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Chapter one 

General introduction 
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Education is near ubiquitous in modern day society. Following or 

having followed an education is nowadays one of the most natural and 

obvious things in life. In Western European societies only a small 

percentage of citizens have not followed any education. This has been the 

result of what some call the ‘educational revolution’ (Baker, 2014; Parsons, 

1971), as only 150 years ago, while around 35 percent of citizens of 

advanced economies had received some education, the average was only 2 

years. Now the average in these countries is 12 years, six times that. 

Similarly, while 100 years ago only around 3% had received higher 

education, nowadays this is more than tenfold that with around 35% of the 

population (Lee & Lee, 2016). This trend has not slowed down: since 2000 

the percentage of 25-64 year-olds that have completed tertiary education in 

advanced economies has increased from around 22% to around 37% in 

2018.1 

This immense ‘schooling’ of Western societies is but one aspect of 

what the sociologist David Baker calls ‘schooled societies’ (Baker, 2014), 

societies where education has garnered an immense strength and 

influence to shape society. At the same time, while education is not invisible 

and, indeed, subject to public debate on a daily basis, this wide cultural 

influence has barely been investigated and understood. A core 

characteristic of education is that it categorizes and sorts people into 

various ‘educational levels’, each with their own credentials and diplomas 

(Domina et al., 2017). Individuals can be treated on the basis of these, such 

as in a job application. These levels can thus be seen as possessing a kind of 

status that ranks one above the other. This status, however, is not only a 

property of the diploma, but becomes attached to the individuals 

themselves like ‘badges of ability’ (Sennett & Cobb, 1972, p. 64). This kind of 

status can be called education-based status, or simply put: the social status 

(esteem, honor, etc.) that is the result of and based on one’s educational 

level. In this dissertation, I seek to answer the question of what the (1) 

1 OECD, https://doi.org/10.1787/36bce3fe-en 
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patterns and particularities and (2) consequences for people’s thought and 

behavior, are of educational categorization and the associated status, that 

is, education-based status.  

In this dissertation, I aim to bridge the gap between sociology and 

social psychology by focusing on how the effects of education as an 

institution classifies individuals in such a way, that these categories can 

become a basis for group identity and behavior. The sociological 

perspective on education, that focuses on the effects of education as an 

institution, is thus used to complement the social psychological perspective 

that understands the way social identity and categorization influences the 

behavior and perception of individuals. As such, this dissertation aims to 

supplement the social psychological perspective by demonstrating how 

education as an institution creates the categories of education, and 

provides these with meaning, and to supplement the sociological 

perspective by demonstrating how the categories of education, as identity, 

can be a basis for group behavior, and what this behavior entails. 

In the following sections of this introduction, I set out the stage on 

which the empirical chapters are built. I explore the inequalities that are 

commonly seen between educational groups and discuss common 

explanations for these. I follow this with our approach to understanding 

such educational inequalities and differences in thought and behavior, 

namely one based on social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 

1987) and the institutional effects of education (Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977). 

Lastly, I sketch the outline of the dissertation. 

Educational inequalities 
Modern western societies are marked by strong inequalities. 

Education creates divisions that are marked by inequalities across a wide 

range of areas (Easterbrook et al., 2016; Hout, 2012). This is an important 

facet of educational inequalities: its importance is not merely derived from 

its strength, but also the breadth of the range on which we see such 
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inequalities between the higher and less educated. To be sure, this range 

for education is indeed broad. To paint a picture of how broad the 

implications of educational inequalities are, I follow here with a general 

overview of these inequalities across the fields of the labor market, health, 

lifestyle, and politics between the higher and the less educated. 

The most common and familiar inequality between the higher and 

less educated is in and around the labor market. The less educated are more 

likely to perform manual labor, work in retail jobs, etc., whereas the higher 

educated are more likely to work in more prestigious jobs such as (upper) 

management, financial services, and to work as socio-cultural 

professionals, for instance the creative fields, education, etc. (Shavit & 

Müller, 1998). This is commonly seen as one of the main purposes of 

education: the categorization that is created in the educational system can 

be used as a shorthand for employers to understand for what kind of job 

this person is, or is not, suitable (Collins, 1979; Van de Werfhorst, 2014). 

Education as such performs an important role in the functioning of labor 

markets, and the (efficient) allocation of labor. The kind of job could be seen 

as a horizontal demarcation, where one job is not necessarily better than 

the other. However, both the general labor market situation and the 

specific jobs differ strongly in quality, security, and prestige between the 

higher and less educated (Müller, 2005; Shavit & Müller, 1998). The higher 

educated generally have more job security, find a new job more easily, and 

the jobs and careers that they work in also usually pay significantly more 

(OECD, 2020). Moreover, the jobs of the less educated are often more 

physically demanding and pay less. Although recent trends of 

precarization, or the increase in the size of the precariat  (people with 

(very) low job security, such as ‘gig workers’, Kalleberg, 2018; Standing, 

2011), do not always map neatly on to the distinction between higher and 

less educated, the less educated are more likely to work in more precarious 

situations with not only less pay, but also less job security with often 

temporary contracts with variable working hours.  
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Another area where we see strong differences between the higher 

and less educated is health (Mirowsky & Ross, 2003; Pampel et al., 2010). 

