doi.org/10.13169/workorgalaboglob.14.2.0081
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40647-023-00375-z
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781786437631.00010
https://doi.org/10.1111/lit.12303
https://doi.org/10.1111/lit.12303
https://doi.org/10.5209/rev_infe.2012.v3.41149
https://doi.org/10.14712/23361980.2020.10

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Ikhile, I. A., Mavhandu-Mudzusi, A. H., & Sinegugu, N. (2024). Addressing
unique challenges and crafting inclusive policies for Queer living with
disabilities. African Journal of Disability, 13(0), a1418. https://doi.org/
10.4102/ajod.v13i0.1418

Ingram, N., & Allen, K. (2019). ‘Talent-spotting’ or ‘social magic’? Inequality,
cultural sorting and constructions of the ideal graduate in elite
professions. The Sociological Review, 67(3), 723-740. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0038026118790949

Jack, A. A. (2019). The privileged poor: How elite colleges are failing
disadvantaged students. Harvard University Press.

Jackson, M., & Choi, J.-A. (2021). Turning Adversity into Capitals among Low
Income First Generation Students of Color: Exploring Interdependence of
Multiple Capitals. Journal of Education and Culture Studies, 5(6), p13.
https://doi.org/10.22158/jecs.v5n6p13

Jarness, V., & Flemmen, M. P. (2019). A struggle on two fronts: boundary
drawing in the lower region of the social space and the symbolic market
for ‘down-to-earthness’. The British Journal of Sociology, 70(1), 166-189.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12345

Jin, J. (2022). Class Identification, Deferred Elimination, and Social
Reproduction in Education: ‘Ontological Ambivalences’” Experienced by
Working-Class Students at Elite Universities in China. Sociological
Research Online, 27(4), 896-913. https://doi.org/10.1177/
13607804221104491

Johannessen, L. E. F. (2019). Negotiated Discretion: Redressing the Neglect of
Negotiation in “Street-Level Bureaucracy”. Symbolic Interaction, 42(4),
513-538. https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.451

Junge, S. Y. (2022). Administrative Groupings and Equality in Public Service
Provision. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 32(2),
252-268. https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/muab031

Jussim, L., & Harber, K. D. (2005). Teacher Expectations and Self-Fulfilling
Prophecies: Knowns and Unknowns, Resolved and Unresolved
Controversies. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 9(2), 131-155.
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327957pspr0902_3

Kadiwal, L. (2021). Feminists against Fascism: The Indian Female Muslim
Protest in India. Education Sciences, 11(12), 793. https://doi.org/10.3390/
educscil1120793

219


https://doi.org/10.4102/ajod.v13i0.1418
https://doi.org/10.4102/ajod.v13i0.1418
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026118790949
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026118790949
https://doi.org/10.22158/jecs.v5n6p13
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12345
https://doi.org/10.1177/13607804221104491
https://doi.org/10.1177/13607804221104491
https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.451
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/muab031
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327957pspr0902_3
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11120793
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11120793

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Kajta, J. (2023). Moving between the fields. On the role of family in the
experiences of intergenerational upward mobility. Problemy Polityki
Spotecznej Studia i Dyskusje, 61(2), 1-22. https://doi.org/10.31971/pps/
171623

Karademir Hazir, I. (2014). Boundaries of Middle-Class Identities in Turkey.
The Sociological Review, 62(4), 675-697. https://doi.org/10.1111/
1467-954x.12114

Kerswill, P. (2018). Language and Social Class. In English Language (pp.
291-304). Macmillan Education UK. https://doi.org/10.1057/
978-1-137-57185-4_18

Kleanthous, I. (2014). Indigenous and Immigrant Students in Transition to
Higher Education and Perceptions of Parental Influence: A Bourdieusian
Perspective. Policy Futures in Education, 12(5), 670-680. https://doi.org/
10.2304/pfie.2014.12.5.670

Kleeb, C., & Oyinlade, A. O. (2024). Unveiling Discriminatory Structures
Against Social Minorities: An Examination of Some Governmental
Structures of Discrimination and Abatement in the United States. Issues in
Social Science, 12(2), 1. https://doi.org/10.5296/iss.v12i2.22115

Kobakhidze, M. N., & ét’astn}'/, V. (2023). Theoretical Perspectives on the Role
of Parents in Shadow Education. Studia paedagogica, 28(2), 73-95.
https://doi.org/10.5817/sp2023-2-4

Kraus, M. W., Park, J. W., & Tan, J. J. X. (2017). Signs of Social Class: The
Experience of Economic Inequality in Everyday Life. Perspectives on
Psychological Science, 12(3), 422-435. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1745691616673192

Krsti¢, N. (2022). The concept of symbolic boundaries —characteristics and
scope. Facta Universitatis, Series: Philosophy, Sociology, Psychology and
History, 21(2), 61-72. https://doi.org/10.22190/FUPSPH2202061K

Kumar, A. (2024). Aspirations for Higher Education among Mahadalit
Students and Strategies for Overcoming Urban Marginalities in India.
Asian Journal of Education and Social Studies, 50(6), 191-201.
https://doi.org/10.9734/ajess/2024/v50i61405

Kusow, A. M., & Eno, M. A. (2015). Formula Narratives and the Making of
Social Stratification and Inequality. Sociology of Race and Ethnicity, 1(3),
409-423. https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649215574362

Kwon, Y. ]. (2007). Taste in appearance: Self, cultivated dispositions, and
cultural capital [Doctoral dissertation, Iowa State University].
https://doi.org/10.31274/rtd-180813-17172

220


https://doi.org/10.31971/pps/171623
https://doi.org/10.31971/pps/171623
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954x.12114
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954x.12114
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-57185-4_18
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-57185-4_18
https://doi.org/10.2304/pfie.2014.12.5.670
https://doi.org/10.2304/pfie.2014.12.5.670
https://doi.org/10.5296/iss.v12i2.22115
https://doi.org/10.5817/sp2023-2-4
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691616673192
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691616673192
https://doi.org/10.22190/FUPSPH2202061K
https://doi.org/10.9734/ajess/2024/v50i61405
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649215574362
https://doi.org/10.31274/rtd-180813-17172

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Labov, W. (1972). Language in the inner city: Studies in the Black English
vernacular. University of Pennsylvania Press.

Laclau, E. (2005). On populist reason. Verso.

Lahusen, C. (2020). European solidarity: an introduction to a multifaceted
phenomenon. In Citizens” Solidarity in Europe. Edward Elgar Publishing.
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781789909500.00006

Lamboy, L., Taylor, A., & Thompson, W. (2020). Paternalistic aims and
(mis)attributions of agency: What the over-punishment of Black girls in
US classrooms teaches us about just school discipline. Theory and
Research in Education, 18(1), 59-77. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1477878520912510

Lamont, M. (2000). The dignity of working men: Morality and the boundaries
of race, class, and immigration. Harvard University Press.

Lamont, M. (2018). Addressing Recognition Gaps: Destigmatization and the
Reduction of Inequality. American Sociological Review, 83(3), 419-444.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122418773775

Lamont, M., Beljean, S., & Clair, M. (2014). What is missing? Cultural
processes and causal pathways to inequality. Socio-Economic Review,
12(3), 573-608. https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwu011

Lamont, M., & Lareau, A. (1988). Cultural Capital: Allusions, Gaps and
Glissandos in Recent Theoretical Developments. Sociological Theory, 6(2),
153-168. https://doi.org/10.2307/202113

Lamont, M., & Molnar, V. (2002). The Study of Boundaries in the Social
Sciences. Annual Review of Sociology, 28(1), 167-195. https://doi.org/
10.1146/annurev.soc.28.110601.141107

Lareau, A. (2011). Unequal childhoods: Class, race, and family life (2nd ed.).
University of California Press.

