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Abstract  

This paper explores the relationship between class struggle and multicultural understanding 

through the lens of Pierre Bourdieu's theories. Bourdieu's concept of cultural capital and its role in 

producing and reproducing social inequality is introduced. The unequal distribution of cultural capital 

creates a system of cultural domination, which can hinder multicultural understanding and perpetuate 

social injustice. This paper also discusses how habitus shapes individuals' perceptions of the world around 

them and how this can influence their ability to understand and appreciate other cultures. Habitus is 

strongly influenced by an individual's social class and cultural background, and this can create barriers to 

multicultural understanding. This paper describes the ways in which dominant cultural groups use their 

cultural capital to marginalize and exclude minority cultures. This creates a system of symbolic violence, 

which can further hinder multicultural understanding and perpetuate social injustice. In addition, this 

paper examines the potential of Bourdieu's ideas to inform social and political policies aimed at 

promoting multicultural understanding and reducing social inequality. By recognizing and valuing the 

cultural capital of different groups, and challenging the power of dominant cultural groups, a more 

inclusive and equitable society can be created. Overall, this paper highlights the importance of 

recognizing the impact of social class and cultural capital on multicultural understanding, and the 

potential for Bourdieu's theories to inform policies aimed at promoting social justice and reducing 

inequality. 
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Introduction 

The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu is one of the most influential thinkers of the 20th century, 

known for his theories of social stratification, cultural capital, and habitus. One of Bourdieu's most 

significant contributions to social theory is his analysis of the class struggle and its contestation in modern 

society (Weiß, 2021). Bourdieu's ideas challenge traditional Marxist theories of class struggle, which view 

class as a homogeneous group with a shared interest in overthrowing the ruling class. Instead, Bourdieu's 
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approach emphasizes the ways in which class struggle is contested and shaped by cultural and symbolic 

factors, as well as economic and political factors. 

 

Bourdieu's ideas about the contestation of class struggle provide a powerful and nuanced analysis 

of the ways in which social class is shaped by cultural and symbolic factors. By emphasizing the 

importance of cultural capital, habitus, and symbolic violence, Bourdieu challenges traditional Marxist 

theories of class struggle and provides a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which social class is 

contested and shaped in modern society (Thompson, 2019). Bourdieu's ideas have been applied to a 

variety of social and political contexts, including educational systems, political participation, media 

representations of social class, and social movements in the Global South. These applications highlight 

the relevance and significance of Bourdieu's ideas in contemporary social and political analysis. Overall, 

Bourdieu's ideas offer a valuable contribution to our understanding of class struggle and social inequality, 

and provide a useful framework for analyzing the complex and contested nature of these phenomena in 

modern society. 

 

The concept of multiculturalism has become increasingly important in contemporary societies, as 

they become more diverse and complex. Multiculturalism refers to the coexistence of different cultures 

within a single society, and the recognition and celebration of cultural diversity (Nega, 2020). However, 

the idea of multiculturalism is not without its challenges, and there is often contestation over the meaning 

and implementation of multicultural policies. In this article, we will explore the concept of 

multiculturalism through the lens of Pierre Bourdieu's ideas, and examine how his theories can help us 

understand the contestation of multiculturalism in contemporary societies. 

 

This article will explore Bourdieu's ideas about the contestation of class struggle and 

multicultural understanding, including his theories of cultural capital, habitus, and symbolic violence. We 

will analyze how these concepts contribute to a more nuanced understanding of class struggle, and how 

they have been applied to various social and political contexts. 

 

Cultural Capital and Multiculturalism 

 

Bourdieu's theory of cultural capital posits that social class is not only determined by economic 

factors but also by cultural factors. According to Bourdieu, cultural capital refers to the cultural 

knowledge, skills, and practices that are valued by society and can be used to gain social status and power 

(Huang, 2019). Cultural capital can take many forms, including knowledge of art, literature, music, and 

other cultural practices. 

 

Bourdieu argues that cultural capital is unequally distributed among social classes, with those 

from higher social classes having greater access to cultural capital. This gives them a significant 

advantage in social, economic, and political contexts (Manda & ben Dhaou, 2019). For example, 

individuals from higher social classes are more likely to have access to better education, which provides 

them with the cultural capital necessary to succeed in professional and other settings. 

 

However, Bourdieu also contends that cultural capital is not simply a matter of individual 

achievement but is also shaped by larger social structures and power relations. For example, the cultural 

knowledge and practices of the ruling class are often privileged over those of the working class, which 

can lead to the marginalization and devaluation of the latter. Bourdieu's theory of cultural capital 

challenges traditional Marxist theories of class struggle by emphasizing the ways in which cultural factors 

contribute to social inequality and class struggle (Westheuser, 2020). By highlighting the importance of 

cultural capital, Bourdieu provides a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which social class is 

contested and shaped by cultural factors. 
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Bourdieu's concept of cultural capital is useful for understanding the role of culture in the 

contestation of multiculturalism. Cultural capital refers to the cultural knowledge, skills, and dispositions 

that people acquire through their socialization and education (Calderon Gomez, 2021). This cultural 

capital is often linked to social class, and can be used to reproduce and reinforce social inequalities. In the 

context of multiculturalism, cultural capital can also be used to reinforce dominant cultural norms and 

marginalize minority cultures (Afdholy, 2021). 