The higher educated have, for instance, a higher life expectancy. Among 

women in the Netherlands the difference in life expectancy between less 

and higher educated is 5.8 years, among men it is 7.2.2 The difference is 

even starker when looking at healthy life expectancy: among women the 

less educated will have a further 34 healthy years from age 25, higher 

educated women a further 49, among men this is 35 and 49. These are 

differences of 15 and 14 years of living in good health between higher 

educated women and men. These differences can be further illustrated 

with physical disabilities among Dutch people of 65 years and older, where 

only 5.2% of the higher educated have physical disabilities, and 27.2% of 

the less educated of 65 years and older, more than five times as high as the 

higher educated. A similar pattern is also visible for mental health, where 

8.4% of the higher educated experience low mental well-being, and 15.3% 

of the less educated.3 

These health differences can be linked to job characteristics (e.g. 

manual vs. non-manual labor), but also lifestyle differences. Indeed, 

another area where we see strong differences between the higher and the 

less educated is lifestyle and culture (Bennett et al., 2009; Bourdieu, 1984). 

Bourdieu’s classic work Distinction (1984) demonstrates how strongly the 

less educated and the higher educated show widely different cultural tastes 

and preferences. While one could say that taste is individual (‘to each her 

own’), Bourdieu also shows how strongly this ‘cultural capital’ is linked to 

societal status and plays a role in the intergenerational reproduction of 

inequality (Bourdieu, 1984; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Cultural capital 

denotes the familiarity with dominant (middle class) culture, that is: the 

culture of (among others) the higher educated (Lamont & Lareau, 1988). 

2 Life expectancy at age 25, four-years average 2015-2019: 
https://opendata.cbs.nl/#/CBS/nl/dataset/83780NED/table?dl=23CD9 
3 See https://digitaal.scp.nl/ssn2018/gezondheid/ 
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This is culture broadly speaking: it refers to taste in food and drink, sports 

preferences, tv-viewing habits, visits to museums and the opera etc., but 

also the way people speak, walk, act, etc.: subtle differences in behavior 

that reveals someone’s social or educational background.  

Educational differences are also highly visible in politics (Bovens & 

Wille, 2017), where the higher educated take strongly different political 

positions than the less educated, especially on moral and social issues, that 

is, the mostly non-economic political issues (Houtman, 2003; Inglehart, 

1977; Lipset, 1981). The main demographic fault line on social and moral 

issues such as immigration, sexual norms, and the environment is 

education (Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 2007; Weakliem, 2002). To a large extent, 

the effect of education can largely be distinguished from class or income, 

where income or class is strongly tied to issues surrounding economic 

redistribution and the role of (free) markets, and education on cultural, 

social, and moral issues (Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 2007; Van der Waal et al., 

2007). This also demonstrates that education cannot simply be reduced to 

economic class. Higher and less educated diverge strongly on political 

opinions, but also in terms of behavior, and especially important for 

inequality, how they are represented in politics. It is a common observation 

in political science that the higher educated are more likely to vote, more 

likely to participate in demonstrations, and are more likely to put 

themselves up for elections, both locally and nationally (Bovens & Wille, 

2017; Schlozman et al., 2020; Verba et al., 1995). Moreover, they are also 

much more likely to be represented in politics: about 90% of the seats in 

Western European parliaments consist of higher educated individuals 

(Bovens & Wille, 2017). In addition to this strong descriptive 

overrepresentation, the higher educated are also substantively 

overrepresented. Schakel & Van Pas (2020) demonstrate that when policy 

changes are preferred by the higher educated, the chance that this policy is 

indeed changed is much more likely than when the less educated prefer a 

certain policy change. In fact, it is mostly when the less educated agree with 
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the preferences of the higher educated that the desires of the less educated 

are met. 

Explanations of educational inequalities 
As the insight that education is linked to societal inequality is not new 

(Bell, 1972; Blau & Duncan, 1967), much research has aimed to explain and 

understand these inequalities. As such, an equally wide range of 

explanations have been brought forward for why the higher educated are 

deemed more desirable on the labor market, why they participate more in 

politics, etc. This wide range can be categorized in two main camps, one 

focusing on the absolute effects of education whereby education either 

develops and selects for people’s (natural) talents or imparts specific skills, 

knowledge, or resources to individuals, and a second which argues that 

education has mainly relative effects whereby  education not so much 

imparts resources etc. to individuals, but where education is a positional 

good such that what matters is one’s position relative to others, rather than 

any absolute level. I will explain these different explanations, and then 

elaborate on why these two categories fall short of understanding 

education in full and explore a third category that focuses on the cultural 

meaning of education. 

A classic interpretation of educational inequality has to do with the 

presumed cognitive advantage that the higher educated have over the less 

educated (Bell, 1972; Nielsen & Roos, 2015; Persson, 2014). In this manner 

those with higher IQ would have more chance of becoming higher educated 

and thus be more entitled or deserving of material rewards. This line of 

thinking is central to meritocracy (Young, 1958). The book The Rise of the 

Meritocracy by Michael Young (1958) describes a society that is (initially4) 

4 ‘Initially’, because Michael Young describes how increasingly this society 
is marked with less social mobility as the more intelligent only procreate 
with the intelligent, thus creating a strong segregation between the 
intelligent and the non-intelligent. Indeed, though today we seem to view 
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characterized by a strong social mobility based on the formula I + E = M, 

intelligence plus effort equals merit. Most consider this ideally how 

education, and society more broadly, is supposed to work (Littler, 2017; 

Mijs, 2016a): a society that rewards people based on their own, individual, 

achievement. Social status and wealth as achievement, rather than the 

result of, for instance, family privilege. The reality does however fall short 

of this ideal, at least when it comes to hereditary ideas about intelligence 

(Arrow et al., 2000; Goldthorpe, 2003; Mijs, 2016a), as only at best a part of 

the variation in people’s achievement of educational degrees can be 

explained with genetic factors (Nielsen & Roos, 2015; Rietveld et al., 2013).  

