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AQA A Level Sociology topic companion - CULTURE & IDENTITY

 
Some sociologists also point to ethnic identities developing in reaction to racism. 
 
As with age, ethnicity intersects with other identities. Stuart Hall, for instance, argues that for some 
minority-ethnic individuals today, gender, social class, region and other identities are more significant than 
their ethnicity. In the UK, some minority-ethnic groups also tend to be working class and these two 
identities combine. Furthermore, ethnicity and gender intersect. Difference feminists, for instance, look at 
how patriarchy and racism combine to particularly disadvantage women from minority-ethnic 
backgrounds. Studies about minority-ethnic children in school show significant differences by gender, with 
African-Caribbean boys being labelled as trouble, African-Caribbean girls forming anti-school but pro-
education subcultures, and Asian girls are sometimes labelled as hardworking, but also sometimes as 
submissive and as victims. Research has also shown that minority-ethnic women and girls are more likely 
to wear traditional dress and pass on cultural practices and norms, as found by Hides. 
 
It has been suggested that in the UK today there has been an increase in hybrid cultures where people take 
elements of more than one ethnicity to create a new one, such as Brasian (British-Asian). Sociologists such 
as Hall, Modood, Gilroy, Gillespie and Basit have all written about hybrid cultures and the ways in which 
second and third generation immigrants in particular combine elements of the minority-ethnic culture of 
their parents or grandparents and the culture of the broader society they live in. 
 
When considering ethnicity as an identity it is important not to just consider minority-ethnic groups. 
White-British (for instance) is an ethnic identity too and one that is important to some people. Some ethnic 
identities, like national identity (see the next section) have become more significant as a reaction to 
globalisation and multiculturalism. 
 
Identity and nationality 
Nationality refers specifically to the status of belonging to a particular nation though it often also 
intersects with ethnicity to mean a group of people of the same race, religion and traditions. While 
nationality generally relates to the state in which people live, there are a range of alternative scenarios. For 
example, some people identify with nations that do not exist as current states. These nationalists often 
wish to change the political situation. Examples include Kurdish people (Kurdistan is a real geographical 
place, but crosses existing nation-states (Turkey, Iraq and Iran). Some states include more than one nation, 
such as the UK which is made up of the nations of England, Scotland and Wales and part of the north of the 
nation of Ireland. 
 
For Durkheim national identity had an important function in terms of social cohesion. People were 
socialised, particularly through education, into their nation’s history (or a version of it) that made them 
feel a part of something bigger and to care about society. In that sense it performs a similar role to religion, 
as expressed by functionalists such as Parsons: in honouring their country, patriots honour society itself. 
This relates to what Bellah calls civil religion (the interplay of nationalism and religion that you see in the 
USA, for instance, where people often say “God bless America”). It is clear that agents of socialisation 
socialise individuals into their national identity. This is done in education where children are taught about 
the heroism of their countrymen against various foreign foes, and through the media with its focus on 
national events and ceremonies. News that effects British people is prioritised over other world news too. 
For Marxists, this is part of false class consciousness: people are encouraged to develop a national identity 
rather than a class identity; that way they feel loyal to the ruling class in their country and blame their 
problems on foreigners. 
 
The process of globalisation (which will be considered in more detail in the final section of this topic 
companion) has had contradictory influences on national identity. On the one hand it has, arguably, 
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created a global culture therefore eroding national cultures and making nationality less significant. On the 
other hand, in past decades people rarely met those of other nationalities and therefore being English or 
French was less significant to somebody’s day-to-day identity than being from Yorkshire or London, or 
being a miner or a teacher. In a globalised world, however, national identity has gained significance 
because of increased interaction with people of other nationalities. 
 
While globalisation has eroded some aspects of national identity it has also greatly changed national 
identity. What does it mean to be British today, for example? Surveys have suggested that Britain’s 
national dish is the chicken tikka masala: a dish that is essentially British but clearly influenced by the 
Indian subcontinent and created and cooked by people with roots in that part of the world. 
 
National identity intersects with ethnic identity and in a multicultural society people may adopt an 
exclusive national identity (e.g. white nationalism is a growing problem across Europe and the USA). 
 
Xenophobia is a fear, prejudice or dislike of anything that is foreign. This prejudice sometimes 
accompanies nationalism and is similar to racism but relates specifically to nationality rather than skin 
colour.  
 
Identity and social class 
A social class is a group of people of similar status, commonly sharing comparable levels of power and 
wealth. It relates to what sociologists call stratification: the idea that society has social strata, or layers, 
with the wealthy at the top and the poor at the bottom. Social class can be categorised in many different 
ways; the terms upper, middle, working and underclass are commonly used. Social class is the key area of 
focus for Marxist sociologists. Marx himself used different categories of social class, based on how people 
related to what he called the means of production. Those who owned the means of production – factories, 
companies, etc. – were the ruling class, whereas those who worked in them were the working class.  
 
Marx wrote about: 
 

Bourgeoisie The bourgeoisie is the ruling classes. For Marx, this is the social class that owns the 
means of production in the capitalist system. This is the class that owns property. It 
maintains its position of power and accumulates capital (makes profits) by exploiting 
the proletariat. 
 

Proletariat This is the working class. In order to survive in a capitalist system, members of the 
proletariat have to sell their labour (become employed) in exchange for a wage or 
salary. For Marx, this wage will always be less than the work is really worth, because it 
is the difference between the value of the work and what the worker is paid for it 
(what Marx called surplus value) which gives the bourgeoisie its profit. 
 