Law, A., & Mooney, G. (2012). Devolution in a ‘Stateless Nation”:
Nationbuilding and Social Policy in Scotland. Social Policy &
Administration, 46(2), 161-177. https://doi.org/10.1111/
j.-1467-9515.2011.00829.x

Law, G., Bloyce, D., & Waddington, 1. (2021). Sporting celebrity and
conspicuous consumption: A case study of professional footballers in
England. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 56(7), 923-942.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690220968106

Lee, A. H. (2011). Negotiating space: Critical race counterstories of
firstgeneration college students of color [Doctoral dissertation, San
Francisco State University]. https://doi.org/10.46569/10211.3/99360

221


https://doi.org/10.4337/9781789909500.00006
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878520912510
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878520912510
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122418773775
https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwu011
https://doi.org/10.2307/202113
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.28.110601.141107
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.28.110601.141107
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9515.2011.00829.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9515.2011.00829.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690220968106
https://doi.org/10.46569/10211.3/99360

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Lee, S. (2023). Leaving class behind?: Social mobility and meritocratic
individualism in The Pale King. Orbis Litterarum, 78(2), 129-143.
https://doi.org/10.1111/0li.12350

Lee, Y., Mackenzie, M. ]., & Lach, L. (2024). Toward a developmental
transactional model of educational upward mobility. Review of
Education, 12(3), €70007. https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.70007

Leonard, M., & Kelly, G. (2022). Constructing the “good” mother: pride and
shame in lone mothers' narratives of motherhood. International Journal of
Sociology and Social Policy, 42(9/10), 852-864. https://doi.org/10.1108/
ijssp-06-2021-0151

Levitats, Z. (2024). Emotionally Intelligent Street-Level Bureaucracies:
Agenda Setting for Promoting Equity in Public Service Delivery. Review
of Public Personnel Administration, 44(2), 191-214. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0734371x221149165

Liang, L. (2018). No Room for Respectability: Boundary Work in Interaction
at a Shanghai Rental. Symbolic Interaction, 41(2), 185-209. https://doi.org/
10.1002/symb.325

Lierse, H., Sachweh, P., & Waitkus, N. (2022). Introduction: Wealth,
Inequality and Redistribution in Capitalist Societies. Social Justice
Research, 35(4), 367-378. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11211-022-00402-6

Li, J. (2023). Between Wellness and Elegance: Yoga Consumption in China.
Journal of Consumer Culture, 23(1), 104-121. https://doi.org/10.1177/
14695405211062063

Lillie, K., & Tisch, D. (2026). A ‘Self-Made’ Billionaire? Gender and the Myth
of Meritocratic Wealth. Sociology, 60(1), 229-242. https://doi.org/10.1177/
00380385251380755

Lindell, J. (2022). Symbolic Violence and the Social Space: Self-imposing the
Mark of Disgrace? Cultural Sociology, 16(3), 379-401. https://doi.org/
10.1177/17499755221082375

Lipsky, M. (2010). Street-level bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the individual in
public services (30th anniversary expanded ed.). Russell Sage Foundation.

Littler, J. (2018). Against meritocracy: Culture, power and myths of mobility.
Routledge.

Liu, T., & Li, M. (2020). Leisure & travel as class signifier: Distinction
practices of China's new rich. Tourism Management Perspectives, 33,
100627. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2019.100627

222


https://doi.org/10.1111/oli.12350
https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.70007
https://doi.org/10.1108/ijssp-06-2021-0151
https://doi.org/10.1108/ijssp-06-2021-0151
https://doi.org/10.1177/0734371x221149165
https://doi.org/10.1177/0734371x221149165
https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.325
https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.325
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11211-022-00402-6
https://doi.org/10.1177/14695405211062063
https://doi.org/10.1177/14695405211062063
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385251380755
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385251380755
https://doi.org/10.1177/17499755221082375
https://doi.org/10.1177/17499755221082375
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2019.100627

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Lizardo, O., & Skiles, S. (2012). Reconceptualizing and Theorizing
“Omnivorousness”: Genetic and Relational Mechanisms. Sociological
Theory, 30(4), 263-282. https://doi.org/10.1177/0735275112466999

Lotta, G., Nieto-Morales, F., & Peeters, R. (2023). “Nobody wants to be a dead
hero”: Coping with precarity at the frontlines of the Brazilian and Mexican
pandemic response. Public Administration and Development, 43(3),
232-244. https://doi.org/10.1002/pad.2014

Luczaj, K. (2023). Social class as a blessing in disguise? Beyond the deficit
model in working-class and higher education studies. Equality, Diversity
and Inclusion: An International Journal, 42(2), 193-209. https://doi.org/
10.1108/edi-02-2022-0040

Lundberg, K. G., & Syltevik, L. J. (2016). Everyday interaction at the
frontline: The case of the Norwegian all-in-one bureaucracy. Journal of
Organizational Ethnography, 5(2), 152-166. https://doi.org/10.1108/
joe-12-2015-0026

Lynch, K. (2019). Inequality in Education: What Educators Can and Cannot
Change. In The SAGE Handbook of School Organization (pp. 301-317).
SAGE Publications Ltd. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781526465542.n18

Mallman, M. (2017). The perceived inherent vice of working-class university
students. The Sociological Review, 65(2), 235-250. https://doi.org/10.1111/
1467-954x.12422

Maluleke, L., Powell, L., & Pillay, S. (2022). Exploring the value of the
sociological Careership Theory in the South African TVET context. Journal
of Vocational, Adult and Continuing Education and Training, 5(1), 41-55.
https://doi.org/10.14426/jovacet.v5il1.245

Mandich, G. (2020). Modes of engagement with the future in everyday life.
Time & Society, 29(3), 681-703. https://doi.org/10.1177/0961463x19883749

Mangla, A. (2022). Making Bureaucracy Work: Norms, Education and Public
Service Delivery in Rural India. Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009258050

Manojan, K. P. (2019a). Capturing the Gramscian project in critical pedagogy:
Towards a philosophy of praxis in education. Review of Development and
Change, 24(1), 123-145. https://doi.org/10.1177/0972266119831133

Manojan, K. P. (2019b). Cultural democracy and schooling in India: A
subaltern perspective. Journal of Pedagogy, 10(2), 101-121. https://doi.org/
10.2478/jped-2019-0009

223


https://doi.org/10.1177/0735275112466999
https://doi.org/10.1002/pad.2014
https://doi.org/10.1108/edi-02-2022-0040
https://doi.org/10.1108/edi-02-2022-0040
https://doi.org/10.1108/joe-12-2015-0026
https://doi.org/10.1108/joe-12-2015-0026
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781526465542.n18
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954x.12422
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954x.12422
https://doi.org/10.14426/jovacet.v5i1.245
https://doi.org/10.1177/0961463x19883749
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009258050
https://doi.org/10.1177/0972266119831133
https://doi.org/10.2478/jped-2019-0009
https://doi.org/10.2478/jped-2019-0009

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Mao, J., & Xue, Y. A. (2022). Salvaging adulthood at youth work: Dignity,
social disrespect, and the micro-politics of recognition in a polarized
world. Organization, 29(6), 1056-1080. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1350508420973335

Margalit, A. (1996). The decent society (N. Goldblum, Trans.). Harvard
University Press.