While the direct role of genetics and cognitive ability is only modestly 

associated with education, if at all, much of the literature has focused on a 

related line of thinking, one that associates education with the skills and 

knowledge that people gain during education. Education imparts specific 

skills and knowledge on students that affect their political participation and 

behavior, as in the civic education model (Verba et al., 1995)5, or it is 

assumed, in human capital theory, that education ‘increases or improves 

the economic capabilities of people’ (Sweetland, 1996, p. 341). Either way, 

education is assumed to positively, and directly, influence individuals so 

that those with more education are genuinely more able and competent. 

Research has indicated that education does impart language and civic 

skills, positively affecting political participation (Hillygus, 2005), and that, 

at least a large part of the higher earnings of the higher educated can be 

attributed to the possession of superior (cognitive) skills (Araki, 2020).  

The idea that education affects (cognitive) skills and knowledge is not 

only applied to political participation and economic productivity, but also 

to the realm of culture and political opinions. According to this ‘moral 

meritocracy as a positive ideal, those who initially used the term saw it as 
‘grotesque’, ‘ruthless’, and ‘a dystopia’ (Littler, 2018). 
5 This model focuses strongly on skills and knowledge, but places this in the 
context of the resources provided by education, which I discuss later in this 
section. 
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enlightenment’ thesis (Jackman & Muha, 1984)6 or cognitive sophistication 

(Bobo & Licari, 1989) the (trained) ability of the higher educated for more 

sophisticated complex reasoning (i.e. stronger cognitive skills) leads to a 

lower likelihood for falling for ‘narrow appeals of intergroup negativism’ 

(Jackman & Muha, 1984, p. 751). As such, the difference in political opinions 

between the higher and less educated would lie in the stronger cognitive 

skills of the higher educated, that make them more likely to consistently 

support civil liberties and accept minorities. The evidence of this theory is 

mixed and often based on the general correlation between education and 

political tolerance and progressive attitudes, and hence often critiqued. 

Moreover, some studies that account for these critiques found that higher 

educated are just as prejudiced as the less educated (Henry & Napier, 2017; 

Jackman & Muha, 1984; Kuppens et al., 2018; Kuppens & Spears, 2014). 

Regardless, cognitive sophistication is often presumed as the explanation 

for why the higher and less educated differ strongly in political opinions 

and attitudes. 

Education not only imparts people with skills and knowledge, but 

also concrete resources such as money and time (Verba et al., 1995). The 

higher financial reward attached to the jobs of the higher educated can 

then be used to explain further inequalities. The resulting wealth would 

then lead to other benefits and advantages in the field of health, culture, 

and politics etc. Those with higher income have access to better healthcare, 

are more mobile, can afford housing closer to cultural amenities such as 

restaurants, theaters, museums, etc. in the city centers. The role of material 

wealth as an explanation for inequalities between the higher and less 

educated demonstrates that different forms of inequalities affect and 

reproduce each other. None of these explanations discussed here can be 

seen in isolation, they affect and shape each other. However, the 

 
6 Though Jackman & Muha refute this thesis, by arguing that the 
relationship between education and liberal attitudes is the result of 
‘ideological refinement’ among the higher educated. 
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explanations discussed until now all deal with ‘absolute’ effects of 

education: effects of education that directly and absolutely influence 

individuals. One other way of looking at the effects of education is to 

understand education as a relative indicator (Persson, 2015). What matters 

is not only what education imparts directly to the individual, but also how 

education positions a person in relation to others. Someone is higher 

educated, because others are less educated. Someone is less educated, 

because others are higher educated.  

The relative effects of education have been used to understand 

inequalities in politics (Nie et al., 1996; Persson, 2011, 2015), labor markets 

(Thurow, 1975), and health (Singh-Manoux et al., 2003). Though these are 

different theories and processes, they are all based on the same principle: 

what matters is your relative position in the educational hierarchy 

compared to others. For instance, Nie et al.’s (1996) relative education 

model implies that what matters for whether a person is politically active 

is not so much their skills and resources, but how close to the center of 

(political) social networks they are, which the higher educated usually are. 

Likewise, in Thurow’s (1975) queuing model, which tries to model hiring 

decisions by employers, all potential employees are sorted in a queue, 

where the position is determined by how suitable you are deemed for the 

position. Again, getting a higher degree might put you forward in line, but 

only because your educational level is higher relative to others, any given 

degree doesn’t guarantee any absolute position in the queue. These relative 

models reflect the scepticism voiced in the 1970s about an overreliance on 

‘credentials’ and a consequent ‘overeducation’ of (Western) citizens (Berg, 

1970; Collins, 1979; Dore, 1976; Freeman, 1976). These critiques point 

towards inflationary pressures on citizens to reach ever higher educational 

levels, regardless of whether labor markets (or society) are actually in need 

of such highly educated citizens. These pressures exist because of this 

overreliance on credentials, that, according to these critiques, do not 

(solely) serve to document real skills learned in education, but also function 

as signals to sort people into an appropriate ranking. Again, the perceived 
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function of education is not the teaching of real skills and knowledge, but 

solely the sorting of individuals. 

