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Abstract  

In the paper, we discuss the relevance of the concept of habitus, developed by the 

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, in the research of social inequalities and divides 

in digital practices. We approach digitalisation as a field of practice and social 

inequality, in which social processes are deeply imbued with the mediation of 

technologies. We particularly emphasise dimensions and levels of digital inequalities 

and divides, including the first-level digital divide that points to Internet access, the 

second-level digital divide that aims to differentiate the binary inequalities of Internet 

access from inequalities in skills and uses, and the third-level digital divide that poses 

the question of inequalities in the outcomes of Internet use. We present relevant 

empirical studies, with the aim of testing our main hypothesis regarding the relevance 

of the concept of habitus as an adequate research tool in the field. We confirm the 

hypothesis, demonstrating that this concept has both theoretical and methodological 

significance in the research of digital divides and inequalities. 
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КОНЦЕПТ ХАБИТУСА У ИСТРАЖИВАЊУ 

ДИГИТАЛНИХ ПОДЕЛА И НЕЈЕДНАКОСТИ 

Апстракт  

У овом чланку се бавимо питањем релевантности концепта хабитуса, који је 

развио француски социолог Пјер Бурдије, у истраживањима друштвених нејед-

накости и подела у дигиталним праксама. Дигитализацију одређујемо као поље 

пракси и друштвених неједнакости, те као поље у којем су друштвени процеси 

прожети медијацијом технологије. Посебан акценат стављамо на представљање 

различитих нивоа дигиталних неједнакости и подела, укључујући први ниво ди-

гиталне поделе који се односи на приступ Интернету, други ниво дигиталне по-

деле који има за циљ да диференцира бинарне неједнакости приступа Интернету 

од неједнакости у домену вештина и начина употребе, као и трећи ниво који 
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отвара питање неједнакости које се јављају као последица употребе Интернета. 

У раду представљамо релевантна емпиријска истраживања из области са циљем 

да тестирамо нашу главну хипотезу, а то је претпоставка о релевантности хаби-

туса као адекватног концепта за ову врсту истраживања. Главна претпоставка 

рада је потврђена, тако да закључујемо да концепт хабитуса има и теоријски и 

методолошки значај у истраживању дигиталних подела и неједнакости.  

Кључне речи:  дигитализација, дигитална подела, друштвене неједнакости, 

хабитус, Пјер Бурдије. 

INTRODUCTION 

Today, digital technologies have relevance in almost every aspect 

of our daily lives. These technologies can indeed “be constitutive of new 

social dynamics, but they can also be derivative or merely reproduce old-

er conditions” (Sassen, 2002, p. 365). Generally speaking, the latter 

seems to be the case when we consider the social inequalities in the de-

velopment and use of new information and communication technologies 

(ICTs). Digital media generates new and contradictory discourses about 

their cultural and social consequences. Questions about access to ICTs, 

but also the ways of their use, and the outcomes and inequalities implicat-

ed in their use are among the most important questions for sociologists in 

this field of research (Robinson et al, 2015).  

The term digitalisation refers to technology and the transformation 

of data. But, it should also denote the whole network of communication 

and media technologies, practices and actions relating to these technolo-

gies and media, as well as the processes that shape these practices and ac-

tions. Like any other social field of practices, digitalisation is about social 

differentiation, divides and inequalities. Of particular importance, as the 

most ubiquitous media in this context, is the Internet, which is a para-

digm, and the main lever of digitalisation and social transformation.  

This is the case because, today, the key economic, social, political 

or cultural activities are enabled and structured by the Internet and its 

online networks. Furthermore, exclusion from these networks is one of 

the most harmful forms of exclusion and marginalisation in contemporary 

societies (Brydolf-Horwitz, 2018; Liu, Baumeister, Yang, & Hu, 2019), 

since it represents a crucial aspect of exclusion from one’s social net-

works in general (see Allan & Phillipson, 2003).  

In this respect, digital exclusion is prevalent in low-income com-

munities (Powell, Bryne & Dailey 2010), among relatively deprived indi-

viduals (Helsper, 2017), in rural areas (Warren, 2007; Park, 2017), among 

women (Mariscal et al., 2019), the disabled (Macdonald & Clayton, 

2011), users of mental health services (Greer et al., 2019), older adults 

(Gallisti et al., 2020), and especially in regards to adult learning (Gorard, 

Selwyn & Williams, 2000; Eynon & Helsper, 2011). Digital exclusion 
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was particularly notable during the COVID-19 pandemic (see Seifert, 

2020), and it was also a critical issue in education (Madigan & Goodfel-

low, 2005; Rye, 2008; Sims, Vidgen, & Powell, 2008; Khalid & Peder-

sen, 2016).  

The digital and the social exclusion variables directly influence 

each other, relating mostly to similar (economic, cultural, social, person-

al) fields of resources (Helsper, 2012). The digital divide still persists 

when it comes to gender, age, ethnicity or disability, depriving significant 

proportions of the population from the opportunity to use ICTs, and to 

participate in their digital and/or social communities. This is exactly why 

the whole field of research considering the use and the effects of ICTs is 

focused on the question of social inequalities (Chambers, 2006, p. 126).  