Martin de la Rosa, V., & Lazaro, L. M. (2022). Legitimating meritocracy as
part of the American Dream through the ritual of commencement
speeches. Linguistics and Education, 72, 101117. https://doi.org/10.1016/
jlinged.2022.101117

Mason, K. (2013). Social Stratification and the Body: Gender, Race, and Class.
Sociology Compass, 7(8), 686—-698. https://doi.org/10.1111/s0c4.12058

Mathur, V. (2026). ‘Seen’, ‘Respected” and ‘Empowered’: Exploring the
Dignity Dividend of a Universal Basic Income. Progress in Development
Studies, 26(1), 65-84. https://doi.org/10.1177/14649934261445713

Matsuda, M. J. (1991). Voices of America: Accent, Antidiscrimination Law,
and a Jurisprudence for the Last Reconstruction. The Yale Law Journal,
100(5), 1329. https://doi.org/10.2307/796694

McAreavey, R., & Krivokapic-Skoko, B. (2019). In or Out? Understanding
How Social and Symbolic Boundaries Influence the Economic Integration
of Transnational Migrants in Non-Metropolitan Economies. Sociologia
Ruralis, 59(2), 329-349. https://doi.org/10.1111/soru.12236

McAvinue, L. P. (2026). Addressing language gaps to improve outcomes for
students from low-SES backgrounds / Como abordar las brechas
lingtiisticas para mejorar el rendimiento de los estudiantes de NSE bajo.
Journal for the Study of Education and Development: Infancia y
Aprendizaje, 49(1), 3-28. https://doi.org/10.1177/02103702251406626

McDonough, P., & Abrica, E. J. (2023). Toward a (Re)Integrated Application
of Bourdieuan Theory. Urban Education, 58(7), 1489-1511. https://doi.org/
10.1177/00420859211016517

McFarland, A., Hill, I, Doden, W., & Benassi, C. (2026). The Equality of Life
Game: Examining Class-Based Privilege and Inequality in Workforce
Entry Through Experiential Learning. Journal of Management Education,
50(1), 71-101. https://doi.org/10.1177/10525629251374683

Meéndez, M. L. (2008). Middle class identities in a neoliberal age: Tensions
between contested authenticities. The Sociological Review, 56(2), 220-237.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954X.2008.00785.x

224


https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508420973335
https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508420973335
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2022.101117
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2022.101117
https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12058
https://doi.org/10.1177/14649934261445713
https://doi.org/10.2307/796694
https://doi.org/10.1111/soru.12236
https://doi.org/10.1177/02103702251406626
https://doi.org/10.1177/00420859211016517
https://doi.org/10.1177/00420859211016517
https://doi.org/10.1177/10525629251374683
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954X.2008.00785.x

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Meroe, A. S. (2014). Democracy, Meritocracy and the Uses of Education. The
Journal of Negro Education, 83(4), 485. https://doi.org/10.7709/
jnegroeducation.83.4.0485

Millar, J. (2021). The gilded path: capital, habitus and illusio in the fund
management field. Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal, 34(8),
1906-1931. https://doi.org/10.1108/aaaj-12-2019-4320

Mills, C. W. (1959). The sociological imagination. Oxford University Press.

Mohamadi Turkmani, E., Safari Jafarloo, H. R., & Dehghan Ghahfarokhi, A.
(2022). Elite athletes’ lifestyles: Consumerism to professionalism. PLOS
ONE, 17(9), €0269287. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0269287

Moodley, K., April, K., & Erbil, C. (2026). Intersectional Passing and the Costs
of Conditional Inclusion: The Embodied Survival of South African Indian
Women Leaders. Gender, Work & Organization, 33(3), 768-788.
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.70081

Mora, C., & Blanco, O. (2018). The Gender Deficit: Everyday Practices of
Differentiation in the Chilean Labour Market. Bulletin of Latin American
Research, 37(3), 291-305. https://doi.org/10.1111/blar.12672

Morales, E. (2021). “Beasting” at the battleground: Black students responding
to racial microaggressions in higher education. Journal of Diversity in
Higher Education, 14(1), 72-83. https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000168

Moreira, M. A. (2022). Social justice teacher education and culturally
democratic Pedagogy: el camino se hace caminando. Aula de Encuentro,
192-214. https://doi.org/10.17561/ae.vextral.7344

Morris, E. W. (2012). Repelling the “Rutter”: Social Differentiation Among
Rural Teenagers. Symbolic Interaction, 35(3), 301-320. https://doi.org/
10.1002/symb.26

Mose Brown, T., & Masi de Casanova, E. (2014). Representing the language of
the “other’: African American Vernacular English in ethnography.
Ethnography, 15(2), 208-231. https://doi.org/10.1177/1466138112471110

Mosquera Morales, A. (2014). El reconocimiento y el derecho a la ciudad en
los desplazados por el conflicto armado en Colombia. Nova et Vetera,
23(67), 56-71. https://doi.org/10.22431/25005103.25

Muhammad, F. I. (2023). relationship between “consumerism” and
“religiosity” among Kurdistan Region youth: A field study in the
Kurdistan Region. Koya University Journal of Humanities and Social
Sciences, 6(1), 197-211. https://doi.org/10.14500/
kujhss.vén1y2023.pp197-211

225


https://doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.83.4.0485
https://doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.83.4.0485
https://doi.org/10.1108/aaaj-12-2019-4320
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0269287
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.70081
https://doi.org/10.1111/blar.12672
https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000168
https://doi.org/10.17561/ae.vextra1.7344
https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.26
https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.26
https://doi.org/10.1177/1466138112471110
https://doi.org/10.22431/25005103.25
https://doi.org/10.14500/kujhss.v6n1y2023.pp197-211
https://doi.org/10.14500/kujhss.v6n1y2023.pp197-211

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Nedbalkov3, K. (2023). ‘T have to like it": Working-class awareness among
workers at a Bata shoe factory. Thesis Eleven, 175(1), 108-125.
https://doi.org/10.1177/07255136231165803

Nisar, M. A., & Masood, A. (2020). Dealing with disgust: Street-level
bureaucrats as agents of Kafkaesque bureaucracy. Organization, 27(6),
882-899. https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508419883382

Nova, M. (2016). La categoria de género y las distintas formas de injusticia:
Una invitacion a repensar los “quiénes” de la justicia. Estudios
SocioJuridicos, 18(2), 87-114. https://doi.org/10.12804/esj18.02.2016.03

Nyachae, T. M., & Ohito, E. O. (2023). No Disrespect: A Womanist Critique of
Respectability Discourses in Extracurricular Programming for Black Girls.
Urban Education, 58(5), 743-773. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0042085919893733

Nyiré, Z. (2022). The effect of educational upward mobility on habitus: The
subjective experience of mobility among first-in-family graduates in
Hungary [Doctoral dissertation, Corvinus University of Budapest].
https://doi.org/10.14267/phd.2022040

Nyir6, Z., & Durst, J. (2021). Racialisation rules: The effect of educational
upward mobility on habitus. Szocioldgiai szemle, 31(3), 21-50.
https://doi.org/10.51624/szocszemle.2021.3.2

Okech, A. (2021). Feminist Digital Counterpublics: Challenging Femicide in
Kenya and South Africa. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society,
46(4), 1013-1033. https://doi.org/10.1086/713299

Oliver, R., & Haig, Y. (2005). Teacher perceptions of student speech: A
quantitative study. Australian Review of Applied Linguistics, 28(2), 44-59.
https://doi.org/10.1075/aral.28.2.040li

O’Shea, S. (2016). Avoiding the manufacture of ‘sameness”: first-in-family
students, cultural capital and the higher education environment. Higher
Education, 72(1), 59-78. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-015-9938-y

Owens, T. L., Ruggs, E. N., Marshburn, C. K., & Smith, S. G. (2026). Thriving
while Black: A systematic review of Black employee workplace
experiences across the career life cycle. Applied Psychology, 75(3), e70103.
https://doi.org/10.1111/apps.70103

Paiba Alzate, N. (2022). La esencia multidimensional del reconocimiento:
Fraser y Honneth. Revista Boletin Redipe, 11(3), 72-81. https://doi.org/
10.36260/rbr.v11i3.1707

Palacio Avendafio, M. (2012). La teoria critica de la justicia de género de
Nancy Fraser. Arenal. Revista de historia de las mujeres, 19(2), 287-311.
https://doi.org/10.30827/arenal.v19i2.1418

