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ABSTRACT
The aim of this study is, first, to find out whether teachers are exposed 
to instances of invisible symbolic violence at school, especially in their 
relations with school principals, and second, if such violence exists, to 
expose the practices which promote it. The methodology used in this 
research was that of qualitative phenomenology and nine teachers were 
selected to take part using a snowball-sampling method, which is one of 
the purposeful sampling methods. In order to collect data semi structured 
face to face interviews were conducted. The data were analysed using a 
content analysis technique. As a result of the data analysis, two themes 
emerged: Symbolic Violence in the School Field and Struggling with 
Windmills. The results of the research reveal that teachers are exposed 
to instances of symbolic violence due to the power that principals hold 
within schools. Our research showed that teachers cannot cope with 
these practices, which produce inequality and lead to unquestioning 
obedience.
Keywords: Symbolic violence, symbolic power, habitus, school as field, 
types of capital

This work is licensed under Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4279-1184

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1800-7633

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4157-1155


Symbolic Violence Teachers Experience at Schools

2 Journal of Economy Culture and Society 

	 1. Introduction
	 Violence in schools has been increasing at an alarming rate. As reported in Hurriyet 
(05/01/2019), a national newspaper in Turkey, 29.3% of teachers are exposed to various forms of 
violence in or around the schools where they work. Such violent incidents might not only be limi-
ted to physical, economic, or psychological cases of violence; they may be varied and found in 
many areas. After some time, such events may begin to seem normal. 
	 Violence can be defined as the use of power to harm others or to prevent the rights of others 
(Morrison, Furlong & Morrison, 1994). French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, however, gathered his 
thoughts around the concept of symbolic violence with a different perspective of the concept of 
violence and defined this concept as “violence mostly applied through symbolic channels such as 
communication, acceptance, feeling, and invisible and unnoticeable for the exposed ones” (Bour-
dieu, 2015, p.11). Through symbolic violence, power can be used as a tool to gain status (Murphy, 
2018). Thus, violence does not come about by applying force, and mutual consent and acceptance 
are observed in the implementation of symbolic violence.
	 In this regard, written rules have an important place in the implementation of symbolic vio-
lence. The rules are at the centre of social relations and settled through transformation of sovere-
ignty and emotional bonds (Bourdieu, 1998). Written rules give the state the power to control vi-
olence (Schmitt, 2006). Governments apply symbolic violence through written rules instead of 
using physical violence to make citizens obey rules and regulations (Micaud, 1991, cited in Oz-
soz, 2013). Governments implement invisible symbolic violence through institutions. In this way, 
educational institutions are important tools in transferring symbolic violence to individuals in 
society. Schools mediate it through the provision of educational services. Bourdieu states that one 
of the most important tools in the application of symbolic violence is education. In this context, 
Bourdieu considers education as a process which increases social class differences and strengt-
hens power relations. Bourdieu defines schools as social institutions where the reproduction of 
power relations between different social classes takes place (Danahay, 1991).
	 Scott (2012) also found that schools and education preserve existing social inequalities and 
reproduce them. Bourdieu and Passeron define education as a process that supports existing cul-
tural capital and differentiates students for the benefit of the dominant class (Ozsoz, 2014). Li-
kewise, Apple (2006) states that through the curriculums prepared by governments as a means of 
education, cultural and economic class relations are continually produced. Therefore, it can be 
said that symbolic violence is an invisible, polite form of violence and is quite common among 
employees in educational institutions (Turk, 2007).
	 Studies conducted on symbolic violence in schools mostly focus on symbolic and institutional 
violence that teachers exert on students (Herr 1999). Scott (2012) notes that although teachers are 
in a position of power within their own classes, they may be exposed to invisible violence becau-
se they are subject to written practices. These may affect teachers’ thinking tools.