 
For Marxists, and Marx in particular, social class is much more than just an identity. It is the fundamental 
conflict or cleavage in society: the social structure upon which most other features of society rest. Indeed, 
the Marxist concept of false class consciousness focuses on the way in which many people are not fully 
aware of their social class status: they would not necessarily identify themselves as belonging to the social 
class to which they belong, based on their economic position. However many sociologists – even those 
influenced by Marx – write about class as an identity, based on status and wealth and including how 
people identify themselves and how they are seen by others, rather than base the concept entirely on an 
individual’s relationship to the means of production. 
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A number of sociologists explore the idea that different classes have different cultures. Neo-Marxist 
approaches to this differ quite markedly from more right-wing variations. In particular, while neo-Marxist 
Bourdieu looks at how working-class people lack what he calls cultural capital, Sugarman sees that as 
suffering from cultural deprivation, while New Right sociologist Charles Murray argues that there is a 
culture of dependency in what he terms the underclass. 
 
Cultural capital, according to Bourdieu, is the accumulation of knowledge, behaviours and skills that one 
can tap into to demonstrate one's apparent cultural competence, social status or standing in society. The 
cultural capital of a person can be expressed through their knowledge, their accent, use of language, 
clothing, hobbies and a range of other factors. Bourdieu argues that the lower classes are often unfairly 
judged in society due to their lack of cultural capital. Cultural capital is often mistaken for intelligence (e.g. 
if someone makes classical references, they are assumed to be intelligent; this might assist them in job or 
university interviews, for example). For Bourdieu then, it is not that middle-class or ruling-class cultue is 
superior to working-class culture, but that it buys advantage in a capitalist society. 
 
Bourdieu argues that cultural capital is also backed up by economic capital and social capital. Someone 
might have the cultural capital through education, but lack the economic capital (money) or social capital 
(well-placed connections) to take their place in the ruling class or to access the roles with the highest 
incomes. 
 

Make the link: Education 
Much of this material on culture and class appears in the Education topic and you can borrow material 
from the one topic to assist your answers in the other. For example, Basil Bernstein’s work on language 
codes is relevant here. One aspect of the cultural life of different social classes (what Bourdieu called 
their habitus) is the language codes they use. 
 
Elaborated code Bernstein defined this type of language as being used in relatively formal situations, 
permitting people to be reasonably creative in their expression and to use a diverse range of sometimes 
unpredictable and figurative vocabulary. The elaborated code is predominantly used by the middle and 
upper classes and is also the language of education, textbooks, teachers, exam papers, etc. 
 
Restricted code Bernstein defined this type of language as being used in relatively informal situations, 
stressing the speaker's membership of a group, relying on context for its meaningfulness and lacking 
stylistic range or a complex vocabulary. The restricted code is used by everyone in some circumstances 
but, according to Bernstein, middle and upper class individuals are able to switch to the elaborated code 
when appropriate. 
 
Similarly, ideas about cultural deprivation also find their way into the Education topic. Sugarman’s view 
that the working-class prefer immediate gratification and therefore choose to leave education as early 
as possible to start work is used as an explanation for them underperforming in school compared with 
middle-class pupils who see the benefits of deferred gratification.  

 
Social-class categories can be complex, because people in the lowest income brackets in a country like the 
UK can now enjoy some things that in previous decades were only enjoyed by the very rich (e.g. owning a 
television or going on foreign holidays) and yet in other respects might be suffering genuine poverty, 
having to choose between heating and food, for instance. This brings in the concept of relativity: someone 
may be considered poor in one country but aspects of their quality of life would be deemed rich in some 
other parts of the world.  
 
Some sociologists today suggest that class has ceased to be such an important source of identity. 
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This is because: 
• Postmodernists argue that consumption is now a more important source of identity than 

production: people are defined by what they buy, not by what they earn. (However, a clear criticism 
of this is that the two rather go together: what we can afford to buy is dictated by social class). 

• They further argue that some of the class-based assumptions about what people do with their 
leisure time are now outdated. Individual choice has replaced social-class and people of any class 
might throw a dinner party or go to the opera, or go to the bingo or the pub. 

• Marshall argues that economic change has made the working-class identity more fragmented. The 
loss of traditional manufacturing jobs means that people who might consider themselves working 
class do a wide range of jobs, some of which might historically have been seen as middle class. 

• Saunders (coming from a New Right perspective) argues that we live in an equal opportunities 
meritocracy today, and so class is no longer relevant. 

 
Harriet Bradley (in her work on fractured identities) argues that class is still an important source of 
identity but it is no longer the most significant one: it intersects with other sources of identity such as 
gender and ethnicity. Individual identity is constructed from these various fragments. 
 
Links to core themes 
This section links very clearly to the core themes of culture and identity and also to socialisation and social 
differentiation and stratification. It is really about how all these themes intersect. 
 

Possible Exam Questions  
 

Item A 

Some sociologists argue that most issues in society can be explained by understanding the conflict 
between social classes in society: between the owning, ruling class and the working class. They argue 
that other identities, such as gender, age and ethnicity are less socially significant. 

 
Applying material from Item A, analyse two criticisms of the view that social class is the most important 
identity in the UK today. (10 marks) 
 
Exam hint: As always with Apply & Analyse 10 markers, you need to find hooks in the item that can be 
developed into criticisms of the Marxist view. There are a few possibilities, but one could be “between 
the owning, ruling class and the working class” (and develop that into a criticism that contemporary 
society is much more complex than that) and another could be “other identities” developed into a case 
for other identities being more important, or a range of identities being equally important to fractured 
identities. 
 

Item A 

Ethnicity is a complex identity, made up of a combination of national, cultural or racial characteristics. 
While many would suggest people are born into an ethnic group rather than choosing one, how people 
choose to identify themselves in terms of ethnicity can vary, with some identifying with the country they 
live in and others with a country of origin (where perhaps parents or grandparents were born). 
Furthermore, religious belief plays a part in ethnic identities. 

 