226


https://doi.org/10.1177/07255136231165803
https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508419883382
https://doi.org/10.12804/esj18.02.2016.03
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085919893733
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085919893733
https://doi.org/10.14267/phd.2022040
https://doi.org/10.51624/szocszemle.2021.3.2
https://doi.org/10.1086/713299
https://doi.org/10.1075/aral.28.2.04oli
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-015-9938-y
https://doi.org/10.1111/apps.70103
https://doi.org/10.36260/rbr.v11i3.1707
https://doi.org/10.36260/rbr.v11i3.1707
https://doi.org/10.30827/arenal.v19i2.1418

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Paraskeva, J. M. (2022). critique of the white reason. Antonia Darder: the
fearless roaring of a sublime freirean-neogramscian voice. Aula de
Encuentro, 238-275. https://doi.org/10.17561/ae.vextral.7346

Parkin, J. (2015). Sam Friedman: Comedy and Distinction; the Cultural
Currency of a ‘Good’ Sense of Humour. HUMOR, 28(1). https://doi.org/
10.1515/humor-2014-0138

Patsiaouras, G., & Fitchett, J. A. (2012). The evolution of conspicuous
consumption. Journal of Historical Research in Marketing, 4(1), 154-176.
https://doi.org/10.1108/17557501211195109

Peacock, M., Bissell, P., & Owen, J. (2014). Shaming Encounters: Reflections
on Contemporary Understandings of Social Inequality and Health.
Sociology, 48(2), 387—402. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038513490353

Peeters, R. (2020). The Political Economy of Administrative Burdens: A
Theoretical Framework for Analyzing the Organizational Origins of
Administrative Burdens. Administration & Society, 52(4), 566-592.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0095399719854367

Peeters, R., Trujillo Jiménez, H., O'Connor, E., Ogarrio Rojas, P., Gonzalez
Galindo, M., & Morales Tenorio, D. (2018). Low-trust bureaucracy:
Understanding the Mexican bureaucratic experience. Public
Administration and Development, 38(2), 65-74. https://doi.org/10.1002/
pad.1824

Pereira Fredes, E. (2014). Reconocimiento y responsabilidad moral. A
proposito de la teoria del reconocimiento de Charles Taylor. Revista de
Ciencias Sociales(65). https://doi.org/10.22370/rcs.2014.65.191

Perna, R., & Vandermeerschen, H. (2023). CONCEPTUALISING
IMMIGRANTS” ACCESS TO SOCIAL ASSISTANCE AND THEIR
INTERACTION WITH STREET-LEVEL BUREAUCRATS. In Newcomers
Navigating the Welfare State (pp. 17-38). Universitaire Pers Leuven.
https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.4953548.4

Pierzchalski, F. (2021). Class Resentment and Leadership: Manipulation of
Negative Emotions in Political Leadership Practices. Politeja, 17(5 (68)),
63-83. https://doi.org/10.12797/politeja.17.2020.68.03

Pinto Troncoso, F., & Valdés Torres, J. (2022). El trabajo de cuidados y
doméstico no remunerado: entre reconocimiento y redistribucion. Revista
de Derecho Ptblico(96), 43-74. https://doi.org/10.5354/
0719-5249.2022.67802

Piven, F. F., & Cloward, R. A. (1993). Regulating the poor: The functions of
public welfare (Updated ed.). Vintage.

227


https://doi.org/10.17561/ae.vextra1.7346
https://doi.org/10.1515/humor-2014-0138
https://doi.org/10.1515/humor-2014-0138
https://doi.org/10.1108/17557501211195109
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038513490353
https://doi.org/10.1177/0095399719854367
https://doi.org/10.1002/pad.1824
https://doi.org/10.1002/pad.1824
https://doi.org/10.22370/rcs.2014.65.191
https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.4953548.4
https://doi.org/10.12797/politeja.17.2020.68.03
https://doi.org/10.5354/0719-5249.2022.67802
https://doi.org/10.5354/0719-5249.2022.67802

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Portillo, S., & Rudes, D. S. (2014). Construction of Justice at the Street Level.
Annual Review of Law and Social Science, 10(1), 321-334. https://doi.org/
10.1146/annurev-lawsocsci-102612-134046

Pott, A., Crul, M., & Schneider, J. (2022). Producing Pathways to Success:
New Perspectives on Social Mobility. In New Social Mobility (pp. 1-20).
Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/
978-3-031-05566-9_1

Powell, F., Scanlon, M., Leahy, P., Jenkinson, H., & Byrne, O. (2024).
Introduction: Aristotle’s curse. In The Making of a Left-Behind Class (pp.
1-34). Policy Press. https://doi.org/10.51952/9781447367970.ch001

Prinos, 1., & Manley, J. (2023). The Preston Model: Economic Democracy,
Cooperation, and Paradoxes in Organisational and Social Identification.
Sociological Research Online, 28(3), 627-643. https://doi.org/10.1177/
13607804211069398

Quaresma, M. L., Villalobos, C., Fergnani, M., & Diaz, B. (2024). I Justify
Myself, Therefore I am. Regimes Of Justification In Chilean Elite
Universities. International Journal of Sociology of Education, 1-19.
https://doi.org/10.17583/rise.7851

Radcliffe, S. A., & Webb, A.]. (2015). Subaltern Bureaucrats and Postcolonial
Rule: Indigenous Professional Registers of Engagement with the Chilean
State. Comparative Studies in Society and History, 57(1), 248-273.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0010417514000668

Radoynovska, N. M. (2018). Working within Discretionary Boundaries:
Allocative Rules, Exceptions, and the Micro-Foundations of Inequ(al)ity.
Organization Studies, 39(9), 1277-1298. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0170840617717544

Ratzmann, N. (2022). “No German, No Service”: EU Migrants’ Unequal
Access to Welfare Entitlements in Germany. Social Inclusion, 10(1),
227-238. https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v10i1.4647

Ratzmann, N., & Sahraoui, N. (2021). Conceptualising the Role of
Deservingness in Migrants” Access to Social Services. Social Policy and
Society, 20(3), 440-451. https://doi.org/10.1017/s1474746421000117

Ray, L. (2014). Shame and the City - ‘Looting’, Emotions and Social Structure.
The Sociological Review, 62(1), 117-136. https://doi.org/10.1111/
1467-954x.12136

Ream, R. K., & Gottfried, M. A. (2019). Household wealth and adolescents'
social-emotional functioning in schools. Social Science Research, 83,
102316. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2019.06.007

228


https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-lawsocsci-102612-134046
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-lawsocsci-102612-134046
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-05566-9_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-05566-9_1
https://doi.org/10.51952/9781447367970.ch001
https://doi.org/10.1177/13607804211069398
https://doi.org/10.1177/13607804211069398
https://doi.org/10.17583/rise.7851
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0010417514000668
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840617717544
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840617717544
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v10i1.4647
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1474746421000117
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954x.12136
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954x.12136
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2019.06.007

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Reay, D. (2018). Review: Jo Littler, Against Meritocracy: Culture, Power, and
Myths of Mobility. Theory, Culture & Society, 35(7-8), 325-330.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276418799866

Reay, D. (2022). “The more things change the more they stay the same’: The
continuing relevance of Bourdieu and Passeron’s Reproduction in
Education, Society and Culture. Revista Espafiola de Sociologia, 31(3),
al16. https://doi.org/10.22325/fes/res.2022.116

Reay, D., Crozier, G., & Clayton, J. (2009). “Strangers in paradise”?:
Workingclass students in elite universities. Sociology, 43(6), 1103-1121.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038509345700

Reeves, A., & de Vries, R. (2019). Can cultural consumption increase future
earnings? Exploring the economic returns to cultural capital. The British
Journal of Sociology, 70(1), 214-240. https://doi.org/10.1111/
1468-4446.12374

