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 Educational inequality still defines the Indian education system, even 

with significant policy efforts to promote universal access. This paper 

uses Pierre Bourdieu’s idea of cultural capital to explore how differences 

in cultural resources affect educational opportunities and outcomes in 

India. Cultural capital, shown through language, family educational 

background, and access to intellectual and cultural resources, 

significantly influences students’ academic performance and their 

involvement in educational institutions. The paper uses secondary 

literature and policy reports to argue that the education system often 

favors types of cultural capital related to socially advantaged groups. 

This preference helps maintain existing social inequalities. The study 

emphasizes the need to rethink educational practices and policies to 

make the system more inclusive and responsive to various socio-cultural 

backgrounds. 
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Introduction 

Education has always been viewed as a key institution for promoting social mobility and reducing 

inequalities in modern societies. In democratic settings, the education system is meant to work on the 

idea of meritocracy, where individual success relies mainly on ability and effort instead of social 

background. However, sociological studies have shown that educational systems often reproduce social 

inequalities. Patterns of educational achievement frequently reflect larger social structures, including 

class differences, cultural resources, and family background. 
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A major framework for understanding these dynamics comes from Pierre Bourdieu’s idea of cultural 

capital. Bourdieu (1986) argued that families pass on cultural resources, such as language skills, cultural 

knowledge, educational goals, and intellectual attitudes, to their children during socialization. These 

resources help some students navigate educational expectations more effectively than others. Since 

schools usually recognize and reward the cultural practices of dominant social groups, students with such 

cultural capital are more likely to achieve academic success. Thus, educational institutions play a crucial 

role in reproducing social inequalities, as they convert cultural advantages into educational credentials 

and accepted forms of achievement (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). 

Later research has expanded on this idea by looking at how family background relates to educational 

outcomes. DiMaggio (1979) showed that involvement in cultural activities and exposure to intellectual 

settings are strongly linked to academic success. Similarly, Lareau’s ethnographic studies of family-

school relationships show that middle-class parents often have the cultural knowledge and confidence 

needed to engage actively with schools. In contrast, working-class parents often adopt a more passive 

approach to educational institutions (Lareau, 1987; Lareau, 2000). These differences in cultural and 

social resources shape children's educational experiences and contribute to unequal academic outcomes. 

In India, educational inequality arises from a complex mix of class, caste, gender, and regional 

disparities. Even with significant progress in increasing access to schooling, the Indian education system 

still shows notable inequalities in educational quality and outcomes. One major aspect of this inequality 

is the growing divide between private and government schools. Private schools, especially English-

medium ones, generally offer better facilities, more qualified teachers, and increased academic 

opportunities. These schools are mostly attended by children from middle- and upper-class families. On 

the other hand, government schools primarily serve students from economically and socially 

disadvantaged communities and often struggle with resource shortages and inadequate teaching practices 

(Kingdon, 2007). 

Researchers have also pointed out the impact of social exclusion and caste hierarchies on educational 

experiences in India. Nambissan (2009) notes that children from marginalized communities often face 

discrimination and exclusion in schools, which affects their participation and learning outcomes. 

Similarly, Jeffery, Jeffery, and Jeffrey (2005) highlight how caste and class inequalities shape 

educational aspirations and opportunities in rural India, often restricting the educational mobility of 

disadvantaged groups. These inequalities are further intensified by differences in household resources, as 
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families with more economic and cultural capital can better invest in educational opportunities, including 

private schooling, tutoring, and learning materials (Tilak, 2002). 

Although policies like affirmative action and the expansion of public education have improved access to 

schooling, gaps in educational attainment among social groups remain significant. Desai and Kulkarni 

(2008) argue that while educational participation has risen across various social categories, the ongoing 

social and cultural inequalities still influence educational outcomes. These findings indicate that 

understanding educational inequality requires focusing not only on economic resources but also on how 

cultural and social capital is distributed within society. 

With this context, the present study looks at the link between cultural capital and educational inequality 

in the Indian education system. Building on Bourdieu’s theoretical framework and existing sociological 

research, the paper investigates how differences in cultural resources affect educational opportunities and 

academic results. By examining the role of cultural capital in the broader structure of Indian society, the 

study aims to offer deeper insights into how educational inequalities are created and sustained. 

