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T
his special issue examines jour-
nalism through the multifacet-
ed perspective of social worlds. 
Drawn from interactionist sociol-
ogy, the social worlds concept 
is polysemic, assuming various 
meanings and interpretations—

many overlapping and mutually reinforcing—de-
pending on the contexts in which it is invoked and 
the corresponding case material through which 
such questions are examined. Originally, the social 
worlds approach was developed through the study 
of several distinct objects of concern to sociology, 
such as the composition and coordination that oc-
cur among social groups (Shibutani, 1955), institu-
tions (Strauss, 1961), and artistic activities (Becker, 
1982). As such, social worlds, if it can be regarded 
as a concept, is certainly not a monolithic one, nor 
one that requires an orthodox approach to articula-
tion and analysis. It is, rather, a framework—a way 
of seeing and interpreting collective activities—that 
is based on a set of interrelated components and 
concerns, each varying slightly depending on the 
context under study: arenas, conventions, careers, 
negotiations, networks of cooperating people, seg-
ments, and so forth. The result is a heterogeneous 
perspective: dynamic, processual, plural, conflict-
ual.

Journalism researchers often “discover” the so-
cial worlds perspective by traversing a variety of 
disciplinary and conceptual pathways. Some come 
from a sociological perspective, by way of the so-
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ciology of work or professions, the sociology of the 
public, or the sociology of uses. Others arrive from 
science and technology studies, generally via the 
actor-network theory approach offered by Latour 
(2006). Still others realize the generative value of 
social worlds through anthropology and the study 
of culture or are uncomfortable with perspectives 
of Bourdieu’s (1994) field or Elias’ (1978) configu-
ration. And some, of course, identify with social 
worlds in journalism studies, by virtue of their 
studies of newsrooms and newsmaking. They eval-
uate spaces, people, and processes that reveals 
elements of shared routines, norms, values and 
collective activities, or identifiy the construction of 
collective identities among professional groups. 

However, when they arrive at the social worlds 
concept, many scholars come to appreciate its in-
terdisciplinary dispersion and flexibility (Bastin, 
2003; Dickinson, 2008; Lewis & Zamith, 2017; 
Pereira, 2011; Pereira, Tredan & Langonné, 2018; 
Travancas, 1992), not because the concept can be 
molded to fit pre-existing conditions and concerns, 
but rather because it opens to view social actors 
and dynamics among them that previously may 
have been overlooked through more narrowly ori-
ented, field-specific accounts.

Explaining the Social Worlds Perspective

Before outlining what the social worlds perspective 
offers to and through papers presented in this special 
issue, it is useful to review the concept’s development. 
While there have been many explanations and itera-
tions on the broad notion of social worlds, a unifying 
idea throughout is that social actors engage in collec-
tive activities based on collaborative networks orga-
nized around “conventions” (Becker, 1982). “Routine 
collective activity creates relatively stable patterns of 
interaction that act as social referents guiding future 
collective activity” (Gilmore, 1990, p.151). In this case, 
“membership within all these social worlds involves 
various generalized commitments, beyond the more 
specific and easily discernible commitments, to agen-
cies, institutions, organizations, cliques, and speciali-
ties associated with the social world” (Strauss, 1997, 
pp. 165-166). Furthermore, Strauss argues that “so-
cial worlds are characteristic of any substantive area” 
(Strauss, 1978, p. 122), which suggests that the social 
worlds perspective can thus be adapted to the study of 
theater, photography, music (see Gilmore, 1990)—and, 
yes, journalism (e.g., Lewis & Zamith, 2017; Pereira, 
Tredan & Langonné, 2018).

Thus, like Becker’s “art worlds” (1982), there 
are “journalism worlds” organized around journal-
istic activity—what Strauss (1978) calls “primary 

activity” and Becker (1982) refers to as “core ac-
tivity”—that would include “all the people whose ac-
tivities are necessary to the production of the char-
acteristic works which that world, and perhaps 
others as well, define as [journalism]” (p. 34). This 
perspective is an open invitation to analyze the to-
tality of actors who participate in the processes of 
production, circulation and consumption of news—
however large or small their participation may be. 
This truly embodies the idea that journalism is a 
collective practice by shining a light on how things 
are done, the identities of those participating, the 
interchange between worlds, the cooperative rela-
tionships that develop, as well as the negotiations 
taking place (Lewis & Zamith, 2017; see also Lewis 
& Westlund, 2015).

Invoking the social worlds concept both gener-
ally and in the context of journalism gestures to 
at least three primary vantage points for consider-
ation. The first poses the very Beckerian question, 
“Who does what?” (Becker & Pessin, 2006, p.178) 
in the worlds of journalism, or more precisely: 
“Who does what, according to what conventions?” 
For if we follow Beckerian hypotheses, all actors in 
the worlds of journalism are integrated into a net-
work in which everyone cooperates according to 
“conventions” that “make collective activity simpler 
and less costly in time, energy, and other resourc-
es” (Becker, 1982, p. 35). These conventions infor-
mally structure cooperation between participants 
and form a kind of “catalog of social techniques” 
(Hennion, 2005, p. 14) that individuals and collec-
tives implement to function optimally at any given 
moment. It may be a question here of describing 
what can be called the normal “presence to the 
world” (Hennion, 2005, p. 14) deployed by the “in-
tegrated professionals” (Becker, 1983) in a given 
world of journalism. Determining “who does what” 
is an attempt to describe precisely the worlds of 
journalism (past or present)—always dynamic, pro-
cedural, and collective.