In general, inequality is about the unequal possibilities of access, 

in terms of social class, gender, language, age, and cultural or geograph-

ical belonging (Goode, 2007). Social hierarchies are a cultural universal, 

regardless of their gross variation in type and degree (Brown, 1991). So-

cial inequality usually implies a hierarchy in which some individuals have 

greater social power, status or influence than others, while inequality 

transforms into social stratification when differences in power or privi-

lege become significant enough to form visible social strata or classes 

(Sanderson, 2001). Thus, it is possible to describe the changing patterns 

of social divides and inequalities in the process of sociocultural evolution 

(Lenski, 1966). 

This is the reason why digital divides are visibly present across the 

stratified domains within one society, and from a comparative perspec-

tive. The Internet as a digital space is not just a medium of communica-

tion, but a medium for the accumulation of capital and the operation of 

global capital (Sassen, 1998). As we will put forth in this paper, Internet 

as a global social and spatial structure seems to be deeply dependent on 

territoriality and space, which is shaped by national, legal, administrative 

and cultural frameworks (Sassen, 2007). This speaks in favour of the need 

for the comparative research of a wide range of levels of social inequali-

ties, from global to local (and macro and micro) perspectives. 

The sociological and anthropological study of social structures im-

plies two types of basic units – the relational characteristics which arise 

from the location and interaction between individuals (which translate in-

to institutions or macro patterns), and the relational characteristics among 

groups and social associations which have a common interaction and af-

filiation, distinguishing them from out-group entities (Smelser, 1988). 

These two relationships can be represented as both micro and macro as-

pects of social structure. In addition, the basic elements of interaction 

must also be repetitive in space and time (see also Giddens, 1984; Col-

lins, 2004), which applies to the social practice of digitalisation as well. 
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When we consider inequalities, we first think of economic inequal-

ities, as an unequal distribution of wealth. However, this type of social in-

equality represents only one aspect of the spectrum. The links between 

social inequality and human emotions are also interesting, since there ex-

ists a predictive correspondence between how the actor feels and the so-

cial conditions under which the actor’s feelings unfold (Thamm, 1992), 

especially in the digital sphere. 

In different sociological research, there seems to be a consensus 

that inequality is always a multidimensional phenomenon (Collins, 1975). 

From a theoretical perspective, all hierarchical systems (including class, 

status, notions of prestige, or any ranking system) represent the implica-

tions of social variation concerning the processes of conflict and consen-

sus. The social logic of inequalities remains the same, no matter the field 

of practice, including the social practices of digitalisation, and the crea-

tion and use of technology. 

The general research question in this paper is the question of what 

kind of social inequalities exist in the field of the use of ICTs, particularly 

the Internet. Our specific research question is whether, and to what ex-

tent, the concept of habitus, developed by the French sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu (2013), is an adequate research tool in the field. To answer 

these questions, we will look for examples in the empirical research stud-

ies regarding social divides and digital inequalities. Our assumption is 

that the concept of habitus is particularly significant in the research of 

(digital) social inequalities, since it points to the social background, and 

to the cultural and social capital of individuals, as well as their capacities 

for social action. Thus, our research task is to perform a critical review of 

relevant studies in this research field, and to demonstrate why we find this 

concept relevant through concrete examples.  

DIMENSIONS AND LEVELS OF DIGITAL INEQUALITIES 

AND DIGITAL DIVIDES 

Digital inequalities are a common subject of sociological research 

because they point to “the disparities in the structure of access to and use 

of ICTs” and “the ways in which longstanding social inequalities shape 

beliefs and expectations regarding ICTs and its impact on life chances” 

(Kvasny, 2006, p. 160). According to Christoph Lutz, it is recommended 

to speak about inequalities in plural rather than the singular form, in order 

to stress the fact of “the plurality, multi-dimensionality and complexity of 

social stratification in the context of digital technology” (Lutz, 2019, p. 

145). Research and literature on digital inequalities have found that they 

tend to mirror existing social inequalities (Robinson et al., 2015; see also 

Helsper, 2012), since the online and the offline social worlds closely re-

semble each other (Wellman & Hampton, 1999). This also implies that 
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‘traditionally disadvantaged citizens’ become disadvantaged in a similar 

way when it comes to the access to and use of the Internet, or the possi-

bilities to develop digital skills (Hargittai, 2002; Zillien & Hargittai, 2009).  

Scholars have widened the understanding of digital inequalities by 

suggesting that there are different levels of social inequality and exclu-

sion. For example, differences are identified at the level of technical ac-

cess (physical availability) and social access (including knowledge and 

skills). Thus, it is possible to identify the overlapping factors of social ex-

clusion (low income, physical or mental disability etc.), digital exclusion 

(lack of hardware devices and Internet service), and the issues of accessi-

bility (rural-urban divide, ICT illiteracy, etc.) (Khalid & Pedersen, 2016). 

According to Norris (2001, p. 4), divides exist at three levels:  

The global divide, refers to the divergence of Internet access be-

tween industrialized and developing societies. The social divide 

concerns the gap between information rich and poor in each na-

tion. An finally within the online community, the democratic di-

vide signifies the difference between those who do, and do not, use 

the panoply of digital resources to engage, mobilize, and partici-

pate in public life.  

DiMaggio and Hargittai (2001) differentiate five dimensions along 

which these divides exist:  

technical means (software, hardware, connectivity quality), auton-

omy of use (location of access, freedom to use the medium for 

one’s preferred activities), use patterns (types of uses of the Inter-

net), social support networks (availability of others one can turn to 

for assistance with use, size of networks to encourage use), and 

skill (one’s ability to use the medium effectively).  