Rios-Aguilar, C., Kiyama, J. M., Gravitt, M., & Moll, L. C. (2011). Funds of
knowledge for the poor and forms of capital for the rich? A capital
approach to examining funds of knowledge. Theory and Research in
Education, 9(2), 163-184. https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878511409776

Rivera, L. A. (2012). Hiring as Cultural Matching: The Case of Elite
Professional Service Firms. American Sociological Review, 77(6),
999-1022. https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122412463213

Rivera, L. A. (2020). Employer Decision Making. Annual Review of
Sociology, 46(1), 215-232. https://doi.org/10.1146/
annurev-soc-121919-054633

Romito, M. (2025). ‘A little one among giants’: First-generation students
transitioning to university in Italy, before and beyond the pandemic.
European Educational Research Journal, 24(6), 738-756. https://doi.org/
10.1177/14749041241306459

Rosenthal, R., & Jacobson, L. (1968). Pygmalion in the classroom. The Urban
Review, 3, 16-20. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02322211

Rothschild, K. (2018). What not to wear: Policing the body through fashion
criticism [Master’s research paper, Ryerson University]. https://doi.org/
10.32920/ryerson.14646150

Sallaz, J. J., & Zavisca, J. (2007). Bourdieu in American Sociology, 1980-2004.
Annual Review of Sociology, 33(1), 21-41. https://doi.org/10.1146/
annurev.soc.33.040406.131627

Salman, A. (2024). Negotiating class, religion, and residential segregation:
Aspirations of Muslim middle-class women in Delhi. Sociology Compass,
18(5), e13216. https://doi.org/10.1111/s0c4.13216

229


https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276418799866
https://doi.org/10.22325/fes/res.2022.116
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038509345700
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12374
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12374
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878511409776
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122412463213
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-121919-054633
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-121919-054633
https://doi.org/10.1177/14749041241306459
https://doi.org/10.1177/14749041241306459
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02322211
https://doi.org/10.32920/ryerson.14646150
https://doi.org/10.32920/ryerson.14646150
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.33.040406.131627
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.33.040406.131627
https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.13216

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Salmela, M., & von Scheve, C. (2017). Emotional roots of right-wing political
populism. Social Science Information, 56(4), 567-595. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0539018417734419

Sandel, M. J. (2020). The tyranny of merit: What’s become of the common
good? Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

Sanghera, B. (2016). Charitable Giving and Lay Morality: Understanding
Sympathy, Moral Evaluations and Social Positions. The Sociological
Review, 64(2), 294-311. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954x.12332

Satybaldieva, E. (2018). Working Class Subjectivities and Neoliberalisation in
Kyrgyzstan: Developing Alternative Moral Selves. International Journal of
Politics, Culture, and Society, 31(1), 31-47. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10767-016-9251-5

Sayer, A. (2005). The moral significance of class. Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CB0O9780511488863

Sayer, A. (2007). Dignity at Work: Broadening the Agenda. Organization,
14(4), 565-581. https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508407078053

Scheff, T. (2014). The ubiquity of hidden shame in modernity. Cultural
Sociology, 8(2), 129-141. https://doi.org/10.1177/1749975513507244

Scheff, T. J. (2000). Shame and the social bond: A sociological theory.
Sociological Theory, 18(1), 84-99. https://doi.org/10.1111/0735-2751.00089

Scheff, T. J., & Retzinger, S. M. (1991). Emotions and violence: Shame and
rage in destructive conflicts. Lexington Books.

Scheler, M. (1998). Ressentiment (L. A. Coser, Trans.). Marquette University
Press.

Schofield, L. M., Takriti, R., & Atkinson, S. (2023). Higher Education, Social
Mobility and Social Class: Importance of Habitus and Capitals when
Analysing Student Choice and Transitions. International Journal of
Educational and Life Transitions, 2(1), 6. https://doi.org/10.5334/ijelt.45

Schrage, D. (2012). The Domestication of Luxury in Social Theory. Social
Change Review, 10(2), 177-193. https://doi.org/10.2478/scr-2013-0017

Sennett, R., & Cobb, J. (1972). The hidden injuries of class. Knopf.

Shan, C. (2022). The Effect of Teacher Expectation to Students’ Intrinsic
Motivation. In Proceedings of the 2021 International Conference on
Education, Language and Art (ICELA 2021). Atlantis Press. https://
doi.org/10.2991/assehr.k.220131.027

Shapiro, A. J. (2022). On Power’s Doorstep: Gays, Jews, and Liminal
Complicity in Reproducing Masculine Domination. Men and
Masculinities, 25(5), 743-764. https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184x221098365

230


https://doi.org/10.1177/0539018417734419
https://doi.org/10.1177/0539018417734419
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954x.12332
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10767-016-9251-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10767-016-9251-5
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511488863
https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508407078053
https://doi.org/10.1177/1749975513507244
https://doi.org/10.1111/0735-2751.00089
https://doi.org/10.5334/ijelt.45
https://doi.org/10.2478/scr-2013-0017
https://doi.org/10.2991/assehr.k.220131.027
https://doi.org/10.2991/assehr.k.220131.027
https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184x221098365

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Sherif, M., Harvey, O. J., White, B. ], Hood, W. R., & Sherif, C. W. (1961).
Intergroup conflict and cooperation: The Robbers Cave experiment.
University Book Exchange.

Simbre, A. P., Palad, I. A., & Salazar, C. A. (2021). How Protected are
Teachers and School Personnel?: Critical Analysis of The Teacher
Protection Act (Senate Bill 956). International Journal of Social Learning
(IJSL), 1(3), 333-355. https://doi.org/10.47134/ijsl.v1i3.36

Simmel, G. (1957). Fashion. American Journal of Sociology, 62(6), 541-558.
https://doi.org/10.1086/222102

Simmons, L. M. (2012). “To Lay Aside All Morals’: Respectability, Sexuality
and Black College Students in the United States in the 1930s. Gender &
History, 24(2), 431-455. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0424.2012.01690.x

Simpson, R., Hughes, J., Slutskaya, N., & Balta, M. (2014). Sacrifice and
distinction in dirty work: men’s construction of meaning in the butcher
trade. Work, Employment and Society, 28(5), 754-770. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0950017013510759

Sim, S. S. L. (2024). It's not the end: Destigmatising education-based stigma in
Singapore [Master’s thesis, Nanyang Technological University].
https://doi.org/10.32657/10356/173797

Singh, A. (2025a). Managing Risk & Seeking Dignity: Working-Class
Perceptions of University in London, Rochdale & Morecambe. The British
Journal of Sociology, 76(5), 1027-1039. https://doi.org/10.1111/
1468-4446.70021

Singh, A. (2025b). University and the Pursuit of a ‘Career” for Working-Class
Youth in Deindustrial Rochdale. Sociology, 59(3), 424-441. https://doi.org/
10.1177/00380385241289297

Skeggs, B. (1997). Formations of class & gender: Becoming respectable. SAGE.