 

For example, in many Western societies, the dominant culture is often associated with whiteness, 

Christianity, and heterosexuality. Minority cultures, such as Indigenous cultures, Muslim cultures, and 

LGBTQ+ cultures, are often marginalized and excluded from mainstream cultural institutions and 

practices (Mitha, Ali, & Koc, 2021). This exclusion can be seen as a form of symbolic violence, which is 

the use of cultural capital to impose cultural norms and values on others. 

 

Bourdieu's concept of cultural capital can therefore be used to understand how multiculturalism is 

contested in contemporary societies. The dominant culture uses its cultural capital to reinforce its 

dominance and marginalize minority cultures, while minority cultures may use their own cultural capital 

to resist this marginalization and assert their own cultural identities. 

 

Habitus and Multiculturalism 

 

Bourdieu's theory of habitus is closely related to his theory of cultural capital. Habitus refers to 

the set of dispositions, attitudes, and practices that are acquired through socialization and shape an 

individual's behavior and perception of the world (Piroddi, 2021). Habitus is shaped by an individual's 

social class, as well as other social factors such as gender, race, and ethnicity. 

 

According to Bourdieu, habitus is a key factor in the contestation of class struggle. Habitus 

shapes an individual's perception of the world and their place in it, which can lead to different 

understandings of social class and different strategies for achieving social change (Naveed & Arnot, 

2019). For example, individuals from different social classes may have different perceptions of the value 

of education or the importance of political participation. Bourdieu's theory of habitus challenges 

traditional Marxist theories of class struggle by emphasizing the role of cultural factors in shaping social 

class and the contestation of class struggle. By highlighting the importance of habitus, Bourdieu provides 

a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which social class is contested and shaped by cultural 

factors. 

 

Bourdieu's concept of habitus is also useful for understanding the contestation of 

multiculturalism. Habitus refers to the set of dispositions and practices that people acquire through their 

socialization and experience (Carlson & Schneickert, 2021). These dispositions and practices are often 

linked to social class and cultural capital, and can shape people's attitudes and behaviors towards 

multiculturalism. For example, people from dominant cultural backgrounds may have a habitus that 

privileges their own cultural norms and values, and may view multiculturalism as a threat to their cultural 

identity. On the other hand, people from minority cultural backgrounds may have a habitus that values 

cultural diversity and may view multiculturalism as an opportunity to assert their cultural identity. 

 

Bourdieu's concept of habitus can therefore be used to understand how people's attitudes towards 

multiculturalism are shaped by their social and cultural backgrounds. It can also help us understand how 

these attitudes can be changed or contested through socialization and experience. 
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Symbolic Violence and Multiculturalism 

 

Bourdieu's theory of symbolic violence is another important contribution to his analysis of class 

struggle. Symbolic violence refers to the ways in which dominant cultural and symbolic systems can be 

used to maintain social inequality and power relations (Agustang, 2020). For example, the cultural 

practices and beliefs of the ruling class can be used to justify and legitimize social inequality, while 

marginalizing and devaluing the cultural practices and beliefs of the working class. 

 

Bourdieu argues that symbolic violence is a key factor in the contestation of class struggle. 

Symbolic violence can be used to shape an individual's perception of the world and their place in it, which 

can lead to different understandings of social class and different strategies for achieving social change 

(Gander, 2019). For example, individuals may internalize the beliefs and values of the dominant culture, 

which can lead to the marginalization and devaluation of their own cultural practices and beliefs. 

 

Bourdieu's theory of symbolic violence challenges traditional Marxist theories of class struggle 

by emphasizing the ways in which cultural factors contribute to the contestation of class struggle (Dević, 

2022). By highlighting the importance of symbolic violence, Bourdieu provides a more nuanced 

understanding of the ways in which social class is contested and shaped by cultural factors. Bourdieu's 

concept of symbolic violence is particularly useful for understanding the ways in which multiculturalism 

is contested in contemporary societies. Symbolic violence refers to the use of cultural capital to impose 

cultural norms and values on others. In the context of multiculturalism, symbolic violence can be used to 

reinforce dominant cultural norms and marginalize minority cultures. 