(also in: Hargittai, 2002)  

The digital divide is also a concept that has been measured and re-

searched on ‘internal’ and ‘external’ country levels, either focusing on 

one country or approaching the matter from a comparative perspective. In 

both cases, this concept highlights the “gaps between groups of people, 

whether these people are grouped by socio-economic status, geographic 

location or other characteristics” (Petrović et al., 2012, p. 598). That is 

why researchers like Norris (2001) conclude that the Internet and the digi-

tal environment did not create or enable social mobility, nor did they lead 

to less stratified societies.  

In this regard, Christoph Lutz (2019) offered a comprehensive and 

inclusive typology, by distinguishing first-, second-, and third-level digi-

tal divides. This distinction “has emerged organically” and is based on 

over more than two decades of research in the field.  

The first-level digital divide refers to “the gap between those who 

do and those who do not have access to new forms of information tech-
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nology” (Van Dijk, 2006, p. 221-222; Lutz, 2019, p. 142). Research on 

this level often relied on large scale surveys, and confirmed inequalities 

in Internet access, either between different population segments or groups 

(race or gender gaps, for instance) or differences between states, mirror-

ing global economic and social inequalities. For example, “while Internet 

access might be mostly saturated in rich countries, the same cannot be 

said about social media access“, “the mobile Internet“, or “the AI-

powered technologies such as smart speakers, smart homes, social robots, 

and Internet-of-things (IoT) applications” (Lutz, 2019, p. 142). A good 

example for “a theory-based first-level digital divide approach” is Napoli 

and Obar’s (2014) study and the notion of the “mobile internet under-

class”, developed in order to discuss mobile Internet access. 

The term second-level digital divide was coined by Hargittai 

(2002), and it aims to “differentiate binary inequalities in Internet access 

(first-level) from inequalities in skills and uses (second-level)” (Lutz, 

2019, p. 143). Studies concerning this level have shown differentiated in-

equalities along the socio-economic lines. For example, Blank and 

Groselj (2014), in a study conducted on a sample of British Internet users, 

showed how age, gender and education have a substantial effect on how 

often individuals use the Internet, and identified ten types of Internet use. 

The point is that each type of use reveals a different social structuration. 

There are numerous research studies in the field that point to the differ-

ences in online participation (social media particularly). According to the 

Pew Research Center (Pew, 2018), “age has proven to be a strong predic-

tor of online participation and social media use, and some platforms are 

clearly gendered” (see also: Lutz, 2019, p. 143).  

Finally, the third-level digital divide refers to the outcomes of In-

ternet use (DiMaggio, Hargittai, Celeste & Shafer, 2004), implying gaps 

in individuals’ “capacity to translate their internet access and use into fa-

vorable offline outcomes” (Van Deursen & Helsper, 2015, p. 30; see also: 

Lutz, 2019, p. 144). The outcomes of Internet use encompass both its 

benefits and its harmful effects. Researchers in the field thus investigate 

“tangible offline outcomes from Internet use in economic, social, politi-

cal, and cultural terms” (Van Deursen & Helsper, 2015; Lutz, 2019, p. 

144). Results indicate that uses and skills, as well as the attitudes of Inter-

net users, are more predictive as outcomes than demographic or socioec-

onomic characteristics (Lutz, 2019, p. 144).  

In this manner, the disadvantaged position of different social 

groups usually influences the outcomes of Internet use. For example, 

Madden et al. (2017, p. 68) show that “marginal Internet users” are more 

likely to “engage in online behaviors that make them susceptible to poten-

tial privacy problems, such as being tracked with third-party cookies or 

unwittingly disclosing their information to fraudulent or predatory web-

sites”. The research of this dimension demonstrates how digital environ-
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ment reinforces or reproduces already established social/structural ine-

qualities, rather than changing them. Besides, there are many other topics 

and research problems, such as the question of the so-called ‘digital trac-

es’, algorithmic surveillance or dataveillance, and algorithmic bias and 

data-based discrimination (Lutz, 2019). In the following section, we shall 

turn our attention to the concept of (digital) habitus, and its possibilities 

and constraints in the context of the research of digital inequalities.  

(DIGITAL) HABITUS AS A RESEARCH CONCEPT 

Research on digital inequalities points to the ways in which social 

factors influence activities related to the access to and the use of infor-

mation and communication technologies, particularly the Internet. There 

are different approaches developed in the field. The so-called interpreta-

tive approaches aim to understand people’s ‘interaction with algorithms’. 

They could be “complemented by surveys and experiments to quantify 

and generalize individual’s understanding” (Lutz, 2019, p. 144). Actor-

network theories, and feminist theories and approaches also have signifi-

cance as “promising ways forward in understanding digital social inequal-

ity” (Halford & Savage, 2010, p. 947).  

Bourdieu’s theory of practice (2013) is our focus, and particularly 

his concept of habitus. Some researchers have already demonstrated that 

it is a useful conceptual tool in the studies of digital inequalities (Ignatow 

& Robinson, 2017). The key concepts of Bourdieu’s theory of practice 

seem to have significance in this field of research, since they are ‘cali-

brated’ to explain social (class, cultural) differences and inequalities 

(Štrangarić, 2017; Marković Krstić and Milošević Radulović, 2020). For 

example, this is the case with the concept of the field (Hilgers and 

Mangez, 2015), which is significant in the research of Internet use as well 

(Ignatow & Robinson, 2017, p. 952). There are many other examples of 

digital divide research studies that rely on Bourdieu’s concept of the field 

(Zillien and Marr, 2013; Hargittai and Hinnant, 2008; Levina and Ar-

riaga, 2014).  