	 2. Bourdieu’s Thinking Tools
	 Pierre Bourdieu mentions thinking tools such as habitus, capital, field, symbolic power and 
symbolic violence and explained the concept of field with a game metaphor. In this competition, 
there are possibilities of winning and losing. In this metaphor, being a part of the game means 
having similar cards symbolising different values. Bourdieu states that the boundaries of the field 
are the places where the effect of the game is seen. There are means of connection with various 
types of power and capital within the networks of the field. Having the forms of power in these 
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fields provides access to various benefits (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2014). The concept of field 
helps to reveal hierarchy and power relations more clearly. With this concept, the researcher tries 
to uncover the elements that are not seen by establishing a relationship between the micro-cosmos 
field and the macro-cosmos field while questioning the reasons for the conflicts (Swartz, 2011). 
Indicating that there are fields such as laws, education and religion, Bourdieu describes social 
fields where unjust competitive practices are held (Murphy, 2018).
	 The concept of habitus refers to recreating individuals’ tendencies (Calhoun, 2010). Actions 
and perceptions that are compatible with the situations cause these tendencies (Bourdieu, 1977, 
cited in Swartz, 2011). With this concept, Bourdieu emphasized that it was possible to create mo-
ral character by organizing habits and achieving morality. Previous experiences play an important 
role in the framing of habitus (Murphy, 2018). 
	 According to Bourdieu individuals learn to accept existing inequalities in society because of 
their previous experiences. These experiences make them add their expectations to their habitus. 
Over time, individuals draw their own boundaries by gaining insight from their success in games 
with habitus (Calhoun, 2010). As there is an ontological complicity between habitus and the field, 
Bourdieu states that the field tries to structure habitus, and habitus tries to structure the subjecti-
ve perception of the field (Bourdieu, 2006, cited in Ozsoz, 2013). While individuals struggle 
between the powers in the field and their habitus, they change structures and make them compa-
tible with their habitus.
	 According to Bourdieu, the “cards” show the capital. In this context, there are four types of 
capital: economic, cultural, social and symbolic. Economic resources comprise economic capital. 
Social capital is related to human relationship networks. All behavioural patterns learned through 
education constitute cultural capital. Symbolic capital is the perception, understanding and recog-
nition of the value attributed to any of the other forms of capital (social, cultural and economic) 
and identified in terms of its structure as the combination of the other forms of capital (Gergs, 
2003). The function of each type of capital differs in games, and they provide dominance in the 
game. Habitus is shaped by the types and amounts of capital.
	
	 2.1. Symbolic violence and education
	 Bourdieu connects the concept of symbolic violence with the concept of symbolic capital by 
using honour, respect and prestige (Anderson, 2013). Bourdieu explains this concept as transfor-
ming the relations of domination and obedience into emotional relationships and states that these 
relationships can be established with the partnership of the exposed ones (Bourdieu, 1998). Murp-
hy (2018) defines symbolic violence that is applied through structures such as education and reli-
gion as the power created by an individual through imposing hierarchy and position on others. It 
is a fact that some individuals have much more economic, cultural and social capital. And they use 
this to impose symbolic capital and cultural values ​​onto others. When individuals try to use this 
power against others who have less symbolic capital than themselves, they apply symbolic violen-
ce. This process leads to the continuity of dependent relations. It also causes the dominance of 
groups or classes and the reproduction of the existing social order, and so ends in various inequa-
lities (Anderson, 2013). 
	 Symbolic violence occurs in the form of obligations, debts, roles, expectations, discourses and 
non-verbal communication, rather than physical harm. Symbolic violence fortifies social inequa-
lities and ensures the adoption of these without questioning and restricting individuals (Toshalis, 
2010). Another concept of Bourdieu relates to symbolic violence is symbolic power, which enables 



Symbolic Violence Teachers Experience at Schools

4 Journal of Economy Culture and Society 

individuals to apply violence on behalf of their institution (Goldstein, 2006). In this sense, those 
who dominate social, political and economic practices possess some or all of the power such as 
rewards, advantages, privileges, experiences, and options. Such power makes them dominant. 
	 Individuals may have these types of capital at different levels in certain fields, and sometimes 
their amount changes. Cultural capital, in particular, is a key factor in the implementation of sy-
mbolic violence because struggling for cultural capital in a particular field leads to an effort to 
transform social classes and power hierarchies (Scott, 2012). Those holding power dominate ot-
hers using their capital, and this causes the dominant ones to implement symbolic violence on the 
non-dominant ones. Bourdieu describes this state as the most powerful structure exerting symbo-
lic violence. In this regard, law and media are two important tools which ensure the dominance of 
power by society (Akbal, 2018).
	 Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) give special importance to education in their analysis. Accor-
ding to Bourdieu, education systems legitimate class inequalities and reproduce these inequali-
ties. Having cultural capital and high-class habitus is considered a success in the education sys-
tem. Since most students from the lower class do not have these advantages , their failure is ine-
vitable since education promotes class inequalities (Sullivan, 2002). 
	 Education is the field of socialization. Through education symbolic violence is implemented, 
and it reproduces intellectual and moral integration of a group or a class without resorting to phy-
sical pressure (Danahay, 1991). It is also an important tool in obtaining cultural capital. Those 
who are powerful increase and maintain their positions in society by promoting their cultural, 
social and symbolic capital through education (Swartz, 2011). Thus, education systems are shaped 
by the habitus of the dominant upper class and function in accordance with their interests. Cultu-
ral capital is particularly beneficial for success in the struggle for opportunity in the field of 
education. Later, symbolic forms of success can be converted into economic capital. This is furt-
her indication of the idea that education applies violence symbolically (Scott, 2012). Existing po-
licies ensure the existence of symbolic violence in schools. These policies determine what sta-
keholders should do in advance. Those consciously challenging such policies might be declared as 
deviant. With behaviour norms deeply embedded in social practices, an atmosphere emerges in 
which these policies are normal, usual, and remain constant (Goldstein, 2006). 
	 Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) describe schools as examples of places that protect and reproduce 
existing social inequalities and that also structure social institutions (Scott, 2012). Discursive effects 
of symbolic power and symbolic violence can be found in different ways in schools. Symbolic power 
not only targets students but is also directed at teachers, parents and other stakeholders (Goldstein, 
2006). Therefore, it is important to make symbolic violence visible from the teachers’ perspective.
	 The imposition of symbolic power by administrators in teacher-principal communication in 
schools might lead to protests and rebellious behaviour, and create a culture among teachers aga-
inst the normative organization of the education system. Noguera (1995, cited in Goldstein, 2006) 
states that the violence experienced by teachers and students in schools may be a symptom of a 
much more important problem in society, especially in the school. Goldstein (2006), on the other 
hand, states that it can lead to failure in establishing safe learning communities. 
	 In this context, the purpose of this study is to determine whether teachers are exposed to sy-
mbolic violence by written rules in their relations with principals, especially the invisible concep-
ts of habitus and field frequently used in Bourdieu’s works. The research also aims to expose 
school practices which promote symbolic violence. It is thought that this study may develop a 
critical perspective on revealing symbolic violence practices encountered in schools. 
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	 3. Method
	 3.1. Research Design 
	 This qualitative study was carried out using a phenomenological design. Phenomenology 
aims to reveal the meaning or nature of our daily experiences in order to gain an in-depth unders-
tanding and focuses on people’s perceptions, descriptions, feelings, judgments, and interpretati-
ons of a phenomenon and how they approach that phenomenon while talking to other individuals 
(Patton, 2014). Such studies aim to reveal cases that cannot be observed easily such as experien-
ces, feelings, thoughts, beliefs, and attitudes of individuals by using the interview method (Yıldı-
rım & Şimşek, 2011). Within this scope, the study pattern that was chosen was that of collecting 
in-depth data from the participants regarding the symbolic violence phenomenon and thereby 
revealing their experiences of this phenomenon.