Review of Literature 

Cultural Capital and Educational Inequality: Global Perspectives  

The relationship between education and social inequality has been a key focus in sociological research. 

While many people see education as a way to increase social mobility, some scholars suggest that 

educational institutions often reinforce existing social hierarchies. One influential idea that explains this 

is Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital. Bourdieu (1986) described cultural capital as the 

knowledge, language skills, values, and habits passed down through family socialisation, which impact a 

person's ability to succeed in educational settings. These cultural resources help some students adjust 

more easily to what schools expect and to academic standards. 

Bourdieu  (1990) also argued that schools play an important role in maintaining social inequalities by 

presenting the culture of dominant social groups as universal and neutral. Educational institutions often 

reward the cultural skills linked to middle- and upper-class backgrounds while downplaying other types 

of knowledge and cultural expression. This means the education system tends to convert cultural 

advantages into educational credentials, further entrenching existing social divisions. 

Studies have backed up this viewpoint. DiMaggio (1979) looked at the connection between cultural 

participation and academic success among high school students. He found that involvement in cultural 
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activities, like reading literature and attending artistic events, significantly boosted educational outcomes. 

His findings show that cultural capital influences not just through family background but also through 

students’ involvement with cultural and intellectual environments. 

Family–School Relationships and Social Capital 

There is another important literature concerning the relationship between family background and 

educational experiences. Annette Lareau’s ethnographic research highlights how parental involvement in 

education is classed.  According to Lareau (1987), middle-class parents typically had more understanding 

of institutional norms and spoke with the teachers to influence their child’s schooling. By contrast, 

working-class parents are more deferential to educational institutions and rely on teachers as 

professionals. 

In her subsequent work (2000), Lareau was the first to delineate the concept of “concerted cultivation”, 

referring to how middle-class parents intentionally develop their children’s cognitive and social skills via 

scheduling and contacting the school. In contrast to the middle class, working-class families follow a 

pattern of “natural growth” where children enjoy more autonomy but have fewer opportunities to develop 

institutional competencies that schools endorse. 

The educational inequality literature has also highlighted the importance of social capital and its role. 

Coleman’s (1988) view is that social networks provide useful resources for the learning process. Parental 

involvement, community support, and strong family-school connections can strengthen students’ 

educational outcomes by providing advice, information and emotional support. Students from families 

with more robust social networks have greater access to educational opportunities.. 

Educational Inequality in the Indian Context 

In India, education inequality is influenced by the historical, social, and economic frame of the country 

along with its unique dimensions. Enrolments have risen as a result of the expansion of schooling, but 

substantial inequalities in educational quality and outcomes persist. Inequality in the education sector has 

a vital dimension with the stratification of schooling between private and government. According to 

Kingdon (2007), even though Hindi-medium children in private schools are not more fortunate than 

similar children in government schools, especially these English-medium schools are attended by 

children of the middle and upper classes. These schools provide better teaching and learning materials, 

especially textbooks and uniform. In contrast, the government schools are mostly for the poor. Moreover, 

they usually lack proper infrastructure and teaching aids. 
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Educational experiences are also significantly impacted by caste-based inequalities. According to 

Nambissan (2009), Dalit children face discrimination, denial of access, and social stigma in schools, 

which adversely affects their participation and achievement. In the same manner, Jeffery et al. (2005) 

note that caste and class inequalities shape the educational aspirations and outcomes of rural youth in 

India. 

Economic differences also create unequal educational opportunities. In Tilak (2002), it is observed that 

expenditure on education varies by socio-economic groups. It is found that richer households spend a 

sizeable part of their resources in private schools and tutorials and on other educational inputs. In the 

matter of financial investment which makes their education further apart in terms of grades. 

Despite attempts to widen educational access and ensuring affirmative action, disparity in educational 

outcomes persists. According to Desai and Kulkarni (2008), there has been a rise in educational 

participation among historically disadvantaged groups, but they still face structural inequalities 

concerning class, caste, and cultural resources. 

 Theoretical Framework 

This study is primarily grounded in Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital and social reproduction, 

which provides a critical lens for understanding how educational institutions contribute to the persistence 

of social inequality. Bourdieu argued that modern education systems appear to operate on principles of 

meritocracy, yet in practice they often reproduce existing class hierarchies by privileging the cultural 

resources of dominant social groups (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). 