Though these theories do treat education as something relative, they, 

just like the first category of absolute effects, do not acknowledge the full 

cultural meaning that people attach to educational levels and the 

differences between these levels. The way education is understood in 

relative models of health (D’Hooge et al., 2018; Singh-Manoux et al., 2003) 

is richer and point towards the role of individuals’ self-concept and how 

this is affected by the relative status that is attached to one’s societal 

position (among others education, but also income, gender, etc.), and how 

this in turn affects “explicit aspects as their behavior, such as their health 

behavior, because they follow what they expect is the norm of the group 

they feel they belong to but also extends a more subtle influence on the way 

they handle information, seek treatment and follow advice from medical 

professionals resulting in better or worse health” (D’Hooge et al., 2018, p. 

3). As such, education is relative and also refers to norms associated with 

educational groups and hints implicitly at the relationship between 

laypersons and (medical) experts. This can then be seen as a third category 

of explaining education effects that moves beyond the two other categories 

and focuses on the cultural meaning of education and educational levels.  

As such, these various explanations conceptualize different ideas 

about what the direct and indirect effects of education are, and how the 

educational level of one individual fits into a larger, societal picture, of a 

social (educational) hierarchy. These explanations can be seen as one of 

three forms. The first sees education as something that mostly reflects 

individual characteristics, either gained through education (e.g. resources 

or skills) or developed by and selected on by education (e.g. cognitive 

natural advantages). The second sees education as something that needs to 

be understood within a context and focuses on the relation of your 

educational level to those of others in society, but does not conceptualize 

any role for the substantive meaning of any of such levels. The third 

comprises explanations that are (implicitly) built on ideas of social identity 
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and social status. This category sees education as having both a relative 

component with status differences between higher and less educated, and 

as having an absolute component, derived from the cultural meaning that 

is attached to education and the categories it produces. I position this 

dissertation strongly within this third category, seeing the first category as 

too individualistic and atomized, and the second as too vague on the 

meaning of education and where the legitimacy of credentials and 

education itself rests on. Moreover, both categories provide few clues about 

how to understand the meanings that are ascribed to educational levels. 

Such meanings are collective (i.e. social meanings) and legitimated through 

the practice of educational institutions and the role of education in society 

(Baker, 2014; Bourdieu, 1998; Meyer, 1977). To understand our approach 

and the concept of education-based status fully, we will explore the notion 

of social identity, social status, and legitimacy in the next three sections. 

 

Social identity 
Important for the understanding of education as tied up with social 

status, identity, and all the processes that affect these is to indeed see 

education as producing social categories (e.g. less educated, higher 

educated) that have meaning for individuals, and indeed, in some 

instances, allow identification with these categories. This is not self-evident 

as previous explanations and understandings of education did not, or only 

superficially, focus on the social meanings associated with educational 

categories and groups. To understand this dynamic, whereby the categories 

created by the education institution are inundated with social meaning, 

and whereby these social meanings affect the behavior of groups and 

individuals, we rely on the work done in the Social Identity Approach (SIA). 

SIA, which consists of two main theories of Social Identity Theory (SIT; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and Self-Categorization Theory (SCT; Turner et al., 

1987), arose out of attempts in the 1960s and 70s to create an understanding 

of intergroup conflict. SIA stressed the difference between personal and 

social aspects of identity, and the broader social environment in which 
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categorization and identification is more or less present, in understanding 

(the potential for) group conflict. Social identity is defined as “that part of 

an individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his (sic) 

membership of a social group (or groups) together with the emotional 

significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1974, p. 69). SIA is thus 

primarily a psychological approach, but one that stresses how ‘the group’ 

is an important part of how people see themselves and are thus motivated 

to act in the interest of this group. The primary motivation is for people to 

attain or maintain a positive self-identity, which can be acquired from the 

social status of a group they identify with. Importantly, people can identify 

with a large number of groups. Additionally, SIA highlights the relational 

aspect of social identity. Social identity is about comparison with other 

groups, as one’s group/social identity gains meaning and value in 

comparison with other groups. Such group-processes can be easily 

activated by providing a context wherein certain group-distinctions are 

made relevant (i.e. a context where ‘education’ or ‘educational level’ is 

relevant). 

Another important aspect of SIA for our purposes is how SIA 

documents how ‘socio-structural variables’ affect the identity management 

strategies of people (Ellemers, 1993). Four key variables are identified here: 

the permeability of group boundaries, the stability of the social structure, 

the social status of groups, and the perceived legitimacy of these status 

differences between groups. The permeability of group boundaries 

describes how easy it is to move from one group to another. If groups are 

permeable, this would lead to a strategy of individual mobility. Group 

mobility is dependent on the extent people see possibilities for social 

change, that is, it is dependent on the perceived stability of the social 

structure. In other words, the way people relate to a certain group is also 

determined by the extent to which they see that social change is possible 

(i.e. having ‘cognitive alternatives’ to the status quo) and the current status 

order of groups is stable or unstable. This perception of social stability then, 

for instance, affects the extent of identification with the group and 
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(consequently) collective action (Ellemers et al., 1990). This is especially 

relevant for members of low status groups, since these groups can hardly 

provide a positive self-identity when no change is possible in the status 

rank of the group (Ibid.). When individuals do identify strongly with a 

group, this can then be a basis for collective action where they strive as a 

group for elevating the social status of their group (van Zomeren et al., 

2008).  