	 3.2. Research Participants 
	 The participants of this research were nine volunteer teachers working in different types of 
schools. Participants were included in the study using the snowball sampling method, which is a 
type of nonprobability sampling and is useful in cases where participants are difficult to find, 
especially in sensitive and relatively confidential subject matters. In this sampling method, the 
researcher asks participants to suggest other sample members (Etikan et al., 2016) to participate 
in the study. In this context, interviews were conducted to ensure data saturation for the current 
study, and the depth of the data was considered. Participants were given the names of the charac-
ters in the novel “Son Ada” (“The Last Island”) by Zulfu Livaneli, whose subject is symbolic 
power. In this novel, the subject was power relations, which changed when people on an island 
started to be governed by an authority. 

	 3.3. Data Collection
	 The data were collected using the semi-structured technique. Since symbolic violence is a 
phenomenon that cannot be easily felt and noticed by the exposed ones, this technique was prefer-
red. In phenomenological studies, open-ended and semi-structured interview questions and fa-
ce-to-face interviews are the most appropriate ways to collect data (Marshall & Rossman, 2010). 
Semi-structured interview questions allow researchers to change sub-questions in the light of 
participants’ status and responses (Merriam, 2013). 
	 Within the scope of the research, the relevant literature was reviewed, and then the interview 
questions were formed. In order to ensure reliability and transferability, the interview questions 
were finalized after consulting with five researchers and one language specialist in qualitative 
research, all of whom are related to the field of study. Pilot interviews were conducted and the 
questions re-examined, after which it was found that the current interview questions were suitab-
le for collecting data. 
	 The interview protocol, prepared in accordance with ethical principles, was sent to the parti-
cipants by e-mail before the interview. This protocol aimed to create an environment of emotional 
trust by stating that participants could withdraw from the meeting whenever they wanted. Mee-
tings were held face-to-face by appointment in environments where participants felt comfortable. 
They were held at pre-determined meeting places. Interviews took an average of 30 minutes, and 
a voice recorder was used with the participants’ approval. To ensure data multiplicity, notes were 
taken during the interviews, and the data transcribed after the interviews were presented to the 
participants for approval.



Symbolic Violence Teachers Experience at Schools

6 Journal of Economy Culture and Society 

	 3.4. Data Analysis
	 The data were analysed with the content analysis technique. In accordance with the procedu-
res of this technique, the data were divided into themes. For the data analysis, the notes taken 
during the interviews and the transcripts of the interviews were revisited. The analysing cycle 
proposed by Saldana (2015) was used to interpret the data. In the first cycle, direct coding was 
completed, and the similarities between the first codes were examined to find subcategories in the 
second cycle. Later, themes containing the same categories were formed. The themes were analy-
sed by experts in the field to discover categories and codes. 

	 4. Findings
	 In this part, the findings obtained by analysing data transcripts and observation notes are 
presented. As result of the data analysis, two themes, Symbolic Violence in the School Field and 
Struggling with Windmills, emerged.

