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T
his special issue focuses on the 
engagement of researchers wor-
king on journalistic subjects and 
fields, who question the standards, 
practices and research methods 
used in their studies, which are 
underpinned by - or confronted 

with - their engagement. Going beyond the general 
issues surrounding the place of the social sciences in 
society, and the political role and social responsibility 
of academics, the aim is to highlight and question what 
is special (or not) about the engagement of journalism 
researchers. 

This issue stems from the observation that many 
young researchers1 have questions about their speci-
fic, even emotional, relationship with their journalistic 
and/or media research field. Because they are former 
journalists, or because they work on the coverage of 
events and territories that are very close to them, the 
need to include (or distance themselves from) these 
‘personal’ dimensions in their scientific work is essen-
tial. The other related observation is that there is alrea-
dy a great deal of work on the engagement of resear-
chers and scientific reflexivity, but little of it is rooted 
in the field of journalism and media research. 

Proposing reflection on the positions of resear-
chers (scholarly, expert, engaged, militant, observa-
tion from a neutral or involved standpoint, etc.) allows 
us to explore the forms and methods of the reflexive 
exercise relating to the commitment to research and 
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to the journalistic object. Just as the tools of the so-
cial sciences are both resources and instruments for 
constructing and understanding the object of study, 
the engagement of researchers can be perceived - 
by the researchers themselves - as both an asset (it 
enables them to get as close as possible to the social 
world being studied) and a disadvantage for research 
(they need to be able to distance themselves from their 
own experience of reality). There are several theories 
and works that question the postures of researchers: 
the constructivist approach, with the classic works of 
Bourdieu (1987), Neveu (2003), Delforce (2004) and 
Frère and Jacquemain (2008), works on engagement 
in the social sciences, and more particularly in journa-
lism, by Stengers and Schlanger (1989), and work on 
the links between journalism and the social sciences 
(Bastin, 2016). The objectifying dimension of the inte-
ractionist concept of career can also enable us to im-
plement the ‘thread’ of objectification as a practice of 
unveiling (Becker, 2002), and to focus on the succes-
sive positions occupied within a world from a dynamic 
and processual perspective. 

Whatever the phase or stage of the research 
concerned (emerging, intermediate, consolidated), 
researchers are likely to problematise the relationship 
between engagement and journalism research, and 
to put their work into perspective from the angle of 
reflexivity and their engagement. This question raises 
another underlying issue, namely that of the potential 
cooperation, demarcation or tensions between jour-
nalism researchers and journalists in the context of 
shared or unshared commitments and struggles. How 
do they commit themselves to a common cause, such 
as carrying out academic work studying the journa-
listic coverage of a social mobilisation (Ruffio, 2024; 
Thiong-Kay, 2021), while at the same time develop 
boundaries that construct distinctive legitimacies. Or, 
a contrario, in the case of antagonistic engagement. 

The aim here is to shed light on what engaged 
scientific reflexivity might look like, depending on 
one’s own situation and on the various stages around 
which the research is structured: the construction of 
the object of study, the choice of, access to and rela-
tionship with the field, the methodological approach, 
the research story and narrative, and the work of 
mediating and mediatising scientific production. 
Examining the reflexivity at work from the angle of 
engagement means exposing oneself to a potentially 
atypical approach, as it involves highlighting case 
studies that may focus on different specific and cir-
cumstantial traits that characterise journalism resear-
chers. Furthermore, considering various factors, such 
as the research trajectory, personal experience, the 
construction of the journalistic empirical object, the 
management of the political stakes of the subject of 
study and its possible politicisation, may even turn 

out to be a bit risky, as restoring reflexive questioning 
in its committed dimension is an unusual professio-
nal exercise in our fields of research. The correlated 
enunciative system also represents a challenge, and 
when necessary, the choice may be made to use an 
assumed ‘I’ adapted to the narrative of a scientific 
self, but which does not typically conform to the 
norms of scientific writing. 