Selvberg, L. M. (2023). Constructions of the ideal elite employee: A content
analysis of job advertisements for positions in the Norwegian upper class.
Current Sociology, 71(7), 1199-1216. https://doi.org/10.1177/
00113921211059218

Selvberg, L. M. B., & Rivera, L. A. (2025). Physical Fit: The Role of Sports in
Elite Hiring in Norway. The British Journal of Sociology, 76(3), 590-604.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.13197

Selvberg, L. M., & Jarness, V. (2019). Assessing Contradictions:
Methodological Challenges when Mapping Symbolic Boundaries.
Cultural Sociology, 13(2), 178-197. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1749975518819907

231


https://doi.org/10.47134/ijsl.v1i3.36
https://doi.org/10.1086/222102
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0424.2012.01690.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017013510759
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017013510759
https://doi.org/10.32657/10356/173797
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.70021
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.70021
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385241289297
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385241289297
https://doi.org/10.1177/00113921211059218
https://doi.org/10.1177/00113921211059218
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.13197
https://doi.org/10.1177/1749975518819907
https://doi.org/10.1177/1749975518819907

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Soss, J. (2000). Unwanted claims: The politics of participation in the U.S.
welfare system. University of Michigan Press. https://doi.org/10.3998/
mpub.16475

Spith, S. (2022). Social Entitlements in Habermas’s Discourse Theory of Law:
Welfare State Regulations as Legitimizing Institutions. Ratio Juris, 35(3),
273-289. https://doi.org/10.1111/raju.12357

Stahl, G. (1999). Still “Winning Space?”: Updating subcultural theory.
InVisible Culture, 2. https://doi.org/10.47761/494a02f6.50e53be5

Stahl, G., & Asplund, S.-B. (2025). Beyond Mental and Manual: Investigating
the Historical and Contemporary Borderlands Between Working-Class
and Middle-Class Masculinities. Sociological Research Online, 30(3),
611-628. https://doi.org/10.1177/13607804241285620

Stankovi¢, B., & Stefanovié, M. (2019). Peeling the onion top-down: Language
policy in Serbia between power and myth. Aegean Working Papers in
Ethnographic Linguistics, 2(1), 17-41. https://doi.org/10.12681/
awpel.20022

Stempel, C. (2018). Sport, Social Class, and Cultural Capital: Building on
Bourdieu and His Critics [Preprint]. SocArXiv. https://doi.org/10.31219/
osf.io/5Snp83

Stempel, C. (2020). Sport as high culture in the USA. International Review for
the Sociology of Sport, 55(8), 1167-1191. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1012690219870067

Stevenson, N. (2026). Moral Socialism and Liberal Citizenship. Critical
Sociology, 52(2), 323-335. https://doi.org/10.1177/08969205241311503

Stillerman, J. (2010). The contested spaces of Chile's middle classes. In
Political Power and Social Theory (pp. 209-238). Emerald Group
Publishing Limited. https://doi.org/10.1108/s0198-8719(2010)0000021013

Strobele-Gregor, J. (2012). Movimientos indigenas — ;motor de la
democratizacion de las sociedades andinas? In Democracia y
reconfiguraciones contemporaneas del derecho en América Latina (pp.
277-296). Iberoamericana Vervuert. https://doi.org/10.31819/
9783865279866-013

Sun, X., & Shi, L. (2025). A qualitative study of Chinese teacher’s perceptions
and practices of meritocracy. PLOS ONE, 20(4), e0321424. https://doi.org/
10.1371/journal.pone.0321424

Swauger, S., & Kalir, R. (2023). Learning Analytics and the Abolitionist
Imagination. Journal of Learning Analytics, 10(1), 101-112. https://doi.org/
10.18608/jla.2023.7813

232


https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.16475
https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.16475
https://doi.org/10.1111/raju.12357
https://doi.org/10.47761/494a02f6.50e53be5
https://doi.org/10.1177/13607804241285620
https://doi.org/10.12681/awpel.20022
https://doi.org/10.12681/awpel.20022
https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/5np83
https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/5np83
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690219870067
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690219870067
https://doi.org/10.1177/08969205241311503
https://doi.org/10.1108/s0198-8719(2010)0000021013
https://doi.org/10.31819/9783865279866-013
https://doi.org/10.31819/9783865279866-013
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0321424
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0321424
https://doi.org/10.18608/jla.2023.7813
https://doi.org/10.18608/jla.2023.7813

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An integrative theory of intergroup conflict.
In W. G. Austin & S. Worchel (Eds.), The social psychology of intergroup
relations (pp. 33-47). Brooks/Cole.

Tasner, V., & Gaber, S. (2022). Is it time for a new meritocracy? Theory and
Research in Education, 20(2), 182-192. https://doi.org/10.1177/
14778785221113619

Tian, X. (2020). The Allure of Being Modern: Personal Quality as Status
Symbol Among Migrant Families in Shanghai [Preprint]. SocArXiv.
https://doi.org/10.31235/0sf.io/3pbxg

Trappmann, V., Seehaus, A., Mrozowicki, A., & Krasowska, A. (2021). The
Moral Boundary Drawing of Class: Social Inequality and Young
Precarious Workers in Poland and Germany. Sociology, 55(3), 451-468.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038520985791

Trevisan, F., Rusconi, P., Hanna, P., & Hegarty, P. (2022). Psychologising
meritocracy: A historical account of its many guises. Theory &
Psychology, 32(2), 221-242. https://doi.org/10.1177/09593543211057098

Vaamonde Gamo, M. (2019). La paridad participativa propuesta por Nancy
Fraser: ;Una radicalizacion de la democracia? RECERCA. Revista de
Pensament i Analisi, 24(2), 129-150. https://doi.org/10.6035/
recerca.2019.24.2.7

Valimaki, V., Aaltonen, S., & Honkatukia, P. (2023). A need to be recognised:
On the importance of shared semantics for young adults while not in
education or employment. Acta Sociologica, 66(4), 421-434.
https://doi.org/10.1177/00016993221145350

Vallas, S., & Cummins, E. (2014). Relational Models of Organizational
Inequalities: Emerging Approaches and Conceptual Dilemmas. American
Behavioral Scientist, 58(2), 228-255. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0002764213503327

van Gerven, M., & Ruckenstein, M. (2026). The unhappy marriage of
standardization and activation policy: Welfare bureaucracy and service
professionalism in delivering digital social assistance in Finland. Journal
of European Social Policy, 36(3), 270-284. https://doi.org/10.1177/
09589287251390177

Van Hear, N., Barbelet, V., Bennett, C., & Lutz, H. (2018). Refugia
Roundtable. Migration and Society, 1(1), 175-194. https://doi.org/10.3167/
arms.2018.010116

Vargas del Carpio Ribert, O. (2023). Reflexiones sobre la redistribucion y el
reconocimiento. Temas Sociales, 52, 155-170. https://doi.org/10.53287/
sgni7293jn93b

233


https://doi.org/10.1177/14778785221113619
https://doi.org/10.1177/14778785221113619
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/3p6xg
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038520985791
https://doi.org/10.1177/09593543211057098
https://doi.org/10.6035/recerca.2019.24.2.7
https://doi.org/10.6035/recerca.2019.24.2.7
https://doi.org/10.1177/00016993221145350
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764213503327
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764213503327
https://doi.org/10.1177/09589287251390177
https://doi.org/10.1177/09589287251390177
https://doi.org/10.3167/arms.2018.010116
https://doi.org/10.3167/arms.2018.010116
https://doi.org/10.53287/sgni7293jn93b
https://doi.org/10.53287/sgni7293jn93b

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Varghese, C. (2026). Hierarchy, Stigma and Construction of Marginal
Citizenship in Everyday Schooling. Journal of Asian and African Studies,
61(2), 1544-1556. https://doi.org/10.1177/00219096251318235

Varul, M. Z. (2011). Veblen in the (Inner) City: On the Normality of Looting.
Sociological Research Online, 16(4), 205-209. https://doi.org/10.5153/
s10.2555

Vasil, M., & McCall, J. M. (2018). The Perspectives of Two First-Generation
College Students Pursuing Doctoral Degrees in Music Education. Journal
of Music Teacher Education, 27(2), 67-81. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1057083717717464

Vassenden, A. (2025). Elites and ordinariness in cross-status encounters:
Adding Goffman's ritual interaction order to sociological interpretations.
Acta Sociologica, 68(2), 127-144. https://doi.org/10.1177/
00016993241288074

Vassenden, A., Handulle, A., & Orupabo, J. (2025). To confront or not to
confront? Seeing minorities’ responses to ethnoracial stigmatisation
through Goffman'’s ritual interaction order. The Sociological Review,
73(1), 216-234. https://doi.org/10.1177/00380261241258613

Vassenden, A., & Jonvik, M. (2019). Cultural Capital as a Hidden Asset:
Culture, Egalitarianism and Inter-Class Social Encounters in Stavanger,
Norway. Cultural Sociology, 13(1), 37-56. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1749975518782244

Vassenden, A., & Jonvik, M. (2023). Live and let live? Morality in symbolic
boundaries across different cultural areas. Current Sociology, 71(3),
450-469. https://doi.org/10.1177/00113921211034892

Vassenden, A., & Rusnes, . (2022). “I Say I Work at the University:”
Norwegian Professors and Passing as Interaction Ritual. Symbolic
Interaction, 45(3), 327-355. https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.583

Veblen, T. (1899). The theory of the leisure class: An economic study in the
evolution of institutions. Macmillan.