	 4.1. Theme 1: Symbolic Violence in the School Field
	 As Bourdieu’s field concept identifies a field where conflicts of interest are experienced, schools 
are conceptualized as the field in this research. One of the reasons for this is that it is accepted that 
Bourdieu encourages researchers to question what information is valuable in the school field and 
which groups represent power. In this study, symbolic violence was used to identify which groups 
are powerful in the school field and to reveal power-based and hidden power relations. 

	 4.1.1. The King’s Guard
	 Since two of the participants defined the school principal as a king, this category was named 
“the King’s Guard”, and the capital that principals have (as seen from the teachers’ perspective) 
was included here. The teachers stated that a school principal’s social capital is very powerful, and 
principals have privileges such as favouritism. Principals have powerful social capital based on 
privileges and obligations which result from their networks and group memberships with actors 
such as politicians, education union leaders, senior public officials, supervisors, and other school 
principals. In this regard, Lara said, “The principal has connections with the education union to 
protect him, and political connections with the head of the district and so on. He does not get any 
punishment.” Then, Author expressed his opinion as follows:

“It is possible to have status with political connections. It is a must to have favouritism in this way. 
In a place where there is no competence, there are, of course, more royalists than the king. The 
ones who get a position they do not deserve administer teachers in a way they do not deserve.”

	 The teachers stated that principals know legal procedures well and do not receive punish-
ments when faced with a sanction by finding an explanation compatible with procedures. They 
also said that principals’ cultural capital was powerful due to their knowledge about work and 
procedures at school. Grocery’s Son stated the following on this subject:

“We try to read the legislation, but they find such a great explanation compatible with the legis-
lation… They know the legislation very well because they have been in this field for years. Of 
course, we don’t know as much as they do.”
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	 Furthermore, the teachers expressed the view that principals have many powers due to legal 
legislation, and so they perceive themselves as the authority in a school and have the perception 
that they cannot be criticized. Also, it was stated by the teachers that principals are the only ad-
ministrators in WhatsApp groups and that they also have a room which represents their authority. 
In addition, the teachers gave other examples of the symbolic capital which principals have, and 
they used analogies like “king”, “principal” and “boss”.
The participant Author used the metaphor of God to explain how effectively school principals use 
all their different types of capital and to express that principals’ habitus resulted from such capi-
tal: “…The principal constantly expects obedience from someone. It is not possible to criticize or 
to say what he said is wrong because he is king, so he is God principal. That’s what I call them.” 

	 4.1.2. Prestigious Withdrawal
	 Teachers’ perceptions of capital change according to the economic situation of the place whe-
re they live, as well as to parents’ profiles, and financial opportunities. While two of the teachers 
defined themselves as being economically middle class, most of the participants stated that teac-
hers can be categorized as poor and living at the poverty threshold because the majority of them 
live in a metropolitan area. Lara stated that teachers’ perceptions of social capital vary based on 
where they live: “The public’s view of the teaching profession changes according to region and 
geography. There is not the same respect experienced here as in the east part of Turkey. While 
you are given much respect in the east region, you are an ordinary person here.” While some of 
the teachers stated that teaching is a valued, respected and outstanding profession, others stated 
that teachers are just ordinary people. Lara emphasized the loss of the profession as social capital 
by stating that, “The teacher used to be trusted by people, but now has turned into someone that 
cannot be trusted.” In terms of cultural capital, one of the teachers had a doctorate degree, one 
had a graduate degree, and another was doing graduate work. None of the teachers provided any 
information about their principals having greater academic experience. Finally, some teachers 
stated that they read legal legislation, but they did not have sufficient knowledge about its imple-
mentation, that is, they had little cultural capital.

	 4.1.3. God Principals
	 This category, the name of which was provided by one of the participants in the study, emp-
hasizes the habitus developed by school principals based on their powerful capital. In this cate-
gory there are findings of cases of symbolic violence experienced by teachers. Many examples of 
symbolic violence were created by practices shaped by structures in the habitus such as security 
duties, timetables, meetings, ceremonies, management decisions and teachers’ leave and were 
hidden in the school field. This section attempts to reveal what was learned from the interviews 
with the teachers. As they stated, examples of symbolic violence produced by school principals 
representing symbolic power in the school field were observed especially in regards to teachers’ 
timetables and in the days and hours assigned for school security duties. School principals use 
practices such as persuading teachers, making arbitrary limitations and generating inequalities, 
changing teachers’ timetables, arranging teachers’ classes in a disorganised manner, increasing 
the workload of teachers, and reducing lesson hours to cause teachers to experience economic 
loss. Some of the teachers’ opinions on this subject are as follows:
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“When the principal wants a teacher to do a task that she/he does not want to do, the principal 
does not arrange the curriculum as the teacher wishes, adds additional lessons, does not assign 
extra lessons, excludes you from the other teachers, and ignores what is said. ” (Author).