 Cultural Capital 

The concept of cultural capital refers to the cultural resources that individuals acquire through family 

socialization and educational experiences. According to Bourdieu (1986), cultural capital exists in three 

distinct forms: 

1. Embodied cultural capital – internalized dispositions, language styles, habits, and cognitive skills 

developed through socialization. 

2. Objectified cultural capital – material cultural goods such as books, artworks, and educational 

materials. 
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3. Institutionalized cultural capital – formal academic credentials and qualifications recognized by 

educational institutions. 

These forms of cultural capital shape individuals’ ability to navigate institutional structures such as 

schools and universities. Students from middle-class and elite families typically possess greater access to 

these resources, which align closely with the expectations and evaluation standards of educational 

institutions. Consequently, they are better positioned to succeed academically. 

Habitus and Educational Practices 

Another important concept in Bourdieu’s theoretical framework is habitus, which refers to the system of 

dispositions and perceptions that individuals develop through their social experiences. Habitus shapes 

how individuals interpret social situations and respond to institutional expectations. In the educational 

context, students from privileged social backgrounds often possess a habitus that aligns with the culture 

of schooling, enabling them to interact confidently with teachers, understand academic expectations, and 

participate actively in classroom activities. 

By contrast, students from disadvantaged backgrounds may possess a habitus shaped by different social 

and cultural experiences. This mismatch between students’ habitus and the dominant culture of the school 

can create barriers to academic success. As a result, educational institutions may inadvertently privilege 

students whose cultural dispositions resemble those of the dominant classes. 

Cultural Reproduction in Education 

Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) argue that schools play a central role in the reproduction of social 

inequality by legitimizing the cultural capital of dominant groups as “legitimate knowledge.” Educational 

curricula, language of instruction, and evaluation systems are often based on cultural standards associated 

with middle- and upper-class social groups. Students who are familiar with these cultural norms tend to 

perform better academically, while those who are unfamiliar with them may struggle to adapt. 

This process creates what Bourdieu describes as symbolic violence, where the dominant culture is 

presented as neutral or universal while marginalizing other cultural forms. Through examinations, 

grading systems, and academic credentials, educational institutions convert cultural capital into 

institutionalized forms of recognition, thereby reinforcing existing social hierarchies. 

 Social Capital and Educational Opportunities 
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 Scholars have emphasised the importance of social capital in shaping educational outcomes. Coleman 

(1988) defines social capital as the resources embedded within social relationships and networks that 

facilitate cooperation and collective action. In educational contexts, social capital may include parental 

involvement, community support, and access to networks that provide information about educational 

opportunities. 

Families with greater social capital often have stronger connections with teachers, school administrators, 

and educational institutions. These networks enable them to advocate for their children, access 

information about academic opportunities, and provide guidance regarding educational pathways. 

Consequently, social capital interacts with cultural capital to shape students’ educational trajectories. 

Relevance to the Indian Context 

The theoretical framework of cultural capital and social reproduction is particularly relevant for analysing 

educational inequality in India. Indian society is characterized by deep social stratification based on class, 

caste, gender, and regional differences, which significantly influence access to cultural and educational 

resources. Children from privileged families often grow up in environments that encourage reading, 

critical thinking, and engagement with educational institutions. In contrast, students from marginalized 

communities may have limited exposure to such resources. 

Moreover, the language of instruction, curriculum design, and pedagogical practices prevalent in many 

schools often reflect the cultural norms of dominant social groups. This creates a cultural mismatch for 

first-generation learners and students from disadvantaged backgrounds, who may struggle to adapt to the 

expectations of the school environment. As a result, the education system may inadvertently reinforce 

existing social inequalities rather than mitigate them. 

By applying Bourdieu’s theoretical framework, this study seeks to analyse how differences in cultural 

and social capital shape educational opportunities and contribute to the persistence of inequality within 

the Indian education system. 

Cultural Capital and Educational Inequality in India 

In India, gaps in education often follow lines drawn by class, caste, gender, or where people live. Even 

though more children now go to school because of new programs and wider availability, what they learn 

still varies a lot. Some kids get far better results than others, not just because of money but due to less 



         The Academic                                                                                    Volume 4 | Issue 3 | March 2026 

Manash Chatterjee                                                                                                                         Page | 353 

obvious differences too. What families know, value, or pass down shapes how well students do - this 

unseen edge isn’t spread evenly at all. 