The dynamic whereby groups struggle for recognition of positive 

attitudes highlights the role of social status that is ascribed to groups. The 

struggle between groups often revolves around social status, though this 

could also come in the form of money, rights, or power, etc. The usefulness 

of group identification is at least to a significant extent determined by the 

status (high or low) of the group (Mummendey et al., 1999). When a group 

is higher in status it is more likely to be a source of a positive identity, 

though this also depends on to what extent the group can be meaningfully 

distinguished from other groups. Lastly, the legitimacy of these social status 

differences refers to how legitimate the different status attributions are 

perceived by groups. Legitimate differences are less likely to be challenged. 

This affects the motivation of individuals or social groups to try to change 

status and group relations, rather than the opportunity, which is provided 

by the stability or permeability of the social structure (Ellemers & Haslam, 

2012).  

Both social status and legitimacy are important factors in 

understanding not just social identity and its dynamics, but also inequality 

and group relations more generally. The next two sections expand on the 

ideas of social status and legitimacy. 
 

Social status 
Ever since Max Weber’s (1922) tripartite distinction of class, status, 

and party, much research has focused on ‘status’. Status has been 

interpreted in different ways, and not always in line with Weber’s original 
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formulation (which largely revolves around status groups that can be 

demarcated from others based on lifestyle and consumption differences). 

Moreover, status is used frequently as something that is ‘isomorphic’ with 

class, that is, as nearly indistinguishable from class (or material/economic) 

differences (Chan & Goldthorpe, 2007, p. 1097). We understand status as 

social prestige, honor, or cultural worth (Fraser, 2003; Lamont, 2018; 

Ridgeway, 2014). This conceptualization is different from that of Weber in 

that it sees status not per se as revolving around lifestyle, but around 

perceived relations of ‘social superiority, equality, or inferiority’ (Chan & 

Goldthorpe, 2007, p. 1097). Similarly, like Weber, status is conceptually seen 

as separate from class or material wealth, indicating that status does not 

immediately lead to, or follow from, material wealth or class position. 

However, the relationship between the two is complex as they are clearly 

related: status can lead to economic advantages and class position often 

entails a certain status element (Fraser & Honneth, 2003; Ridgeway, 2014; 

Sennett & Cobb, 1972). Status hierarchies contain different social groups 

that are differently assessed in terms of cultural value or worth. This could 

both be in terms of a zero-sum game whereby the differences in status 

create a concrete rank order, or whereby status is attributed to groups 

independently from each other, so that different groups could be equal in 

high status, or a combination of the two (Anderson et al., 2012).  

This complex relation between the status of different, yet related 

groups, can be understood with the insights of the Stereotype Content 

Model (Cuddy et al., 2007; Fiske et al., 2002), which focuses attention on 

which specific stereotypes are attached to different social groups. It 

concerns itself with the content of status, rather than merely the status 

ordering. This model posits that groups are usually assessed on mainly two 

dimensions: warmth and competence. For instance, and stereotypically, 

bankers are seen as competent, but cold, and women are seen as 

incompetent but warm (relative to non-bankers, men), etc. Indeed, 

research has shown that competence and warmth are not independent 

from each other: groups seen as competent are not seen as warm, and 
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groups not seen as competent are seen as warm. Often this follows the 

status of these groups, whereby the higher status group (e.g. men) are seen 

as competent, and a related lower status group (e.g. women) are seen as 

incompetent, but also receive a compensatory stereotype of warmth 

(Kervyn et al., 2010). This is also to a large extent the case for educational 

groups, where the higher educated are seen as competent, but cold, and the 

less educated as incompetent, but warm. Research does show however that 

sometimes lower status groups might refuse to evaluate their group as less 

competent (Spruyt & Kuppens, 2014). At the same time, research into 

Expectation States Theory (Ridgeway, 1991, 2014) demonstrates that 

cultural beliefs and stereotypes develop quickly and are shared among 

both dominant and non-dominant groups.  

Cultural beliefs about groups are able to stabilize social inequalities 

by legitimating the inequality with a presumed higher competence of the 

higher status group (Tilly, 1999). However, status also plays an active role 

in inequality, whereby the (cultural) membership of a group can be a basis 

for a variety of processes that unequally distributes power and material 

wealth (Ridgeway, 2014). Status is thus not only a way of legitimating, but 

also of creating inequality. As Ridgeway explains, status beliefs can lead to 

status biases, where people base their behavior (towards others) on these 

status beliefs. People, as individuals or as part of a group, who are deemed 

less competent, might exclude themselves from certain positions of 

(political) power or prestigious jobs since they deem themselves not 

competent enough.7 Even if they do not self-exclude, they or their efforts 

might be taken less seriously by others and thus lead to less or no success 

(Ridgeway, 2014, p. 6). This is only one way of many in which the status of 

7 Though, this is dependent on to what extent people internalize these 
status beliefs. At the same time, even if they are not internalized, if they are 
dominant enough beliefs in society (e.g. the lower competence of the less 
educated) people might still feel practically forced to conform to these 
beliefs (Bottero, 2019). 
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individuals and groups can affect their power and material wealth in 

society.  