Voronin, Y., & Lutter, M. (2026). Educational Mobility and Cultural
Omnivorousness in Germany. Cultural Sociology, 20(1), 25-53.
https://doi.org/10.1177/17499755241247991

Wadams, M. L. (2022). Exploring Moral Categorizations and Symbolic
Boundaries Around People Living With HIV in a Correctional Setting.
Journal of Forensic Nursing, 18(4), 214-220. https://doi.org/10.1097/
jfn.0000000000000393

234


https://doi.org/10.1177/00219096251318235
https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.2555
https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.2555
https://doi.org/10.1177/1057083717717464
https://doi.org/10.1177/1057083717717464
https://doi.org/10.1177/00016993241288074
https://doi.org/10.1177/00016993241288074
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380261241258613
https://doi.org/10.1177/1749975518782244
https://doi.org/10.1177/1749975518782244
https://doi.org/10.1177/00113921211034892
https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.583
https://doi.org/10.1177/17499755241247991
https://doi.org/10.1097/jfn.0000000000000393
https://doi.org/10.1097/jfn.0000000000000393

REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING

Waithaka, E. N. (2014). Family Capital: Conceptual Model to Unpack the
Intergenerational Transfer of Advantage in Transitions to Adulthood.
Journal of Research on Adolescence, 24(3), 471-484. https://doi.org/
10.1111/jora.12119

Wang, S., Chen, J., & Zhou, L. (2024). After Admission: The Emotional
Suffering of Students Enrolled Through the Rural Students Quota Plan in
China's Elite Universities. European Journal of Education, 59(4), e12774.
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed. 12774

Wang, W.-N. (2023). Comparing Theory of Bourdieu on Cultural Capital and
Field and Theory of Nussbaum on Capabilities Approach to Understand
Higher Education. SHS Web of Conferences, 158, 02014. https://doi.org/
10.1051/shsconf/202315802014

Warikoo, N., & Carter, P. (2009). Cultural Explanations for Racial and Ethnic
Stratification in Academic Achievement: A Call for a New and Improved
Theory. Review of Educational Research, 79(1), 366-394. https://doi.org/
10.3102/0034654308326162

Warikoo, N. K., & Fuhr, C. (2014). Legitimating status: perceptions of
meritocracy and inequality among undergraduates at an elite British
university. British Educational Research Journal, 40(4), 699-717.
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3108

Waterfield, B., Beagan, B. L., & Mohamed, T. (2019). “You Always Remain
Slightly an Outsider”: Workplace Experiences of Academics from
Working-Class or Impoverished Backgrounds. Canadian Review of
Sociology/Revue canadienne de sociologie, 56(3), 368-388. https://doi.org/
10.1111/cars.12257

Weber, M. (1978). Economy and society: An outline of interpretive sociology
(G. Roth & C. Wittich, Eds.). University of California Press.

Wells, C. L. (2017). Understanding issues of control in top-down management
pedagogies. Power and Education, 9(3), 192-201. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1757743817737334

Wherry, F. F. (2008). The Social Characterizations of Price: The Fool, the
Faithful, the Frivolous, and the Frugal. Sociological Theory, 26(4), 363-379.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9558.2008.00334.x

Wilkens, J. (2019). All change please: education, mobility and habitus
dislocation. In Intersections of Ageing, Gender and Sexualities (pp.
119-136). Policy Press. https://doi.org/10.51952/9781447354710.ch008

Willis, P. (1977). Learning to labour: How working class kids get working
class jobs. Saxon House.

235


https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12119
https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12119
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12774
https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/202315802014
https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/202315802014
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654308326162
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654308326162
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3108
https://doi.org/10.1111/cars.12257
https://doi.org/10.1111/cars.12257
https://doi.org/10.1177/1757743817737334
https://doi.org/10.1177/1757743817737334
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9558.2008.00334.x
https://doi.org/10.51952/9781447354710.ch008

INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Wolgast, S. N., & Wolgast, M. (2025). Preserving white privileges in
organizations: white fragility, white counterreactions, and institutional
resistance. Analyses of Social Issues and Public Policy, 25(1), e12433.
https://doi.org/10.1111/asap.12433

World Bank (2013). Inclusion Matters:The Foundation for Shared Prosperity.
The World Bank. https://doi.org/10.1596/9781464800108

World Bank Group (2018). Economic Inclusion of LGBTI Groups in Thailand.
World Bank, Washington, DC. https://doi.org/10.1596/29632

Wrigley, T. (2005). Inclusive pedagogies —restoring agency and voice to the
learner. REICE. Revista Iberoamericana sobre Calidad, Eficacia y Cambio
en Educacion, 3(1), 297-315. https://doi.org/10.15366/reice2005.3.1.027

Wu, Y., & Wang, J. (2025). The Tension between Money and Culture:
Inequality, Economic Capital, Cultural Capital, and High School Students’
Educational Achievements from a Comparative Perspective. American
Educational Research Journal, 62(3), 540-571. https://doi.org/10.3102/
00028312241308548

Young, M. (1958). The rise of the meritocracy, 1870-2033: An essay on
education and equality. Thames and Hudson.

Yu, K.-H. (2016). Immigrant workers’ responses to stigmatized work:
Constructing dignity through moral reasoning. Journal of Industrial
Relations, 58(5), 571-588. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022185615609204

Zhai, Y., Wu, Q., & Lu, Y. (2023). Cultural values, system justification,
meritocratic beliefs, and evaluations of governments' performance in
handling the COVID-19 crisis. Asian Journal of Social Psychology, 26(3),
374-384. https://doi.org/10.1111/ajsp.12565

Zhang, X., & Deguilhem, T. (2022). Climbing the social ladder: Does
intergenerational solidarity matter? [Working paper]. SSRN.
https://doi.org/10.2139/ss1n.4266096

Zhao, Y., & Zhong, R. (2026). From Meritocracy to Human Interdependence:
Redefining the Purpose of Education. ECNU Review of Education, 9(2),
20965311251351988. https://doi.org/10.1177/20965311251351988

236


https://doi.org/10.1111/asap.12433
https://doi.org/10.1596/9781464800108
https://doi.org/10.1596/29632
https://doi.org/10.15366/reice2005.3.1.027
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312241308548
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312241308548
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022185615609204
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajsp.12565
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4266096
https://doi.org/10.1177/20965311251351988

CLASS / CULTURE / POWER

The social world
in everyday life

Inequality and the Social Imagination examines how class, culture,
and power shape ordinary encounters and the possibilities people
learn to imagine. Dr. Saira Siddiqui traces the social meanings
attached to taste, language, respectability, and belonging, and
considers how schools, workplaces, families, and the state
reproduce unequal treatment.

Across five chapters, the book connects these everyday processes
with the emotional experience of shame, dignity, desire, and
resentment. It questions the promise that individual mobility alone
can resolve structural inequality, then explores institutions, cultural
democracy, and collective imagination as resources for a more
equal social life. The discussion invites readers to connect personal
experience with social relationships and to reconsider what
equality requires in practice.

Dr. Saira Siddiqui is an Assistant Professor of Sociology at Government
College University Faisalabad, Pakistan.