	 Another example of symbolic violence against teachers who object to inequalities or who do 
not comply with the principal is duties related to school security. The teachers stated that princi-
pals frequently changed the places of their security duties and increased the number of teachers 
given such duties, thus punishing the teachers who do not obey them. Grocery’s Son stated, “I 
wanted to teach painting, but the principal said that I would teach calligraphy and it would be as 
he wanted”, which is an example of symbolic violence based on maintaining the current order and 
increasing the habitus of the principal. Many of the participants stated that principals especially 
used their legal legislative powers to produce inequalities. Seagull explained that the principal 
used supervisory power frequently and followed the exact time teachers came to school. He also 
said, “The principal enters the classes without informing us beforehand. Okay, the principal 
makes the audit, but it is an arbitrary one, and he also specifically tracks the teachers’ school 
entrance time.” Author also stated that the principal frequently reminded teachers of his powers 
to end the internship process in their first year of teaching: 

“The following year, he cancelled my duties in a class and did not assign outside exams to me. 
When I investigated why everyone was given exam tasks and why I was not , I learned that the 
principal did not send my name to the exam commission. He asked ‘Why were you were wearing 
this checked shirt and velvet trousers?” 

	 In this statement Author said that the principal cancelled his exam and class responsibility 
duties that provide additional income and interfered in his choice of clothes, although it was not 
prohibited in the regulations. Moreover, Grocery’s Son said that the principal cancelled the exams 
by stating that there were not enough questions. Lara’s statement, which is an example of symbo-
lic violence based on mutual consent and acceptance, shows that principals also use their powers 
to give permission as symbolic violence. Lara expressed her opinion as follows:

“I have two kids, and when the kids get sick, we need to take them to the doctor, or they have 
different needs. Therefore, we need to get permission from the school. In such cases, you inevi-
tably deal with the school administration. Whenever you want something from them, they are 
inevitably waiting for something in return.”

	 Lara stated that the principal constantly searched for teachers’ mistakes, took down state-
ments when there was a problem, and kept these for years. Number 36, Lara, and Number 22 also 
stated that the principal provoked parents and students against teachers and forced teachers to 
obey. Number 22 explained it in this way: “The principal started to ask the parents if they were 
happy with the teacher and if they had any problem with the teacher.” 

“One of our teachers, who had a different opinion, had many troubles because of the principals. 
They provoked parents against the teacher, provoked students, and made the parents submit 
petitions against the teacher. An inquisition was started against the teacher, and the teacher had 
to leave the school. Such tricks are played.”
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	 Author’s statement above shows that principals use ideological tools, and they arouse fear and 
anxiety in teachers by using other types of violence such as tricks and slander, thereby making 
teachers obey. Similarly, Seagull stated that teachers are “blacklisted” when they have problems 
with the principal. This statement of number 4 is similar: “The principal gives written notificati-
ons to teachers he cannot agree with and tries to catch them in some way by watching from came-
ras.” It shows that principals use security cameras as a means of pressure and diminishes other 
teachers’ objections by punishing one of them. Number 36 also said that the principal prevents the 
school board and school commissions from making decisions. Seagull added that, “If you give an 
answer to the principal on a WhatsApp group, then you are already in trouble”, which means that 
the principal turned WhatsApp groups into a means of pressure. 
	 Number 22 stated that, “At the last school I worked at, there were level classes such as class 
A and class B. For example, certain classes were always given to the same teachers”, which 
showed that the principal grouped the students based on their success and assigned those succes-
sful classes to the teachers she/he got on well with. Moreover, Number 36 said, “The support staff 
at the school wandered the halls with a list of the teachers’ names and added a plus on the list for 
teachers present and a minus for the ones that were not present. Why would a servant supervise 
a teacher?”, thus expressing that teachers are checked by someone of lower status. He also men-
tioned that the principal often entered the classes without informing the teacher by listening at the 
classroom door.
	 Bourdieu stated that symbolic violence is mostly applied using non-verbal communication, 
expectations and discourses. There are also examples of symbolic violence in communication and 
the ways principals and teachers relate in the school field. For example, Grocery’s Son stated that 
“The principal plans a separate meeting with the teachers he gets along well with and excludes 
others, pushing them aside”. In addition, Number 36 stated that principals especially kept some 
teachers under control by saying “The principal chooses the teacher to make him/her do some 
tasks, but cannot force some teachers to do such tasks. Then, a situation like ‘You can do this’, 
‘You have to do this,’ appears.”
	 It is possible to understand that principals show favouritism from Lara’s statement: “If some-
one who is not from his own education union comes to school late, he immediately keeps a record 
of it. However, if it is someone who the principal considers close, then the principal ignores it”. It 
also might be concluded that principals apply symbolic violence in the school field with feelings 
of revenge. Some participants stated that personal situations such as health problems and childca-
re were carried to the school field by principals and were used in communication. Number 36 
emphasized the case by stating that, “One teacher had a child with Down syndrome. At the begin-
ning of each semester, the principal asked the teacher to renew the health report on the child’s 
illness. Does Down syndrome go away?” These findings show that there is a hierarchy among 
employees in the school field, and the principal, who has more powerful social, cultural and sym-
bolic capital, imposes this situation on teachers by using their status and hierarchy and develops 
relationships with the aim of sustaining this situation.