Although the role of status is mainly explained here in terms of its 

role in creating and legitimating inequality, social status is also a form of 

inequality in its own right. The social identity perspective posits that 

individuals value a positive self-identity, which is mainly derived from the 

status that their group enjoys (Mummendey et al., 1999). Indeed, people 

care about the respect or prestige they have, or sometimes do not have 

(Honneth, 1996; Lamont, 2018). Many political movements, today and in the 

last decades, have revolved around status and ‘recognition’ (Fraser & 

Honneth, 2003; Gidron & Hall, 2017). Both on the left, with feminist, anti-

racist, and pro-LGBT+ movements pushing for (among other things) more 

recognition for their group status, but also since the 1980s the ‘cultural 

backlash’ of predominantly (conservative) less educated men, who feel 

threatened in their status by progressive political movements, 

globalization, and immigration (Ignazi, 1992; Norris & Inglehart, 2019). 

However, such movements do not react solely to the perception that their 

status is low, but also to the fact that they deem it illegitimately low. The 

motivation to act against a certain status order is, as mentioned above, 

dependent on the legitimacy of the order (Ellemers & Haslam, 2012). 
 

Legitimacy 
To understand legitimacy as it is used in this dissertation, I rely 

strongly on Meyer’s (1977) account on the effects of education as an 

institution. And to understand this account, we can draw on the multiple 

different explanations for educational inequalities discussed in the 

beginning of this chapter. Meyer believed that education effects cannot be 

fully explained by existing approaches (as discussed above) that rely on 

socialization or allocation and contrasts his own approach (based on 

legitimation) with these two kinds of explanations. Socialization is 

principally about how education forms and manipulates individuals to 
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become more like a certain model or ideal citizen or employee. Education 

instills knowledge and skills in students and pupils, but also values and 

attitudes (Kingston et al., 2003). It thus trains students in a broad sense to 

become functioning citizens, employees, or individuals in society. This 

socialization is more effective for some students than others, which results 

in a certain hierarchy of more or less competent individuals (i.e. higher and 

less educated people). Allocation on the other hand is not about what 

education gives to or instills in people, but rather how individuals are 

sorted or allocated into the different roles of society. Theories relying on 

allocative mechanisms argue that the foremost effect of education is not so 

much what it teaches to students, but that education is about selecting 

students and giving them certain educational credentials that signal to 

society (e.g. employers) that this person is fit for this or that job or career. 

The relative models discussed earlier fall into this category. From this 

perspective it doesn’t so much matter whether one reaches a certain 

absolute level of competence, but it matters whether you can be classified 

as more competent than the others, which will allow you to be sorted into 

the right career or societal position. 

Meyer argues that both these perspectives, even when combined, fall 

short of explaining (correctly) the full extent of the effects of education. 

Education is not so much, or solely, a mechanism for the socialization or 

allocation of individuals, it is a legitimate and authoritative institution that 

affects not just individuals but the whole structure of both the individuals 

and knowledge of society: “the rules of education allocation are highly 

legitimate, not merely instances of the exercise of power” (Meyer, 1977, p. 

72). Education is thus principally about legitimation: creating legitimate 

social structures. According to Meyer, education is bestowed the power by 

society to legitimize (1) knowledge, by bestowing legitimacy on certain 

kinds of knowledge or by instituting new fields of research or expertise, 

and (2) personnel, by creating expert or elite roles that are deemed 

legitimate experts or authorities on certain fields, matters, or questions. 

Thus, education “not only creates ‘economic knowledge’ which must be 
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taken into account by rational actors. It is also a structure helping to create 

the role of economist, to justify economists' authority claims in society, and 

to define precisely who is an economist” (Meyer, 1977, p. 68). This is not 

only the case for economic knowledge/economist, but for a wide range of 

expert fields that are either newly created or incorporated in the 

educational institution (Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977). Note that this 

perspective does not argue that allocation or socialization does not exist, it 

does exist, but the effects of education are much more fundamental than a 

simple effect on the skill, knowledge, or societal position of individuals. 

Education, for instance, also affects those who do not follow education (or 

a specific educational program). When the role of doctor is created, those 

who have not followed medical education “do not simply become 

nondoctors – they become patients” (Meyer, 1977, p. 73).  

This is, in general, the mechanism of legitimacy, whereby a certain 

social relation or, indeed, a whole status order, is seen as legitimate, 

creating a social reality that everyone is deemed to conform to. This does 

not have to be seen as natural, or be internalized in the beliefs of 

individuals - in other words, individuals do not have to personally agree 

with what is constructed as legitimate (Dornbusch & Scott, 1975) - but if 

someone does not conform this will likely lead to some form of sanction 

(formal punishment, loss of respect or positive reputation, etc.). This is 

because the legitimacy of a certain social relation or social object is 

guaranteed by its reference to a wider, more encompassing, social 

institution that is seen as legitimate (Johnson et al., 2006). Diplomas are 

seen as legitimate, because they originate from the legitimate institution of 

education; education, in its turn, is seen as legitimate, because we see it as 

an appropriate way to educate/socialize/allocate individuals, etc. Doubting 

the legitimacy of one specific kind of diploma, almost implies that you also 

doubt the legitimacy of the maker of this diploma, which is the educational 

system. This is not to say that once something is established (to a large 

extent) as legitimate social change is impossible, but the hurdles have 

become much higher. These hurdles are also psychological: when low 
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status is perceived as legitimate, there are fewer coping strategies 

(Schmader et al., 2001; Tajfel, 1975). Moreover, legitimacy is “a contested 

process that unfolds across time” (Johnson et al., 2006, p. 59). We thus need 

to see the legitimacy of education-based status as a dynamic process. In the 

next (last) theoretical section, I shortly expand on how education’s 

(legitimate) role in education has changed in the past century. 
 