LUMINA LITERATI PUBLISHING

OPEN ACCESS - CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

luminaliterati.com

9|l 786277 || 813598




	Inequality and the Social Imagination
	Title page
	Copyright and license
	Contents
	About the author

	Chapter 1: The Everyday Architecture of Inequality
	1.1 Inequality Before the Statistic
	1. The First Encounter with Inequality
	2. Before Measurement: Inequality as a Social Relationship
	3. Inequality as Atmosphere
	4. Inequality as Expectation
	5. Inequality as Judgment

	1.2 Classification: The Hidden Grammar of Social Life
	1. Classification and the Social Construction of Difference
	2. The Vocabulary of Social Ranking
	3. Symbolic Boundaries and Cultural Distinction
	4. Respectability and the Moralization of Class
	5. Classification in Schools

	1.3 The Social Imagination and Its Limits
	1. Connecting Personal Life with Social Structure
	2. Imagination as a Social Capacity
	3. How Inequality Colonizes Imagination
	4. Habitus and the Practical Sense of Possibility
	5. Personal Ambition and Structurally Available Possibility

	1.4 Why Meritocracy Feels True
	1. The Promise That People Get What They Deserve
	2. From Satire to Social Ideal
	3. Meritocracy as Common Sense
	4. Why Meritocracy Remains Emotionally Powerful
	5. The Moral Attraction of Equal Opportunity


	Chapter 2: Classed Culture
	2.1 Taste as Social Power
	1. Taste as a Social Marker
	2. Habitus, Cultural Capital, and the Formation of Preference
	3. The Classed Worlds of Food, Clothing, Music, Books, Home Décor, Hobbies, and Leisure
	4. Legitimate Taste and the Devaluation of Working-Class Culture
	5. Symbolic Boundaries and Gatekeeping in Friendship, Dating, and Marriage

	2.2 Language, Accent, and the Sound of Class
	1. Speech as a Social Biography
	2. The Social Ranking of Accents
	3. Schools and the Production of Legitimate Language
	4. Bernstein, Labov, and the Myth of Linguistic Deficit
	5. Linguistic Capital, Confidence, and Class Mobility

	2.3 Respectability and the Moral Burden of the Poor
	1. Respectability as a Demand to Prove Moral Worth
	2. The Respectable Poor and the Moral Classification of Class
	3. Humility, Gratitude, Cleanliness, Discipline, and Non-Threatening Conduct
	4. Women and the Intensified Burden of Respectable Femininity
	5. Minorities, Migrants, and the Burden of Representing the Group

	2.4 Cultural Mobility and the Cost of Becoming Acceptable
	1. Cultural Mobility and the Acquisition of Dominant Codes
	2. First-Generation and Scholarship Students in Elite Education
	3. Rural-to-Urban Migration and the Cultural Codes of the City
	4. Lower-Middle-Class Professionals and the Anxiety of Maintaining Mobility
	5. Marriage, Family Expectations, and the Social Consolidation of Mobility


	Chapter 3: Institutions of Everyday Power
	3.1 Schools and the Manufacture of Unequal Confidence
	1. The Promise and Paradox of Equal Opportunity
	2. Cultural Capital, Habitus, and the Hidden Curriculum
	3. Language, Communication, and Educational Recognition
	4. Teacher Expectations and the Formation of Academic Identity
	5. Discipline, Tracking, and Unequal Training of Conduct

	3.2 Workplaces and the Performance of Professionalism
	1. Professionalism as a Cultural and Classed Performance
	2. Dress, Appearance, and the Professional Body
	3. Accent, English Fluency, and the Linguistic Marketplace
	4. Communication Style, Emotional Control, and Body Language
	5. Unpaid Internships, Referrals, and the Hidden Infrastructure of Entry

	3.3 Family as Safety Net and Social Trap
	1. The Family as an Emotional and Economic Institution
	2. The Transmission of Economic, Cultural, and Social Capital
	3. Parenting, Educational Investment, and Institutional Confidence
	4. Housing Support and the Unequal Geography of Opportunity
	5. Unpaid Care and the Hidden Infrastructure of Achievement

	3.4 The State, Bureaucracy, and Unequal Treatment
	1. Encountering the State in Everyday Life
	2. Bureaucratic Equality and Street-Level Discretion
	3. Documents, Forms, and Bureaucratic Literacy
	4. Waiting and the Unequal Distribution of Time
	5. Verification, Suspicion, and the Politics of Deservingness


	Chapter 4: The Emotional Life of Inequality
	4.1 Shame and the Internalization of Class
	1. Shame as a Social Emotion of Comparison and Judgment
	2. Poverty, Accent, Clothing, Family Occupation, School, and Neighbourhood
	3. How Shame Individualizes Structural Disadvantage
	4. Concealment, Withdrawal, Respectability, and Help-Seeking
	5. Shame, Silence, and the Self-Policing of Inequality
	6. Dignity, Recognition, and the Challenge to Shame

	4.2 Dignity, Recognition, and the Struggle to Be Seen
	1. Dignity as the Demand to Be Treated as Fully Human
	2. Redistribution, Recognition, and the Two Dimensions of Justice
	3. Everyday Struggles for Dignity in Work, Education, Migration, and Welfare
	4. Disrespect, Humiliation, and the Deepening of Inequality
	5. Charity, Recognition, Agency, and Collective Struggles for Worth
	6. Justice as Redistribution, Recognition, and Equal Participation

	4.3 Desire, Consumption, and the Dream of Escape
	1. Consumer Culture as a Field of Visibility and Class Aspiration
	2. Phones, Fashion, Cars, Weddings, Housing, Beauty, Education, and Lifestyle
	3. Social Comparison, Media, and Consumption as Emotional Escape
	4. Debt, Display, and Pressure on the Lower and Middle Classes
	5. Consumption, Respectability, and the Search for Dignity
	6. Consumer Desire, the Reproduction of Inequality, and Alternative Standards of Worth

	4.4 Resentment, Blame, and the Politics of Division
	1. Resentment as a Response to Blocked Mobility and Perceived Unfairness
	2. Humiliation, Shame, Status Anxiety, and Ressentiment
	3. Political Narratives and the Redirection of Anger
	4. Horizontal Conflict Among Disadvantaged Groups
	5. Anti-Elite Anger, Authoritarianism, and the Political Danger of Misidentified Injustice
	6. From Resentment to Solidarity and Democratic Justice


	Chapter 5: Reimagining Equality
	5.1 Against the Escape Model of Mobility
	1. The Escape Model of Mobility
	2. Why Mobility Stories Are Emotionally Powerful but Politically Limited
	3. Individual Pathways of Success and Their Structural Limits
	4. The Emotional Costs of Upward Mobility
	5. How Exceptional Success Legitimizes Inequality

	5.2 Rebuilding Institutions for Dignity
	1. Dignity as a Principle of Institutional Design
	2. Dignity-Centered Schools and Inclusive Educational Practice
	3. Fair Workplaces, Inclusive Hiring, and Recognition of Labour
	4. Welfare and Healthcare Without Stigma or Humiliation
	5. Participatory Local Governance and Accessible Public Services

	5.3 Cultural Democracy and the Right to Belong
	1. Cultural Democracy as Equal Recognition
	2. Challenging Elite Culture as the Universal Standard
	3. Curriculum, Education, and Epistemic Justice
	4. Media Representation and Public Culture
	5. Museums, Language Policy, and Local Traditions

	5.4 The Collective Social Imagination
	1. From Individual Awareness to Collective Imagination
	2. Beyond Meritocracy, Charity, Competition, and Individual Escape
	3. Public Provision, Social Rights, and the Institutionalization of Solidarity
	4. Cooperative Institutions, Community Care, and Democratic Participation
	5. How Solidarity Can Overcome Resentment and Division


	References and Further Reading
	Back cover