	 4.1.4. Notice of Investigation
	 The discussion that comes under this category centres on the findings which are related to 
cases of symbolic violence experienced by teachers and which arise from legal practices stem-
ming from laws and regulations. The category name is a metaphor, often expressed by teachers, 
and derived from the way “condemnation” in legal legislation is made known. The teachers stated 
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that existing legal practices limit them and do not allow them to act freely. They also stated that 
there are some practices that they have to comply with due to threats of force and legal enforce-
ment at school.
	 Number 22 said that “There is a regulation that limits the teacher in terms of assessment and 
also in the use of auxiliary books. You cannot do that; there shouldn’t be a very restrictive imple-
mentation like a ban. For example, there are such problems with the purchase of supplementary 
books for foreign language teaching.” In addition, Seagull stated that there are many “yellow 
envelope” (condemnation penalty) practices regarding the procedures, such as school entran-
ce-exit time, extra security duties, and extra courses, and principals frequently make use of such 
practices. Additional lessons and forced in-service training are other examples of symbolic vio-
lence arising from legislation. Lara stated, “When there is a one day public holiday, seven hours 
of additional lessons are not paid. I was supposed to attend in-service training, but I did not want 
to attend. The Ministry assigned me here automatically.” 
	 It is possible to say that inquiries by the Ministry of National Education also produce symbo-
lic violence in schools. In this practice, inquiries in schools are carried out by another school 
principal working in the same district. It might be said that this situation also creates the percep-
tion that principals support each other, and this practice increases principals’ capital. Regarding 
this issue, Seagull stated:

“When an inquiry is started against a teacher, the inspector does not come; local supervisors 
come. Local supervisors are already the other directors in that district. As such, it is the blind 
leading the blind. In other words, it is not possible for the principal to be punished.”

	 The findings in this category show that meetings, ceremonies, and administrative procedures 
related to arranging timetables, leave, extra security duties as well as investigations in the school 
field are important factors in shaping the habitus and in formation of the common identity of a 
school institution. It is seen that these practices are embedded in the institutional structure of a 
school and produce symbolic violence.

	 4.2. Theme 2: Fighting with Windmills
	 In this section, the findings are presented in two categories. The theme was named after a 
participant’s analogy, describing the failures of a participant while struggling with symbolic 
violence.
	
	 4.2.1. Feeling Experienced
	 The teachers stated that they are nervous after experiencing symbolic violence, they have to 
control their nervousness constantly, they are afraid of being dismissed from their profession, and 
they find this situation annoying. In this regard, Number 4 stated that “We are all human beings; 
we can all make mistakes, but such things cause the teacher to be constantly on edge.” Author 
mentions the school principal’s power in the implementation of school projects, and he stated that 
the teacher has to obey and cannot oppose the principal: “The teacher’s position in school is 
between the two lips of the principal. You cannot criticize the principal, you cannot criticize the 
administration, you cannot mention their mistakes; you will continue working quietly.” Again, 
Author said that when the school principal is not obeyed, the teacher is declared unwanted (devi-
ant in Bourdieu’s terms) in the school field.
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	 Some of the teachers said that they had psychological disorders, and that these conditions 
decreased their performance and efficiency. One participant expressed a fear of blotting the regis-
ter , and another participant stated that all these emotions depersonalize the teachers by forcing 
them to obey.

	 4.2.2 Struggling Techniques
	 As result of the data analysis, it was found that teachers make use of different techniques to 
handle the incidents of symbolic violence experienced by them. As Bourdieu stated, some of them 
fully accept this situation and shape their habitus accordingly. Other teachers use legal means 
such as getting away from school and complaining. The majority of teachers stated that they ac-
cept this situation and try not to pay attention to it. Seagull stated:

“Coping with this is like fighting a windmill. After all, he takes you to his blade and turns you. 
I wait for him to open an inquiry whenever I have such troubles. Thus, it is not possible for you 
not to get a penalty there. One of our colleagues complained about the principal, but they punis-
hed the teacher by proving him wrong. What will you do when you see these examples? You see, 
the teacher is absolutely right, but they find a way, this regulation, that law ... Somehow, they 
make the teacher the guilty one. Therefore, you ignore everything.”