 

For example, in many Western societies, the dominant culture is often associated with whiteness, 

Christianity, and heterosexuality. Minority cultures, such as Indigenous cultures, Muslim cultures, and 

LGBTQ+ cultures, are often marginalized and excluded from mainstream cultural institutions and 

practices (Golriz, 2021). This exclusion can be seen as a form of symbolic violence, which reinforces 

dominant cultural norms and values and marginalizes minority cultures. 

 

Bourdieu's concept of symbolic violence can therefore be used to understand how 

multiculturalism is contested in contemporary societies (Buckworth, 2019). The dominant culture uses its 

cultural capital to reinforce its dominance and marginalize minority cultures, while minority cultures may 

use their own cultural capital to resist this marginalization and assert their own cultural identities. 

 

Application of Bourdieu's Ideas to Social and Political Contexts 

 

Bourdieu's ideas about the contestation of class struggle have been applied to a variety of social 

and political contexts. For example, Bourdieu's theory of cultural capital has been used to analyze 

educational systems and their role in reproducing social inequality. Bourdieu's theory of habitus has been 

used to analyze political participation and the ways in which social class shapes individuals' perceptions 

of and engagement with politics (Hensby, 2021). Bourdieu's theory of symbolic violence has been used to 

analyze media representations of social class and the ways in which dominant cultural and symbolic 

systems can be used to maintain social inequality. 

 

One notable application of Bourdieu's ideas is in the analysis of the global Occupy movement, 

which emerged in 2011 as a response to economic inequality and the dominance of financial capital (Vila, 

et al., 2023). Bourdieu's theories of cultural capital, habitus, and symbolic violence have been used to 

analyze the ways in which the Occupy movement challenged dominant cultural and economic systems, as 

well as the ways in which the movement was shaped by cultural and symbolic factors. 
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Another notable application of Bourdieu's ideas is in the analysis of social movements and 

activism in the Global South (Mathieu, 2021). Bourdieu's theories of cultural capital, habitus, and 

symbolic violence have been used to analyze the ways in which social movements contest dominant 

cultural and economic systems, as well as the ways in which these movements are shaped by cultural and 

symbolic factors specific to their local contexts. 

 

Pierre Bourdieu's ideas about cultural capital, habitus, and symbolic violence have been widely 

applied to a variety of social and political contexts (Stahl & Mu, 2022). These applications highlight the 

relevance and significance of Bourdieu's ideas in contemporary social and political analysis. In this 

article, we will explore how Bourdieu's ideas have been applied to social and political contexts, including 

education, media representation, and social movements. 

 

One of the most significant applications of Bourdieu's ideas has been in the field of education. 

Bourdieu argued that cultural capital plays a crucial role in determining educational outcomes, with those 

who possess more cultural capital having a greater chance of academic success (Wang & Wu, 2023). This 

idea has been used to explain the persistent achievement gap between students from different social 

classes, and has led to calls for educational reform that would address the unequal distribution of cultural 

capital. 

 

Bourdieu's ideas have also been applied to the study of media representation. Bourdieu argued 

that media representations of social reality are shaped by the cultural capital of media producers, who are 

often members of the dominant culture (Gaw, 2022). This has led to a critical analysis of media 

representations of social groups, particularly those that are marginalized or underrepresented in the media. 

By understanding the ways in which media representations are shaped by cultural capital, it is possible to 

challenge and contest the dominant representations of social reality. 

 

Bourdieu's ideas have also been applied to the study of social movements. Bourdieu argued that 

social movements are shaped by the cultural capital of their participants, and that social movements can 

either reinforce or challenge the dominant culture (Ancelovici, 2021). This has led to a critical analysis of 

the ways in which social movements are shaped by cultural capital, and has highlighted the importance of 

including diverse cultural perspectives in social movement organizing. 

 

Overall, the application of Bourdieu's ideas to social and political contexts has provided a 

valuable framework for understanding the complex and contested nature of social life. By emphasizing 

the importance of cultural capital, habitus, and symbolic violence, Bourdieu's ideas have challenged 

traditional notions of social inequality and cultural diversity, and have provided a nuanced understanding 

of the ways in which social and political contexts are shaped and contested in modern society. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

Pierre Bourdieu's ideas about cultural capital, habitus, and symbolic violence provide a valuable 

framework for understanding the contestation of multiculturalism in contemporary societies. By 

emphasizing the importance of cultural capital, habitus, and symbolic violence, Bourdieu challenges 

traditional notions of cultural diversity and provides a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which 

multiculturalism is contested and shaped in modern society. Bourdieu's ideas can be applied to a variety 

of social and political contexts, including education, media representation, and social movements. These 

applications highlight the relevance and significance of Bourdieu's ideas in contemporary social and 

political analysis. Overall, Bourdieu's ideas offer a valuable contribution to our understanding of 

multiculturalism and cultural diversity, and provide a useful framework for analyzing the complex and 

contested nature of these phenomena in modern society. 
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