The second approach is to recognize that con-
ventions may be standardized, but they are nei-
ther rigid nor immutable. Things change. The so-
cial worlds perspective therefore emphasizes the 
dynamics of segmentation and the interlacing of 
different worlds. Strauss (1978) states that “with-
in each social world, various issues are debated, 
negotiated, fought out, forced and manipulated by 
representatives of implicated subworlds” (p. 124). 
Actors, groups, and organizations make “differen-
tial claims, seek differential ends, engage in con-
tests, and make or break alliances in order to do 
the things they wish to do” (p. 125). In the worlds 
of journalism, as in many fields, “no definition is 
definitive, [...] no border is a stable front, [...] 



8 Joël Langonné, Seth C. Lewis, Fábio Henrique Pereira, Olivier Tredan - The Social Worlds of Journalism

no principle resists an activity where everything 
‘depends’ and everything gets worked out” (Hen-
nion, 2004, pp. 169-170). Journalists make deals 
with amateurs (Ferron, Harvey, Trédan, 2015); 
have arrangements with hackers (Dagiral & Para-
sie, 2011) as well as writers, academics, and in-
tellectuals (Pereira, 2011); collaborate with typog-
raphers (Langonné, 2014), the newspaper drivers 
(Moretzsohn, 2011) and other journalism’s “invis-
ibles” (Charron, Damian-Gaillard & Travancas, 
2014); organize work according to social media, 
data, and algorithmic dynamics (Lewis & Zamith, 
2017); and make sense of search engine optimiza-
tion (Sire, 2014) or a particular labor market (Pilm-
is, 2013). In short, more or less “integrated” actors 
deal with other actors who may be described as 
“mavericks” (Becker, 1983) from other fields, and 
it is by describing these examples of cooperation 
that we are left without a doubt that the worlds 
of journalism are evolving. It may be a question, 
then, of describing the evolution of the worlds of 
journalism, past or present: worlds that innovate, 
evolve, grow, lie dormant or even disappear when 
they come in contact with other social worlds, oth-
er entities—or other “cosmoses,” as Latour would 
say (2006). They transform themselves in response 
to the emergence of new ways of doing (new tech-
niques, devices, and skills) and new ways of seeing 
(social norms and ideologies).

The third approach is to remember that, par-
ticularly within the application of social worlds to 
journalism, we must not forget to account for news 
users/consumers as actors in these relationships 
and modes of change. “The social world perspec-
tive reminds us that [readers or audiences] may 
bring active perception and judgment as well as 
a great deal of knowledge and even study to the 
events of their social words. (…) Readers will be 
highly selective and actively responsive in their 
reading” (Strauss, 1978, p. 126). Dominique Pas-
quier (2004) specifies that “this analytical frame-
work offers genuine potential to work on how 
media content is received. … It encourages a mi-
cro-level analysis. (…) It obliges us to deal with the 
problematic dimensions of the coordination pro-
cesses and the dimensions of conflict of coopera-
tive activities” (p. 205). Thus, studying who does 
what and how things change requires remaining 
attuned to a broad definition of who and of what 
might occur where.

The Special Issue and its Contributions

Altogether, the perspective of the social world 
offers something of a double interpretation: it 

can represent a space of shared representations 
around common activities, and simultaneously re-
veal a set of activities that unfold during the in-
teractions among its participants. Put another 
way, scholars may take a Beckerian view of social 
worlds, one focused on the observation of the prac-
tices—that is, on the way people collaborate around 
a collective activity, or how they do things together, 
as Florian Tixier (“Competition and Cooperation 
in European News Production”), Vitaly Buduchev 
(“Journalists and Their Sources, a Self-Support-
ing Complementarity”), Nikos Smyrnaios, Sophie 
Chauvet Emmanuel Marty (“Journalistic collabora-
tion as a response to disinformation online”), and 
Laura Rosenberg (“Rites of Passage in the Careers 
of Young Journalists”) do in this special issue. Or, 
scholars may assume a Straussian approach, sit-
uating social worlds as an arena where different 
groups—or segments—negotiate their participation 
within an organization around a representation of 
identities and practices, as Sidonie Naulin (“The 
Rhetorical Construction of the Gourmet Journalist 
Profession”) and Nils Solari (“L’Âge de faire: An 
Alternative Press Cooperative at the Crossroads of 
Social Worlds”) do in this issue.