Children from wealthier households in India usually encounter schools already shaped by their own home 

lives. Books line shelves at home, talk leans toward school topics, devices support online study, thinking 

matters during dinner - daily scenes adding up quietly. When mothers and fathers know how universities 

work, they spot chances early. School routines feel natural because grown-up guidance feels steady. 

According to Bourdieu in 1986, unseen advantages like these behave much like money when it comes 

time to rise within classrooms. 

Yet kids from excluded groups - especially those labeled under Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, or 

low-income families - usually miss out on such hidden advantages. For many, schooling marks the start 

of learning in their family line; parents often have little schooling themselves, along with minimal contact 

with how schools really work. Because of this gap, fitting into daily school life can feel confusing or 

distant. When speech patterns differ, when books aren’t around at home, when talk sounds too official - it 

changes who speaks up during lessons. Uneven access to ways of speaking, thinking, and responding 

shapes grades, attention, and belonging inside classrooms (DiMaggio, 1979). 

A key part of school inequality in India lies in its split system. In recent years, education there has slowly 

divided into two kinds: private versus state-run. Though some kids go to public schools, many from 

wealthier homes choose private ones instead. Often taught in English, these private places usually offer 

stronger buildings, fewer students per teacher, along with methods focused on each learner. While access 

differs widely, one pattern stays clear - those with money tend to end up in these preferred classrooms. 

Still, public schools - where most kids from poorer areas go - usually face weak buildings, too few 

educators, yet poor supplies for studying. These gaps in support tend to deepen the divide in access to 

knowledge, plus chances to learn. 

Words shape school chances across India. Not everyone gets the same shot because of which tongue they 

learn in. English opens doors - especially once studies get serious or jobs come into view. Those taught in 

English usually find smoother paths forward. On the flip side, kids from local-language classrooms might 

stumble later on. Big tests and college admissions lean hard on speaking English well. That tilt gives 

some learners a quiet edge others lack. Being fluent becomes a hidden advantage baked into learning life 

here. 
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Still, what schools teach - and how they teach it - usually lines up with the ways powerful parts of society 

see the world. Kids from underserved backgrounds might struggle to connect when lessons ignore their 

lived realities or community wisdom. When school feels out of step with home life, some begin feeling 

left out, even disconnected. According to Bourdieu and Passeron (1990), classrooms often lift certain 

cultures into legitimacy, pushing others aside without saying so outright. 

Not just background but gender plays a role when culture shapes school chances. While some girls face 

heavier chores at home, they might also be pulled into marriage before finishing studies. Even inside 

classrooms, low-caste students sometimes meet silent rejections that slow their progress. Instead of 

fading away, these layered disadvantages pile up where learning is concerned. Outcomes shift depending 

on who you are, where you start, and what unseen weights follow. 

Even with obstacles, some schools have tried new ways to teach and include everyone. Because they 

focus on hands-on lessons, local involvement, family input matters too, progress happens slowly. These 

efforts shape classrooms where differences aren’t ignored but part of how teaching works. Learning fits 

better when it matches a student’s life outside school. 

Few things stay hidden about how learning gaps keep growing across India - culture, systems, life 

conditions all tangle together. Fixing this means opening doors wider, sure, yet more importantly 

rewiring the quiet rules and habits baked into schools and classrooms. 

Discussion and Policy Implications 

This evidence reveals that educational inequality in India cannot be understood solely in terms of 

economic deprivation or limited access to schooling.   According to Bourdieu, the educational system 

does not function as the great equalizer as many believe. Instead, it is tightly bound up with the unequal 

distribution of cultural and social capital that powerfully affects students’ ability to navigate educational 

institutions and profit from schooling. According to Bourdieu’s framework, it implies that schools reward 

the cultural competencies and dispositions of dominant social groups. As a result of their upbringing, 

students who possess access to higher skills and resources (such as educated parents, books, and 

knowledge of institutional norms) can expect better academic outcomes. Conversely, students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds are structurally blocked. 

The findings from this analysis yield a crucial policy takeaway: educational policy must go beyond 

enrollment and infrastructure to address deeper issues of cultural and institutional inequality. While acts 

such as the Right to Education Act (2009) have improved access to school and enrollment, there still 



         The Academic                                                                                    Volume 4 | Issue 3 | March 2026 

Manash Chatterjee                                                                                                                         Page | 355 

exist inequalities in the quality of education and learning outcomes. To overcome these inequalities, we 

need to ensure that our policies are cognizant of cultural capital. 