Bourdieu’s concept of capital is also used in this research area, 

when (re)conceptualised as the information capital or digital capital. Alt-

hough the early conceptualisation of information capital derives from 

other researchers, Van Dijk’s (2005) notion remains the most influential. 

It deals with the type of capital that is achieved through financial re-

sources and the possibilities of access to digital networks, technical skills, 

attitudes, valuing, as well as the ability to find the “right information” or 

relevant sources online (Van Dijk, 2005, pp. 72-73). It is, like the symbol-

ic and cultural, a ‘secondary form’ of capital. 

Habitus is one of the best known and most influential theoretical 

concepts developed by Bourdieu. He conceptualised it in the 1960s, and he 
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surely did not have the ‘digital environment’ in mind. Some critics argued 

about the complexity and constraints of the concept, such as its imprecision 

or implausibility, and problems with its operationalisation (DiMaggio, 

1979; Goldthorpe, 2007; Ambrasat et al., 2016). Nevertheless, it proved to 

be relevant in the context of digital research, as we shall demonstrate. 

In short, habitus is a system of dispositions, understood as manners 

of being, seeing, acting or thinking. It is a system of ‘long-lasting’ (rather 

than permanent) structures of perception, conception and action (Bour-

dieu, 2013). It refers to people’s thoughts and practices in everyday life, 

which are socially learned and usually taken for granted. Habitus is a 

scheme or a disposition that is not just limiting, but also enabling. It has a 

‘generative capacity’ and both the subjective and objective dimensions. 

They stand in dialectic relation, and this concept attempts to overcome 

the dualism of subject and object (Bourdieu, 1988, p. 782).  

One of the most important functions of habitus, especially in em-

pirical social research, is its capacity to explain distinctions (Bourdieu, 

1984). Habitus points to cultural differences and inequalities, but also im-

plies political and class dimensions (Birešev, 2014). It is a dynamic concept 

‘inscribed’ in social actors as a ‘sense for practice’ (Fr. sens pratique; 

Bourdieu, 1980). In other words, it enables individuals to economise with 

their practices and actions. Bourdieu conducted research among the Kabyle 

community in Algeria to investigate how habitus ‘functions’ in practice 

(Bourdieu, 2013), with social actors being left with the possibility to carry 

out strategies that are prescribed and ‘already there’. This is not to say that 

the behaviour of individuals is absolutely determined, since the concept of 

habitus leaves the possibility for ‘creativity’ to exist in social actors. This is 

something we should recognise in different aspect of everyday life, and in 

the use of ICTs as well.  

Considering the use of this concept in research of the Internet and 

the digital environment in general, it can be said that habitus becomes an 

important notion for the depiction of social inequalities. For example, 

such is the case in research regarding the differences in attitudes towards 

the ICTs (Kvasny, 2005). The question is how individuals with different 

‘social biographies’ and social status form their attitudes or ‘use’ the dis-

courses about these technologies. The concept of habitus in this kind of 

research is crucial, since it helps to focus on the question how social ac-

tors with different social backgrounds (class, status) use technology as a 
resource for different purposes. 

A remarkably interesting and important study was conducted by 

Laura Robinson (2009), who used the term ‘information habitus’. Her re-

search was about access to, and the use of information and communica-

tion technologies (ICTs) among families with low or middle-range in-

comes in rural areas in California. Robinson spoke of playful habitus, a 

characteristic of families with higher incomes, since it was something like 
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a ‘serious game’ when it came to the use of ICTs. This type of habitus 

promotes technological engagement and the learning of skills (Robinson, 

2009; Ignatow &. Robinson, 2017, p. 954). On the other hand, among 

families with lower incomes, she identified the task-oriented habitus, and 

something she characterised as a ‘taste for the necessary’.  
This is a concept already developed by Bourdieu. He attributed it 

to the lower social strata (‘popular classes’) and to their conditions of 

scarcity and desire. Bourdieu’s original claims were about working-class 

families’ “choice of the necessary” and “taste for necessity”, made out of 

social need (Bourdieu, 1984; Deeming, 2014). In Robinson’s research, it 

was about the attempt to situate new media use within respondents’ larger 

lifeworlds, and to examine the effects of digital inequality on the econom-

ically disadvantaged American youth (Robinson, 2009, p. 488).  

Robinson thus analyses the dramatic divergence in informational 

habitus internalised by the respondents with varied access to primary re-

sources. In order to grasp “how individuals relate to IT resources” (Rob-

inson, 2009, p. 491), she claims that it is first necessary to understand 

“how their informational habitus emerges from their experiences of scar-

city and abundance with respect to other primary goods” (ibid.). What 

was evident is that “the enactment of these dispositions creates distinctive 

patterns of usage that are best understood as outcomes of the different 

forms of habitus that correspond to Bourdieu’s opposed categories of 

‘playing seriously’ and ‘the taste for the necessary’” (Robinson, 2009, pp. 

492-493). As a result, Robinson identifies different kinds of information 

habitus: the playful information habitus that “allows individuals to derive 

the benefits that accompany open-ended roaming and browsing” (Robin-

son, 2009, p. 493); and the task-oriented information habitus, recorded 

with respondents “without plentiful resources” (ibid.) that are “con-

strained in terms of both access and autonomy” (ibid.), enacting “a ‘taste 

for the necessary’ in their rationing of internet use” (ibid.).  