Schooled societies, diploma democracy, and the ‘second 

dimension’ of politics 
A main departure point of this dissertation is that modern societies 

can now be characterized as ‘schooled societies’ (Baker, 2014). The idea of 

‘schooled society’ is a generalization of Meyer’s legitimation theory of 

education (Meyer, 1977). The schooled society is a topic that will be 

discussed more in-depth in the coming chapters, but in general, schooled 

societies are societies where education has “the legitimate power to 

construct new types of minds, knowledge, experts, politics, and religions” 

(Baker, 2014, p. xii). In other words, the legitimate and authoritative power 

of education means that it is not a ‘secondary institution’ that merely 

follows the objectives of other fields, such as the labor market or politics, 

but a primary institution that has the power to autonomously shape and 

affect societal institutions and culture. For instance, education does not 

merely train people for a certain profession, but it has the authority to 

create legitimate professions and the legitimate knowledge (e.g. scientific 

knowledge) that these professions are entitled to use. Moreover, education 

affects dominant cultural ideas about success and failure, and it has 

instituted an idea of societal success that is largely (directly or indirectly) 

dependent on educational success in supposedly meritocratic and 

individualist schools and universities. In this way, education has grown 

into an institution that autonomously affects social status and attaining a 

high educational degree has become in a lot of ways indispensable for 

attaining high social status (Hout & DiPrete, 2006). 
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One specific form in which this is visible is in the notion of the 

‘diploma democracy’, or the idea that modern Western democracies are 

characterized by a strong dominance of higher educated (Bovens & Wille, 

2017). Bovens and Wille point out that political activity is dominated by the 

higher educated, both in institutional politics (e.g. voting, putting yourself 

up for election) and non-institutional politics (e.g. demonstrations). Some 

West-European parliaments for instance consist for about 90% or more of 

higher educated individuals. Substantially, the divide between higher and 

less educated is also striking. The cultural or second dimension of politics, 

which revolves around issues such as morality, immigration and racism, 

feminism, and law and order, which arose mostly from the cultural 

revolution of the 1960s (and the conservative ‘silent counter revolution’ 

from the 1980’s onwards; Ignazi, 1992), is strongly characterized by an 

opposition between higher and less educated citizens (rather than for 

instance those with a higher or low income), where the higher educated 

take more progressive positions than the less educated (Achterberg, 2006). 

Through the evolution of this dimension and its rising political significance, 

education has taken, over the course of the past century, a central role in 

Western politics and society as a whole. 
 

Research questions and dissertation outline 
This dissertation thus follows the idea that in the past century 

education has garnered an incredibly dominant and authoritative position 

in modern Western society, and that it’s important to explore what 

consequences this has – especially since education is so tied up with various 

forms of inequality. Approaching education in this way has been mostly 

neglected in both sociology, evidenced by the various explanations of 

educational inequalities that do not take this into account, and social 

psychology. Recently, social psychologists have written about class (Fiske & 

Markus, 2012), such as about cultural differences between classes (e.g. 

Kraus et al., 2011; Stephens et al., 2014), or how class affects social cognition 
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(Kraus et al., 2012; Kraus & Tan, 2015). However, while some of this 

research is done in the context of education (Goudeau & Croizet, 2017; 

Phillips et al., 2020), it has not focused on educational categories, or even 

classes in general, as social groups from a psychological perspective. This 

is despite the fact that education has garnered such a dominant position. 

Hence, it is important to investigate education in this way. I do this by 

bridging the gap between sociology and social psychology using both the 

knowledge on the institutional effects of education on the one hand (Meyer, 

1977; Baker; 2014), and the knowledge on social identity and categorization 

on the other (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987). 

The main focal point in this exploration is education-based status: the 

idea that education bestows legitimate social status, not merely indirectly 

through credentials that can be used for prestigious social positions, but 

also directly, in the form of a positive social identity (for the higher 

educated) and all the associations and stereotypes attached to that social 

identity. In this context, this dissertation seeks to answer the following two 

general research questions. (1) How does the relationship between 

education and status vary across countries? Though the diffusion of mass 

education and the development of ‘schooled societies’ is worldwide (Meyer 

et al., 1992), there are strong differences between countries in the extent to 

which this has happened. Classic and recent accounts of education (e.g. 

Baker, 2014; Bourdieu, 1984; Meyer, 1977) posit a relationship between 

education and status, but a thorough empirical investigation of this 

relationship (its strength, form, independence, etc.) is still missing. (2) What 

are the effects and consequences of the relationship between education 

and status, that is, education-based status? Beyond the general relationship 

between education and status, we also expect these status differences to 

influence individuals in their thought and behavior, especially in 

interaction with others (i.e. those with a different educational level). These 

two main research questions will be investigated in four empirical chapters 

(Chapters 2-5).  
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These chapters contain both differences and similarities and a 

number of ‘common lines’ can be found. Chapter 2 and 3 are general 

overviews of the link between status and education. Chapter 4 and 5 focus 

on the repercussions of the link between status and education in practice 

(though predominantly in the political domain). Chapter 3 and 4 focus on 

misrecognition specifically, rather than status in general. Chapter 2, 3, and 

4 are more sociological and were written for a sociological or political 

scientific journal, and Chapter 5 is more social psychological and was 

written for a social psychological journal.  

Chapter 2 takes the broadest view and forms the main background in 

this dissertation. It examines the general relationship between education 

and status. Though this relationship has often been posited by many classic 

accounts, this has rarely been tested empirically. We8 rely on the 

International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) to explore this relationship 

across a wide range of Western countries. We use an item that gauges 

people’s self-perception of their social status: subjective social status (SSS). 