The scholarly collaboration between the editors of 
this issue has primarily been shaped around two key 
concepts - that of the ‘specific intellectual’ (Foucault, 
1976) and that of ‘situated knowledge’ (Harraway, 
1988) - which reflect diversified but nonetheless com-
plementary roots in the perspective of elucidating the 
articulation between commitment and reflexivity. Mi-
chel Foucault’s reflection on the ‘specific intellectual’ 
relates to his positioning and modes of political inter-
vention. It takes place in the context of the militant 
and protest movements of the 1970s in France, and 
more specifically in the project to create the Groupe 
d’information sur les prisons (Information group on 
prisons), to which he contributed. The notion of ‘si-
tuated knowledge’ emerged in the 1980s in the United 
States thanks to feminist studies which, by considering 
power relationships (class, race, gender, etc.), chal-
lenged the epistemology of an ‘objective’ vision of the 
human sciences (Bereni, et al., 2020). Up to that point, 
the individuals studied appeared disembodied, proof 
of the predominance of a ‘classical’ epistemology of 
‘male universalism’ (Nelson, 2003), which would have 
us believe that respondents are ‘naturally’ perceived 
as male, white, able-bodied and heterosexual. The 
same is true of researchers, who are expected to be 
‘objective’, detached and ‘neutral’ in relation to their 
research subjects.

The first focus, to help us approach the question 
here, is anchored in the period of the protest move-
ments of the late 60s and early 70s in France. Mi-
chel Foucault developed the notion of the ‘specific 
intellectual’ in a reflexive impulse that consisted of 
clarifying his role and his involvement in the emer-
gence of several ‘information groups’, on prisons, 
health facilities and asylums (Artières, 2002). At the 
same time, he had to distance himself from the figure 
of the omniscient writer supporting political causes, 
that of the ‘universal intellectual’ embodied by Jean-
Paul Sartre. This distinction, formulated by Foucault, 
emphasises knowledge linked to a specific, defined 
object of research: “Intellectuals have got used to 
working, not in the modality of the ‘universal’, the 
‘exemplary’, the ‘just-and-true-for-all’, but within 
specific sectors.” (Foucault, 1976, p. 109)2. He posi-
tions himself as a ‘specific intellectual’ operating in 
specific fields of research (prison, madness, sexuali-
ty), which are also questioned by different categories 
of social actors involved. 
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Preferring the term ‘intellectual’, Foucault never-
theless refers to research operations to define the spe-
cificity that qualifies them. The ‘specific intellectual’ is 
part of the search for truth, defined as “the ensemble 
of rules according to which the true and the false are 
separated and specific effects of power attached to the 
true” (ibid, p.113)3. The Foucauldian ‘specific intellec-
tual’ does not have the vocation of expressing themself 
in the place of the social groups they study (such as pri-
soners) and their positioning is based on their exper-
tise in the related field of knowledge. However, “the 
work of the ‘specific intellectual’ consists above all in 
rethinking the categories for analysing the social world 
and redefining the relevant issues, against received 
ideas and routine patterns of perception” (Sapiro, 
2009, p.28). According to Michel Foucault, the search 
for truth links problematisation and politicisation in 
the sense that problematisation opens up the possibi-
lity of new politicisations emerging. It is not so much 
a commitment to a cause, but rather a commitment as 
a researcher. 

The second focus used here is borrowed from 
Anglo-Saxon feminist researchers (Hartsock, 1983; 
Haraway, 1991; Harding, 1992) who initiated an epis-
temological process to ‘sexify knowledge’. Gender as 
a social construction of sex differences and identities 
“(...) forces us to rethink our categories and analytical 
schemes” (Laufer et al., 2010, p.11), as well as the very 
position of researchers in relation to their research ob-
jects. Haraway (1988) describes ‘situated knowledge’ 
as a re-reading of the criteria of scientificity from femi-
nist positions (taking gender variables into account), in 
other words a necessary reflexivity on what goes into 
the choice of knowledge production, what the resear-
chers choose to exclude and why, and what goes into 
the construction of the research subject (Puig de la 
Bellacasa, 2003). Beyond the epistemological renewal 
in the field of feminist knowledge, this way of thinking 
about the ‘researcher/research object’ relationship 
and reflections on ‘scientific objectivity’ affect all areas 
of the human sciences. 