To start off, changing how we teach matters if classrooms are going to welcome every student equally. 

Many schools still stick to memorization drills and one-size-fits-all lesson plans. These methods often 

work best for kids whose backgrounds match what the school expects. On the flip side, teaching that 

focuses on learners and hands-on tasks connects lessons to real life outside class. John Dewey and others 

believed growth happens through doing, not just listening - when students question the world around 

them, understanding deepens. 

Getting families and neighborhoods more involved can help balance uneven access to social and cultural 

resources. Kids do better in school when their caregivers take part - that much most people agree on. 

Still, many schools picture family involvement through a lens shaped by wealthier households, missing 

how lower-income or sidelined parents contribute. Because of this gap, learning centers ought to rethink 

who counts as engaged, welcoming varied ways families show up. Real teamwork between local groups 

and classrooms might grow once old assumptions fade. 

Language rules matter more than we sometimes admit. In India, knowing English opens doors, especially 

at universities or during job hunts. Those without practice in English tend to fall behind classmates or 

coworkers. So schools need better ways to teach English, yes, but local languages deserve strong 

teaching too. Mixing several languages in classrooms might just level the playing field a little. Not 

shouting answers, just easing access. 

Closing the gap between private and public schools. As more kids enroll in private institutions, school 

chances split sharply along class lines. When classrooms get stronger teachers, safer buildings, and fresh 

teaching methods, fairness in learning grows. Unequal systems fade only when state-run schools rise to 

match. 

What happens when unfair systems overlap? School struggles get deeper for kids caught in them. 

Marginalized students face hurdles tied to who they are born as - family status, gender, background. 

Support works better if it sees these layers instead of treating every challenge the same. Helping those 

whose families never went to school matters just as much as fighting bias based on birth group or 

stopping unequal treatment by sex. Real progress means tackling all three at once, not one at a time. 

Fixing uneven education across India means looking at how society and traditions shape schools. When 

people see how background knowledge affects who gets ahead, changes can happen quietly through 
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better teaching plans. Some shifts begin by noticing what families bring into classrooms without saying 

so. Power lives in small choices made every day near chalkboards and desks. Real steps forward come 

when unseen habits get named out loud during staff talks. 

Conclusion 

Education can be a game-changer for many as it paves the way for success and growth. Yet, sociological 

investigations indicate that schools often replicate existing social orders rather than eliminators thereof. 

This study explored the concept of cultural capital and educational inequality in Indian education 

drawing upon Pierre Bourdieu and related sociological literature. 

Data shows that educational achievement is influenced not only by economic resources but also by 

cultural and social capital. Students belonging to the middle-and upper-class families, because of their 

cultural resources possess knowledge of using language, experience of academic environment and 

knowledge of institution’s norms. These benefits are in accordance with educational institutions’ 

expectations and lead to better academic success. In comparison, students from marginalized 

communities, such as first-generation and economically disadvantaged learners often do not have 

resources and do not fit into school culture. 

The Indian education system illustrates these inequalities through its stratified institutional structure, 

which private schools with abundant resources mainly serve privileged social groups and government 

schools which cater mainly to disadvantaged groups. The differences in medium of instruction, access to 

learning materials, and teaching practices deepen these divides. As a result, schools may affirm the 

cultural advantages of dominant groups and marginalize other ways of knowing and being. 

Although there are challenges to education as a social institution, it can bring real change.  Policies aimed 

at enhancing the quality of public education, promoting pedagogical inclusion, fostering community 

participation, and overcoming linguistic and cultural obstacles can help mitigate educational inequality. 

Therefore, it is important to consider cultural capital to develop policies aimed at not just expanding 

access to education but at ensuring meaningful and equitable learning opportunities. 

Essentially, social stratification relates to the distribution of power, wealth and prestige in a society. More 

importantly, stratification takes place along multiple salient axes of inequality. Inequalities in education 

matter and with this, we mean that addressing them is important not just for educational outcomes but for 

attacks for a more equitable and inclusive society. Efforts must be continued in future research and 
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policies to find out how education can be a means of empowerment rather than reproduction of social 

inequality. 
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