We also examine whether this relationship differs across countries that can 

be more or less characterized as schooled societies. Additionally, the ISSP 

contains questionnaire items on meritocratic attitudes both on the 

perception of the, and the desired, role of education in societal success. 

With these items we can also explore how people view the legitimacy of the 

relationship between educational level and status. 

Results indicate that across all countries there is a positive and 

significant relationship between education and SSS. The larger the share of 

higher educated in a country, the more SSS is about whether one has a 

higher education or not, rather than a gradual increase in SSS across higher 

levels of education. Moreover, the effect of education on SSS is more direct 

and autonomous from other factors in countries with a large share of 

higher educated. Additionally, the relationship between education and 

8 As the chapters 2-5 were written together with my supervisors (Bram 
Spruyt, Toon Kuppens, and Russell Spears), I use the pronoun we. 
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status is also perceived by the respondents as people indicate that they 

indeed see education as an important way of ‘getting ahead’ in society. 

Moreover, this is seen as highly legitimate among all educational groups. 

This chapter thus establishes that there indeed exists an important 

relationship between status, as perceived by individuals themselves, and 

education, and that this relationship is deemed legitimate. 

Chapter 3 again takes an internationally comparative view, but on a 

specific form of social status: feelings of misrecognition. Feelings of 

misrecognition refers to the feeling that one’s cultural worth is not 

recognized, for instance as a result of exclusion or derogation. This is a 

more specific and blatant measure of (low) social status than SSS. This 

allows us to focus more strongly on the negative sides of social status, as 

misrecognition is a likely feeling among those with low social status. To 

investigate how education affects these feelings of misrecognition we rely 

on the European Quality of Life Survey, hence we can compare this 

relationship across European societies. Feelings of misrecognition refer to 

feelings of exclusion, not being valued, etc. We supplement these analyses 

with a question on dissatisfaction with education, which focuses more on 

feelings of low status explicitly related to education. 

Results show that indeed there is a significant relationship between 

education and feelings of misrecognition, and also a strong (expected) 

negative relationship between education and dissatisfaction with 

education. Across countries however we find that the differences between 

higher and less educated in feelings of misrecognition are larger in 

societies with a higher share of higher educated. This deviates from the 

cross-national relationship in Chapter 2, but Chapter 3 still corroborates the 

strong relationship between education and status, even when focusing on 

concrete feelings of misrecognition.  

Chapter 4 builds on Chapter 3 but does not focus on the relationship 

between education and status anymore, but on the repercussions of 

feelings of misrecognition, and how this plays a role in differences in 

political alienation between higher and less educated individuals. We 
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investigate whether such feelings of misrecognition lead to an increased 

sense of political alienation: less satisfaction with the functioning of 

democracy, lower institutional trust, and not voting in elections (vote 

abstention). Results indeed indicate that this is the case. People with more 

feelings of misrecognition are more politically alienated. Additionally, the 

well-documented difference in political alienation between the higher and 

less educated can be (partly) explained by the differences in the feelings of 

misrecognition that they report. 

Chapter 5 focuses more on the repercussions of education-based 

status and does so by concentrating on the fact that there is a strong 

overrepresentation of higher educated among politicians (Bovens & Wille, 

2017). This raises the question what the role of education is in political 

elections. We conducted three studies with survey experiments presenting 

participants with profiles of fictional political candidates that differ in 

educational level. We investigated whether participants (with different 

educational levels) assess these candidates differently and how/whether 

this affects their voting intentions. Results indicate that a strong preference 

for higher educated candidates exists among all educational groups, and 

that this preference is mostly the result of a perceived higher (cognitive) 

competence. However, in Study 3 we also manipulate the competence (i.e. 

professional and political experience) of the candidates. In this study, the 

less educated are primarily moved by the indications of competence and 

not anymore by education. The higher educated do prefer more competent 

candidates over less competent candidates, but also, over and above 

competence, prefer higher educated candidates over less educated 

candidates. Thus, whereas the less educated participants only prefer the 

higher educated when no information is given on competence (thereby 

assuming the higher educated candidate is more competent), the higher 

educated participants are driven by an ingroup bias preferring higher 

educated candidates over the less educated, regardless of competence. 
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Interdisciplinarity and methodology 
This dissertation is not situated in one single field of study, but it is 

an interdisciplinary collaboration between sociology and social 

psychology, and due to the strong focus on the political realm also with a 

healthy dose of political science mixed in. The differences between these 

fields, especially between sociology and political science on the one hand, 

and social psychology on the other, are large. Substantively, with the 

specific theories, ideas, and concepts that are being used, and the way 

researchers in these fields look at society and/or individuals, but also 

methodologically as social psychology relies much more on (field or survey) 

experiments to elucidate the specific mechanisms at play in human 

behavior. Sociology and political science rely much more on large-scale 

(international) surveys to elucidate and explain general patterns and 

mechanisms. 

As I relied on both sociological and social psychological theories and 

methods in constructing this dissertation, I had to bridge this divide. 

Though we often speak of ‘interdisciplinarity’ in science, there is still little 

to be found in the ‘inter’ between disciplines. The coming chapters are thus, 

as they were prepared to be published in scientific journals, either written 

for a sociological, social psychological, or political scientific audience. The 

chapters reflect the differences in methods and differences in the way of 

writing up a report in these fields. 
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