We can recognise two important aspects of using the concept of 

habitus in this case. It is a concept that can be multiplied, or adapted to 

the complexities and particularities of the social situation in focus. There 

is no prescribed ‘number’ or quantity of habitus(es), nor is it just a firm 

and unchangeable quality of a particular social class. In other words, this 

is a concept that allows for flexibility and adaptation. Still, habitus re-

mains relatively stable, despite the development of new technologies and 

new disciplinary frameworks in social sciences, allowing for additional 

explanations and development, which is also important for this paper.  

For instance, habitus is crucial in the research of “the ways in 

which longstanding social inequalities shape beliefs and expectations re-

garding ICT and its impact on life chances” (Kvasny, 2006, p. 160), or in 

the research of the ‘digital disconnect’ and social exclusion (McChesney, 

2013). Studies already show the existence of structural social differences 
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and inequalities which impact the development of digital literacy (Lareau, 

2011). One study from Italy clearly demonstrated that young people from 

different social classes spend their time online in different ways (Micheli, 

2015), either in search of information important for their education and to 

acquire some form of capital (in higher classes) or to merely play or 

amuse themselves (in lower classes).  

There is no possibility to make conclusions about the far-reaching 

implications of the use of habitus in this kind of research. What we want-

ed to show, however, is the importance of this concept in both theoretical 

and methodological terms. It seems that the concept of habitus, applied to 

digital practices, has enough ‘methodological flexibility’. This is the case 

because it opens up a whole field of numerous operationalisations 

through the development of its subtypes. This was clearly demonstrated 

by Robinson’s research and the case with different information habi-

tus(es). At the same time, it seems that this concept opens up many other 

theoretical possibilities. It is not just a concept that we can use to explain 

social practices, but a concept that can be used to explain social practices 

and social differentiations (or inequalities) that are changing and provok-

ing the need for a further theoretical ‘calibration’ of the concept. The 

general conclusion is as follows: habitus is still relevant, and it is a pivot-

al concept related to the identification and explanation of social inequali-

ties, both in the physical reality and in the online sphere.  

Furthermore, it seems that the concept of information habitus is al-

so plausible in the context of the wide understanding of the different lev-

els of digital inequalities. This is the case because researchers in the field 

identified differences at the level of both technical access (physical avail-

ability) and social access (knowledge and skills). Information habitus 

seems to bridge these differences, since it is able to identify the im-

portance of both aspects of social inequality. 

When it comes to the typology of digital divides offered by Chris-

toph Lutz (2019), information habitus also seems as a flexible concept 

able to grasp different levels, including the access to information technol-

ogy (first-level digital divide), and the second-level that differentiates be-

tween the users’ skills and different uses among users. Consequentially, 

the third-level digital divide emerges, as do the gaps in individuals’ “ca-

pacity to translate their internet access and use into favorable offline out-

comes” (Van Deursen & Helsper, 2015, p. 30; see also: Lutz, 2019, p. 144). 

It is also important to mention the criticism of the concept of habi-

tus – for instance, the approach of Anthony King (2000). He argues that 

Bourdieu was right for insisting on the flexibility of habitus and the pos-

sibility of it encompassing and recognising both the opus operatum of 

structure, and the modus operandi of practice (King, 2000, p. 426). Rob-

inson’s study in particular seems to confirm this, as it concerns the theo-

retical and methodological flexibility of the concept, as well as its ‘expli-
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cative power’. However, we should not forget that this concept is a part of 

the following ‘theoretical formula’: [(habitus)(capital)] + field = practice 

(Bourdieu, 1984). In case we recognise and accept the critique of habitus 

as an ‘objectivist’ theoretical concept which is hard to operationalise, and 

which struggles to explain social change, we could possibly find ‘a way 

out’ of circularity or objectivistic implications only by taking into account 

the entirety of Bourdieu’s theory of practice. Empirical research requires 

the application of the entirety of Bourdieu’s ‘theoretical formula’ if we 

want to raise the possibilities for its explicative potential (Spasić, 2013; 

Costa and Murphy, 2015).  

CONCLUSION 

In this paper, we attempted to demonstrate the potential of Bour-

dieu’s concept of habitus in the research of social inequalities in the field 

of digital practices. We deliberately did not pay particular attention to 

theoretical discussions, or the advances and detailed critiques of this con-

cept. Despite the theoretical issues, the empirical research we refer to un-

doubtedly shows the flexibility of the concept and the possibilities for its 

advancement. Furthermore, the presented research indicates the creation 

of socially stratified patterns of perception, classification, meaning crea-

tion, and social action.  

Communities on the Internet are real communities, implying that the 

Internet is not just a medium which exists ‘out there’, but a social fact 

which must be understood in relation to local culture (Wellman & Hamp-

ton, 1999). According to Barry Wellman, while humans used to live in ‘lit-

tle boxes’, today they live in ‘networked societies’. Although networked 

communities can be divided into ‘online’ and ‘offline’communities, there is 

no sharp distinction between online and offline social connections and rela-

tionships. They overlap and reinforce each other, which also includes the 

prevalent social divides and inequalities (see also Wellman, Boase, & 

Chen, 2002).  

In today’s world, with its ubiquitous digital practices, the im-

portance of the research on digital inequalities is reflected in the fact that 

there is no equal access to and use of the Internet and digital technologies. 