For several years now, researchers in journalism 
have been asserting their adherence to the epistemo-
logy of ‘situated knowledge’, seeking, in particular, to 
shed light on obscure points that are often neglected 
in the literature. Cathy Marston (1999) characterises 
the training of young journalists at the end of the 1990s 
as ableist, because this training emphasises overwor-
king, which able-bodied people are better able to 
handle. More recently, Kristin S. Orgeret (2020) drew 
on this epistemological posture to call on journalism 
researchers to give greater prominence to emotion 
in their research. The aim being to offer more inclu-
sive insights into the journalistic profession. Situating 
oneself in relation to the research object and/or the 
respondents leads to reflection on the power relations 

induced by research postures, in what Patrick Cha-
raudeau calls the “tug-of-war between a posture that 
would require [the researcher] to denounce what the 
dominant discourses conceal, and another that, on the 
contrary, expects axiological neutrality” (2013, p.2). It 
is a question of making the link between the material 
conditions of researchers’ existence, the production of 
knowledge through their research objects, and their 
particular commitments (Clair, 2016) in what Harding 
describes as standpoint theory (1987). 

These two approaches invite us to undertake a re-
flective exercise on the conditions of knowledge pro-
duction, the postures adopted and the effects of power 
involved in all research. In this sense, they seem to us to 
be fertile resources for thinking about the forms of en-
gagement of researchers in journalism. However, they 
alone cannot exhaust the diversity of positions adop-
ted by these researchers. Both Gabrielle Ramain and 
Clémence Petit’s essays are rooted in feminist episte-
mology and situated knowledge, and share a reflection 
on the articulation of a recent past as a journalist and 
a present as a young researcher working in journalistic 
fields. The emotional work of research described by 
Gabrielle Ramain provides an insight into the transi-
tion between the two professional worlds, while the 
delimitation of the field and the interview procedures 
described by Clémence Petit reveal the reflexive laye-
ring at work. Two other authors also have one point 
in common, that of the Gilets jaunes social movement 
(and more particularly their media and communica-
tion productions) as the founding terrain giving rise to 
two very different reflexive exercises. Mélanie Lecha’s 
paper explains how she was able to reconcile (or not) 
her activism as a former ‘Gilet jaune’ with her posture 
as a researcher, while Brigitte Sebbah’s paper sets out 
how the simultaneity between the mediatised event 
and the performed research induces, at the same time, 
the deconstruction of dominant media narratives. 
Emmanuel Marty’s paper focuses on the concept of 
axiological neutrality and the empirie of interviews 
and journalistic corpora, and puts into perspective the 
reflexivity and engagement of the researcher in the 
study of discursive materials. 

These works are complemented by three inter-
views with French, American and Brazilian colleagues 
on their relationship to engagement. It is to this plu-
rality of forms of scientific engagement in journalism 
that this issue aims to contribute.
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Notes
1.  The idea for this issue of the journal arose at the end of the 
second edition of the young researchers’ day (known as the metho-
dology day) of the Rencontres internationales des recherches sur 
le journalisme held in Bordeaux in December 2022. The theme of 
the panel, ‘The struggles of researchers in journalism’, echoed the 
previous day’s conference, which focused on journalism as a profes-
sion of struggle. As the lexicon of combat had been at the heart 
of the previous two issues (Sur le journalisme, About journalism, 

Sobre jornalismo, Volume 13, n° 1 & 2), we decided to shift the 
focus of the editorial project, focusing more precisely on scientific 
engagement and reflexivity.
2. Translated by Colin Gordon in Gordon, C. (ed.) (1980), Power/
Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972–1977, 
New York: Pantheon Books, p.126.
3. Ibid, p.132
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