	 As seen in Seagull’s statement, teachers experience learned helplessness in struggling with 
incidents of symbolic violence and turn this situation into mutual acceptance by ignoring everyt-
hing. In addition, this statement of Seagull shows that those challenging symbolic violence prac-
tices can be declared deviant, and teachers are secretly instilled with an awareness of what they 
should not do, thus developing a habitus that these norms will always exist.
	 Number 1 stated that he tries to regard things positively, avoids the school administration, 
focuses on experiencing professional satisfaction, and tries to suppress this situation, saying, “I 
try to provide my professional satisfaction myself. I feel happy when I implement new techniques 
and get results in lessons.” On the other hand, Grocery’s Son tried to increase his social and cul-
tural capital by fighting these practices, which can be seen in this statement of his: “We know 
some inspectors. We asked them. We tried to read the legislation, but the principals always find 
ways ...” Number 22 struggles against this situation by using his capital in a similar way. Number 
22 stated, “I use my legal rights, I fight in that way. I argue when I should argue. So, I have no 
worries about what happens to me. If I have to complain, I complain.” 
	 Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) stated that there are different positions with capital in diffe-
rent fields, and that those in these positions constantly fight in their fields. This section discusses 
the findings related to the emotions the teachers experienced as a result of symbolic violence 
practices within their habitus. It also discusses their fighting techniques, the way they accommo-
dated to these phenomena in their habitus, and their efforts to transform the hierarchy of power. 
The teachers stated that they often accept symbolic violence and choose obedience and harmony 
because they fail when they struggle in their habitus. A few stated that they chose to work in other 
schools as they had failed to fight against these practices in their former schools. These findings 
show that the practices in the school field shape teachers’ habitus.
	 Within the scope of this research, the teachers were asked about reducing symbolic violence 
practices in the context of teacher-principal relations in schools. In response, the teachers sugges-
ted that when choosing principals specialists should be selected according to their competence to 
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choose principals well, that principals should not work in the same school for a long time, that 
teachers should learn their legal rights and develop their ability to defend themselves, that admi-
nistrative inquiries should be carried out fairly and quickly by experts, and that legal procedures 
should be applied fairly. Number 22 stated: 

“I think personal and professional development is very important. In addition, the laws should 
be very clear. Too many things are the principal’s responsibility. It should not be so; there might 
be a procedure such as having a jury. It is also not right for school principals to investigate thin-
gs. The principal protects the principal. More specialized people should be involved in this 
process.” 

	 Number 36 emphasized that school principals should avoid accusatory language and instead 
motivate teachers by stating, “I think principals should see the positive aspects of teachers, moti-
vate them, and establish good communication with them.” Some of the teachers suggested that the 
principals have too much cultural and social capital, and that legal regulations should be revised. 
As Bourdieu states, symbolic violence, which is at the centre of every social relationship, also has 
an impact on relations in the school field. All these findings show that symbolic violence is criti-
cal in shaping teachers’ habitus in particular, and teachers’ culture in general, through the capital, 
assumptions, and allowed practices of principals within schools.