This research field could help us recognise the constraints of the technol-

ogies themselves, their potentials for social change, and the changes in 

people’s chances in life. However, it is hard to foresee the changes in this 

dynamic field of development. If we bear in mind the past and current 

experiences in our sociocultural evolution (Lenski, 1966; Sanderson, 

2001), we could ultimately conclude that the levels of inequalities will 

possibly become more and more differentiated and stratified in accord-

ance with the development of more differentiated and sophisticated digi-

tal technologies or ICTs.  
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Finally, we can conclude that Bourdieu’s concept of habitus could be 

revitalised in the field of digital research, since it provides many conceptual 

resources. On the one hand, the rise and the importance of digital media 

technologies create new domains and practices, but on the other hand, they 

seem to replicate existing social patterns, divides and inequalities.  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS: This article is a result of the research project “Pedagogical, 

psychological and sociological dimensions of improving the quality of higher 

education: Opportunities and challenges”. Research funding for this project was 

provided by the Provincial Secretariat for Higher Education and Scientific Research 

of AP Vojvodina (Award No. 142-451-2527/2021-01/1). 

REFERENCES 

Allan, G., & Phillipson, C. (eds.) (2003). Social Networks and Social Exclusion: 

Sociological and Policy Perspectives. London: Routledge.  

Ambrasat J., Scheve C., Schauenburg, G., Conrad, M. and Schröder, T. (2016). 

Unpacking the Habitus: Meaning-Making Across Lifestyles. Sociological 

Forum, 31(4), 994-1017. doi: 10.1111/socf.12293 

Birešev, A. (2014). Politika habitusa kao sociološki utemeljena utopija The politics 

of habitus as a sociologically grounded utopia Sociologija, 56(1), 41-59. 

Blank, G., & Groselj, D. (2014). The dimensions of Internet use: Amount, variety and 

types. Information, Communication & Society, 17(4), 417-435.  

Bourdieu, P. (1980). Le sens pratique. Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit. 

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. 

London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.  

Bourdieu, P. (1988). Vive la Crise! For Heterodoxy in Social Science. Theory and 

Society, 17(5), 773-787. 

Bourdieu, P. (2013). Outline of a theory of practice. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Brown, D. E. (1991). Human Universals. New York: McGraw-Hill.  

Brydolf-Horwitz, R. (2018). Embodied and entangled: Slow violence and harm via 

digital technologies. Environment and Planning C: Politics and Space, 40(2), 

391-408. 

Chambers, D. (2006). New Social Ties: Contemporary Connections in a Fragmented 

Society. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Collins, R. (1975). Conflict Sociology: Toward an Explanatory Science. New York: 

Academic Press. 

Collins, R. (2004). Interaction Ritual Chains. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Costa, C. and Murphy, M. (Eds). (2015). Bourdieu, Habitus and Social Research: The 

Art of Application. Hampshire, UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Deeming, C. (2014). The choice of the necessary: class, tastes and lifestyles. 

International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy, 34(7/8), 438-454.  

DiMaggio, P. (1979). Review Essay: On Pierre Bourdieu. American Journal of 

Sociology, 84(6), 1460-1474. 



The Concept of Habitus in the Research of Digital Divides and Inequalities  903 

DiMaggio, P and Hargittai, E. (2001). From the 'digital divide' to 'digital inequality': 

Studying Internet use as penetration increases. Princeton University Center for 

Arts and Cultural Policy Studies, Working Paper Series number 15. Retrieved 

from https://ideas.repec.org/p/pri/cpanda/15.html  

DiMaggio, P., Hargittai, E., Celeste, C., & Shafer, S. (2004). Digital inequality: From 

unequal access to differentiated use. In K. M. Neckerman (Ed.), Social 

inequality (pp. 355-400). New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. 

Eynon, R. & Helsper, E. (2011). Adults learning online: Digital choice and/or digital 

exclusion? New Media & Society, 13(4), 534-551.  

Gallisti, V., Rohner, R., Seifert, A., & Wanka, A. (2020). Configuring the older non-

user: Between research, policy and practice of digital exclusion. Social 

Inclusion, 8(2), 233-243. 

Giddens, A. (1984). The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration. 

Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Goldthorpe, J. H. (2007). Cultural Capital: Some Critical Observations. Sociologica, 

2, 1-23. 

Goode, L. (2007). Digital. In Ritzer, G. (Ed.), The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology 

(pp.  1159-1164. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 

Gorard, S., Selwyn, N., & Williams, S. (2000). Must try harder! Problems facing 

technological solutions to non-participation in adult learning. British 

Educational Research Journal, 26(4), 507-521. 

Greer, B. et al. (2019). Digital exclusion among mental health service users: Qualitative 

investigation. Journal of Medical Internet Research, 21(1), e11696.  

Halford, S. & Savage, M. (2010). Reconceptualizing Digital Social Inequality. 

Information, Communication & Society, 13(7): 937-955.  

Hargittai, E. (2002). Second-level digital divide: Differences in people's online skills. First 

Monday, 7(4), 1-14. Retrieved from https://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/ 

article/view/942 

Hargittai, E. and Hinnant, A. (2008). Digital inequality differences in young adults’ 

use of the internet. Communication Research, 35(5), 602-621. 

Helsper, E. J. (2012). A corresponding fields model for the links between social and 

digital exclusion. Communications Theory, 22(4), 403-426.  

Helsper, E. J. (2017). The social relativity of digital exclusion: Applying relative 

deprivation theory to digital inequalities. Communications Theory, 27(3), 223-242.  

Hilgers, M., & Mangez, E. (2015). Bourdieu’s theory of social fields: Concepts and 

applications. Oxfordshire, UK: Routledge. 