Of course, these are not mutually exclusive ap-
proaches. On the contrary, these two dimensions 
can be placed on a continuum that characterizes 
social worlds. Choosing one of them reveals more 
about the position of who is observing a social prac-
tice, the way he/she is approaching the research 
field: by collecting the discourse from the social 
actors or by observing in situ their activities. In-
deed, there is no sense distinguishing between the 
representations and practices, between an estab-
lished world and an emergent one, they are both 
part of the same social process. Trying to recon-
cile both elements of the social worlds approach 
means finding a break-even point between the 
constraints imposed by the collective organizations 
and the individual leeways. Following the research-
er standpoint, this balance can be found in some 
key interactionists concepts, such as network of co-
operating people (Becker, 1982), conventional sys-
tem (Becker, 1982), careers (Becker, 1985), and 
negotiated order (Strauss, 1978). Together, these 
seemingly distinct yet related concepts reveal the 
collective, processual, and organized nature of an 
activity. As Strauss and colleagues (1964) remind 
us: “The realm of rules could then be usefully pic-
tured as a tiny island of structured stability around 
which swirled and beat a vast ocean of negotiation. 
But we would push the metaphor further and as-
sert what is already implicit in our discussion: that 
there is only vast ocean. The rules themselves are 
negotiable” (p. 311, emphasis original).
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Bringing together these understandings and 
articulations and situating them in relation to the 
articles in this special issue, we can suggest four 
levels of analysis through which to articulate the 
social worlds concept and its applicability to the 
study of collectives, including those in journalism:

1. Individual practices focused on a shared 
activity and organized according to conven-
tional ways of doing things together;

2. Representations, such as in the form of 
discursive universes or the cultural codes 
specific to a social world;

3. Sites of activity, including physical spac-
es, of course, but also the technical devices 
through which collective activity is framed 
and organized; 

4. Diversity of social actors who collaborate 
within the social world, constituting poten-
tially rather different segments of coopera-
tion and negotiation.

Combined, these four levels reveal multiple 
ways of studying the worlds of journalism. First, 
while journalism counts as collective activity, it is 
not only accomplished by journalists; rather, it rep-
resents what seems to be an ever-expanding en-
semble of social actors and technological actants, 
among other things (Lewis & Westlund, 2015). 
This revised understanding opens up ways of rec-
ognizing new configurations of information flows 
in contexts where journalism (and the journalists 
traditionally behind it) has lost its core position, 
a point illustrated by Vitaly Buduchev in this spe-
cial issue. Secondly, journalism worlds can be seen 
as an intricate network of career trajectories and 
advancement opportunities, each of them cutting 
across the many dimensions of the people and pro-
cesses that make up journalism work as a collective 
enterprise (as Rosenberg and Naulin illustrate in 
this issue). Applying the career concept means not 
only considering the diversity of these trajectories, 
the multiple ways of becoming a journalist and be-
ing attached to journalism worlds as an occupation, 
but also the diachronic dimension of social worlds 
more generally. Additionally, a more integrated 
study of social worlds opens the possibility of incor-
porating objects and their associated practices into 
the analytical scheme, taking seriously the material-
ity of any social activity (Barbier, Trépos, 2007; De 
Mayer & Le Cam, 2015; Langonné, 2014; Le Cam, 
2013; Lewis, 2015). Journalism worlds are rich in 
examples in this sense: from the use of hidden cam-
eras and drones for news coverage (Fernández Bar-
rero, 2018) to the role of algorithms and metrics to 

organize and regulate media content consumption 
(Colson, De Maeyer & Le Cam, 2013). Moreover, 
with regard to the diversity of actors, the social 
worlds approach can reveal the coordinations and 
confrontations that arise as rivals attempt to come 
together around a flashpoint of concern—as in the 
case of a fact-checking initiative, illustrated by Nikos 
Smyrnaios, Sophie Chauvet, and Emmanuel Marty 
in this issue that required joint decisions among 
competing newsrooms about what to report and 
what to strategically ignore. In this same direction, 
Andrés Stefoni (“Politicization and Publicization in 
the World of Political Journalists in Buenos Aires”) 
highlights the alliances between different segments 
of journalists and other members of its social world 
to protect themselves and defend their autonomy 
against the government persecution in Argentina.

Finally, this special issue also reveals the ada-
mantly empirical and inductive character of the so-
cial worlds perspective. The selected papers high-
light how journalism worlds may be used as a useful 
heuristic to describe this domain of research. They 
are grounded in qualitative research: ethnographic 
observation, interviews, and, up-close evaluation of 
group dynamics and interactions. In this process, 
the scholars here bring the social worlds approach 
closer to other sociological concepts such as field 
(Bourdieu, 1994) and devices (Foucault, 1975) as 
well as theories from the major universe of the 
interactionist and pragmatic sociology (e.g., Bol-
tanski, 1983; Hughes, 1958; Latour, 2006). Some 
might argue, however, that this friendly, generous 
use of the social worlds approach in combination 
with other sociological traditions might drain the 
explanatory value from the social worlds concept. 
If people can reach similar findings by turning to 
other concepts, what is the interest in applying, 
appealing to, and ultimately defending the social 
worlds perspective? Perhaps the answer rests on 
the concept’s versatility, in its ability to go beyond 
a few theoretical orthodoxies to reveal the richness 
of journalism practice in all its various actors and 
activities.
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