	 5. Discussion 
	 According to the research results, school principals have powerful social capital based on privi-
lege due to their social networks and group memberships. They also have powerful cultural capital 
and other symbolic capital such as many powers in the school field in their relations with teachers. 
Accordingly, school principals representing “authority” in Bourdieu’s symbolic violence studies 
have powerful capital. By implementing such capital, principals possess superiority to teachers un-
der their authority and persuade them of the legitimacy of their power. In today’s world, this type of 
authority is symbolic (Schubert, 2002). Robinson and Kerr (2009) state that leaders in organizations 
tend to produce objectified symbolic violence based on an organization’s vision and cultural capital, 
and they can use the capital to obtain symbolic capital and to restore the legal authority of bureauc-
racy. Gast (2018) underlines that school principals have great power and capital in shaping school 
discourses and making classifications in their relations with teachers. 
	 According to another result of the study, examples of symbolic violence in the school field 
emerge especially with the way the principals use their powers in practices such as making time-
tables, assigning security duties, planning meetings and ceremonies, making classroom inquiries, 
and granting teacher requests. In addition, school principals might use symbolic violence practi-
ces by adding additional lessons, restricting the economic rights of teachers, and increasing their 
responsibilities. They also interfere in teachers’ lives by criticizing their way of dressing, assig-
ning extra exam duties, putting security cameras everywhere, writing reports based on supposed 
negligence of duty, forming unnecessary school commissions, assigning classes based on the le-
vel of success, and meddling in teachers’ problems in their private lives. The practices of provo-
king parents and students against a teacher, punishing a teacher by choosing a victim, having te-
achers followed by other employees in school, and keeping teachers’ problems on the agenda are 
other practices that produce symbolic violence in schools. Due to powers that principals have 
from legal regulations, the threat of penalties based on practices such as school entrance-exit 
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time, extra security duties and weekend courses, additional courses and in-service assignments 
given without any need for them, and the implementation of inquiries by local supervisors of the 
Ministry of National Education also cause symbolic violence. Therefore, teachers are subjected to 
oppressive impositions in the school field in the many examples mentioned. Through practices 
and symbolic means arising from the powers of school principals, their symbolic privileges, and 
the legal regulations at their disposal, teachers are deprived of many opportunities due to the 
crises produced in the school field. Hierarchical arrangements ensure that those who dominate the 
teachers’ habitus are accepted as having privileges by teachers, and thus, the teachers have to 
agree to symbolic violence. Symbolic violence leads to imposing the dominant world views of the 
dominant ones on both the oppressed ones and on their social field (Bourdieu, 1991). The domi-
nant ones use symbolic ways to ensure that the suppressed ones see their sovereignty as natural 
and justified (Bourdieu 2015). Toshalis (2010) states that symbolic violence occurs and prohibits 
opportunities by supporting social inequalities and adopting arbitrary classifications without qu-
estioning. Leaders produce crises to make their followers believe in the legitimacy of their charis-
ma and to confirm their legitimacy, and crises lead to symbolic violence. In addition, managers 
in organizations can turn habitus into symbolic violence (Kershaw, cited in 1991, Robinson and 
Kerr, 2009). Agencies are exposed to symbolic violence when the attitudes of those in authority 
and the powers they are given in accordance with laws are combined (Akbal, 2018). Gast (2018) 
states that school principals make hierarchical arrangements against teachers through their 
powerful capital, which represents symbolic power, and they changed both their own habitus and 
teachers’ habitus to ensure the maintenance of these practices by means of other practices produ-
cing symbolic violence at school. Scott (2012), in a similar study, states that teachers serve as both 
exposed ones and perpetrators of symbolic violence and sometimes are not aware of school prac-
tices supporting symbolic violence that they are exposed to.
	 According to another result of this study, when faced with symbolic violence practices, teac-
hers experience uneasiness and fear of dismissal; thus, they constantly have to control themselves 
and their performance, ensuring that there is no decrease in their efficiency . Some teachers even 
have to get psychological support. Moreover, these practices reduce opposition to school princi-
pals and create a constant obedience in the school field. Bourdieu (1991) draws more attention to 
the complexity of symbolic violence than to the restriction of liberties. Both emotions experien-
ced by teachers, and inequalities caused by symbolic violence in the school field, cause this comp-
lexity. Incidents of symbolic violence in the school field not only cause teachers to experience 
psychological disorders such as fear and anxiety but also create complexity among school wor-
kers. As a result of symbolic violence, authority of the dominant ones is accepted by the disadvan-
taged ones (Bourdieu, 2000). It shapes the habitus with tendencies such as shame and anxiety in 
both behaviour and emotions. In fact, this phenomenon causes reactions such as flushing, stutte-
ring, and clumsiness, and loss of control of body (Bourdieu, 2015). Similarly, Elena (2016) finds 
that imposing power and ignoring the group’s cultural values can marginalize people, cause di-
sappointment, and promote rebellious behaviour. 
	 According to another result of the study, while tackling these practices producing inequality, teac-
hers shape their habitus in different ways such as accepting the situation, ignoring it, complaining, and 
moving away from the school field. Although teachers sometimes attempt to struggle against it, they 
frequently change their habitus due to acceptance and neglect, believing their situation will never 
change. Goldstein (2006) reports that symbolic violence practices are deeply embedded within norms 
of behaviours and practices protected and nurtured by an organization (Robinson & Kerr, 2009)
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	 A further result of the study showed that symbolic violence might be reduced if school prin-
cipals were appointed based on their administrative competence. It was also thought that teachers’ 
awareness of their legal rights, limiting school principals’ powers, conducting administrative 
inquiries appropriately, and motivating teachers instead of using accusative language could redu-
ce symbolic violence in schools. These justified demands of teachers include some changes in the 
school field. A change in symbolic lifestyles is effective in organizing the world in different ways 
such as the reduction or elimination of authority relations (Schubert, 2002). 
	 In conclusion, school principals have powerful social capital based on the privilege with their 
social networks and group memberships, and when they make use of such capital, they provide 
superiority and persuade teachers to accept their power. Moreover, principals use their powers 
while preparing timetables, assigning extra security duties, conducting meetings and ceremonies, 
making classroom inquiries, and granting teacher requests. This results in a decrease in perfor-
mance and efficiency and produces inequality, which in turn shapes teachers’ habitus in different 
ways such as their accepting the situation, ignoring it, complaining about it, and/or moving away 
from the school field. Schools should be places where teachers feel free while practising their 
work since teaching is an autonomous profession. Appointing principals who have administrative 
competence can reduce symbolic violence. It was also mentioned that teachers’ awareness of 
their legal rights, limiting school principals’ powers, conducting administrative inquiries approp-
riately, and motivating teachers instead of using accusative language against them could reduce 
symbolic violence in schools. Scott (2012) states that symbolic violence discussions might be a 
guide in solving, understanding and leading these struggles in the field of education. Schubert 
(2002), on the other hand, has given up defending existing norms to fight against symbolic violen-
ce, and emphasizes that we should seek alternative ways of existence and thinking. Recommen-
dations offered through this research are as follows: 

•	 Attempts to eliminate threats to polyphony and multiculturalism can provide ways to end 
symbolic violence. 

•	 Changing legal norms, questioning habitus in the school field, and increasing awareness 
among the stakeholders in the school can improve the situation. 

•	 School principals’ administrative qualifications and qualities should be questioned. 
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