Ignatow, G. & Robinson, L. (2017). Pierre Bourdieu: theorizing the digital. Information, 

Communication & Society, 20(7), 950-966. doi: 10.1080/1369118X.2017.1301519  

Khalid, S. & Pedersen, M. J. L. (2016). Digital exclusion in higher education 

contexts: A systematic literature review. Procedia – Social and Behavioral 

Sciences, 228, 614-621. 

King, A. (2000). Thinking with Bourdieu against Bourdieu: A ‘Practical’ Critique of the 

Habitus. Sociological Theory, 18(3), 417-433. https://doi.org/10.1111/0735-2751. 

00109  

Kvasny, L. (2005). The role of the habitus in shaping discourses about the digital 

divide. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 10(2). Retrieved from 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2005.tb00242.x  

Kvasny, L. (2006). Cultural (re)production of digital inequality in a US community 

technology initiative. Information, Communication & Society, 9(2), 160-181.  

Lareau, A. (2011). Unequal childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life. Berkeley, CA: 

University of California Press. 

https://ideas.repec.org/p/pri/cpanda/15.html
https://doi.org/10.1111/0735-2751.%0b00109
https://doi.org/10.1111/0735-2751.%0b00109
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2005.tb00242.x


904 D. Ristić, A. Kišjuhas 

Lenski, G. (1966). Power and Privilege: A Theory of Social Stratification. New York: 

McGraw Hill.  

Levina, N., & Arriaga, M. (2014). Distinction and status production on user-generated 

content platforms: Using Bourdieu’s theory of cultural production to 

understand social dynamics in online fields. Information Systems Research, 

25(3), 468-488. 

Liu, D., Baumeister, R. F., Yang, C. C., & Hu, B. (2019). Digital communication 

media use and psychological well-being: A meta-analysis. Journal of 

Computer-Mediated Communication, 24(5), 259-273. 

Lutz, C. (2016). A social milieu approach to the online participation divides in Germany. 

Social Media + Society, 2(1), 1-14. https://doi.org/10. 1177/2056305115626749  

Lutz, C. (2019). Digital inequalities in the age of artificial intelligence and big data. Human 

Behavior & Emerging Technologies, 1, 141-148. https://doi.org/10.1002/hbe2.140 

Macdonald, S. J., & Clayton, J. (2011). Back to the future, disability and the digital 

divide. Disability & Society, 28(5), 702-718.  

Madden, M., Gilman, M., Levy, K., & Marwick, A. (2017). Privacy, poverty, and big 

data: A matrix of vulnerabilities for poor Americans. Washington University 

Law Review, 95, 53-126.  

Madigan, E, & Goodfellow, M. (2005). The influence of family income and parents 

education on digital access: Implications for first-year college students. 

Sociological Viewpoints, 21, 53-62. 

Mariscal, J., Mayne, G., Aneja, U., & Sorgner, A. (2019). Bridging the gender digital 

gap. Economics, 13(1), 1-13. 

Marković Krstić, S. and Milošević Radulović, L. (2020). The social origin of the 

students and their choice of study programs at the faculties of the University 

of Niš. Teme, XLIV(4), 1137-1162. 

McChesney, R.W. (2013). Digital Disconnect: How Capitalism is Turning the 

Internet Against Democracy. New York and London: The New Press.  

Micheli, M. (2015). What is new in the digital divide? Understanding Internet use by 

teenagers from different social backgrounds. In Cotten S. R. et al. (Eds.), 

Communication and Information Technologies Annual: Digital Distinctions 

and Inequalities Studies in Media and Communications, Volume 10 (pp. 57-

89). Emerald Group Publishing Limited. 

Napoli, P., & Obar, J. (2014). The emerging mobile Internet underclass: A critique of 

mobile Internet access. The Information Society, 30(5), 323-334.  

Norris, P. (2001). Digital Divide: Civic Engagement, Information Poverty and the 

Internet in Democratic Societies. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Park, S. (2017). Digital inequalities in rural Australia: A double jeopardy of 

remoteness and social exclusion. Journal of Rural Studies, 54, 399-407.  

Petrović, M., Bojković, N., Anić, I., and Petrović, D. (2012). Benchmarking the digital 

divide using a multi-level outranking framework: Evidence from EBRD countries 

of operation. Government Information Quarterly, 29, 597-607.  

Pew. (2018). Social media fact sheet. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center: Internet 

& Technology. Retrieved from http://www.pewinternet.org/fact-sheet/social-

media/  

Powell, A., Bryne, A., & Dailey, D. (2010). The essential Internet: Digital exclusion 

in low-income American communities. Policy & Internet, 2(2), 161-192.  

Robinson, L. (2009). A taste for the necessary. Information, Communication & 

Society, 12(4), 488-507. 

Robinson, L. et al. (2015). Digital inequalities and why they matter. Information, 

Communication & Society, 18(5), 569-582.  

https://doi.org/10.%201177/2056305115626749
https://doi.org/10.1002/hbe2.140
http://www.pewinternet.org/fact-sheet/social-media/
http://www.pewinternet.org/fact-sheet/social-media/


The Concept of Habitus in the Research of Digital Divides and Inequalities  905 

Rye, S. A. (2008). Exploring the gap of the digital divide: Conditions of connectivity 

and higher education participation. GeoJournal, 71(2-3), 171-184. 

Sanderson, S. K. (2001). The Evolution of Human Sociality: A Darwinian Conflict 

Perspective. Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers.  

Sassen, S. (1998). On the Internet and the Sovereignity. Indiana Journal od Global Legal 

Studies, 5(2). Retrieved from: http://www.repository.law.indiana.edu/ijgls/vol5/ 

iss2/9  

Sassen, S. (2002). Towards a Sociology of Information Technology. Current Sociology, 

50, 365-388. 

Sassen, S. (2007). A Sociology of Globalization. New York: Norton&Company. 

Seifert, A. (2020). The digital exclusion of older adults during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Journal of gerontological social work, 63(6-7), 674-676.  

Sims, J., Vidgen, R., & Powell, P. (2008). E-Learning and the Digital Divide: 

Perpetuating Cultural and Socio-Economic Elitism in Higher Education. 

Communications of the Association for Information Systems, 22(1), 429-442. 

Smelser, N. J. (1988). Social Structure. In: Smelser, N. J. (ed.), Handbook of 

Sociology (pp. 103-129). Newbury Park: Sage Publications.  

Spasić, I. (2013). Kultura na delu – Društvena transformacija Srbije iz burdijeovske 

perspektive Culture at work – Social transformation of Serbia from a 

Bourdieusian perspective Beograd: Fabrika knjiga. 

Štrangarić, S. (2017). Kulturni kapital i znanje: problemi operacionalizacije u 

istraživanjima obrazovnih nejednakosti Cultural capital and knowledge: 

problems of operationalization in research on educational inequalities 

Sociološki pregled, 51(2), 300-323. 

Thamm, R. (1992). Social structure and emotions. Sociological Perspectives, 35(4), 

649-671. 

Van Deursen, A., & Helsper, E. (2015). The third-level digital divide: Who benefits 

most from being online? In Communication and information technologies 

annual (pp. 29-52). Bingley: Emerald. 

Van Dijk, J. (2005). The Deepening Divide: Inequality in The Information Society. 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Van Dijk, J. (2006). Digital divide research, achievements and shortcomings. Poetics, 

34(4-5), 221-235. 

Warren, M. (2007). The digital vicious cycle: Links between social disadvantage and 

digital exclusion in rural areas. Telecommunications Policy, 31(6-7), 374-388.  

Zillien, N., & Hargittai, E. (2009). Digital distinction? Status-specific types of Internet 

usage. Social Science Quarterly, 90(2), 274-291.  

Zillien, N., & Marr, M. (2013). The digital divide in Europe. In M. Ragnedda & G. 

W. Muschert (Eds.), The digital divide. The internet and social inequality in 

international perspective (Routledge advances in sociology) (pp. 55-66). 

London: Routledge.     

http://www.repository.law.indiana.edu/ijgls/vol5/%0biss2/9
http://www.repository.law.indiana.edu/ijgls/vol5/%0biss2/9


906 D. Ristić, A. Kišjuhas 

КОНЦЕПТ ХАБИТУСА У ИСТРАЖИВАЊУ 

ДИГИТАЛНИХ ПОДЕЛА И НЕЈЕДНАКОСТИ 

Душан Ристић, Алексеј Кишјухас 

Универзитет у Новом Саду, Филозофски факултет, Нови Сад, Србија 

Резиме 

Тема којом се бавимо у овом истраживању је питање релевантности концепта 

хабитуса, који је развио француски социолог Пјер Бурдије, у истраживањима 

друштвених неједнакости и подела у дигиталним праксама. Истраживачко питање 

се односи на то које врсте друштвених неједнакости постоје у домену информаци-

оних и комуникационих технологија (ИКТ), а посебно Интернета, и на то да ли је 

Бурдијеов концепт хабитуса адекватно теоријско-методолошко оруђе за емпириј-

ска истраживања у наведеном подручју. У раду представљамо типологије диги-

талних неједнакости и подела, укључујући први ниво дигиталне поделе који се од-

носи на приступ Интернету, други ниво дигиталне поделе који има за циљ да ди-

ференцира бинарне неједнакости приступа Интернету од неједнакости у домену 

вештина и начина употребе, као и трећи ниво који отвара питање неједнакости ко-

је се јављају као последица употребе Интернета. Како бисмо одговорили на истра-

живачко питање и потврдили или одбацили хипотезу о адекватности концепта ха-

битуса у истраживањима дигиталних подела и неједнакости, у раду смо направили 

преглед релевантних емпиријских истраживања. Један од најважнијих примера 

који издвајамо је употреба и разрада концепта хабитуса као „информационог ха-

битуса“, где се концепт диференцира у складу са различитим начинима коришће-

ња ИКТ и употребом Интернета. Такође указујемо на значај употребе концепта 

хабитуса у истраживањима која се баве неједнакостима као дугорочно успостав-

љеним друштвеним трендовима који имају везе са употребом ИКТ, али и жи-

вотним шансама. Студије такође указују и на постојање структуралних друштве-

них неједнакости које утичу на развој дигиталне писмености. Иако не постоји мо-

гућност да се донесе закључак о коначним импликацијама употребе хабитуса у 

овој области, на основу типологије подела, неједнакости и емпиријских истражи-

вања која приказујемо закључујемо да хабитус има и теоријски и методолошки 

значај у наведеној области. Другим речима, закључујемо да је у питању концепт 

који не само да има потенцијал за објашњење, већ представља истраживачку алат-

ку коју је, управо кроз поменута и слична истраживања, могуће даље развијати.  


