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Faced with the challenge of analyzing the impact of the Internet and its various

journalistic stepchildren-- weblogs and wikis, podcasts and “citizens reporting”— on traditional

forms of news gathering and reporting, media commentators tend to adopt an unfortunate all-or-

nothing rhetoric. Some scholars assert, in language drenched in the kind of techno-utopianist

jargon so common to speculation about cyberspace, that technology changes everything when it

comes to “deciding what’s news,” that the digital power of the internet is facilitating

“journalism’s transformation from a 20th century mass-media structure to something profoundly

more grassroots and democratic.” (Rheingold 2002; Gillmor 2004). Others echo the recent

argument of sociologist Herb Gans, writing twenty-five years after the publication of his own

Deciding What’s News, that “news judgment [in 2004] is much as it has been since the arrival of

modern journalism at the start of the twentieth century” (Gans 2004). Such a divergence of

opinion is not unusual when it comes to assessing the possibilities for and meaning of change

within news organizations—as Schudson notes, the major sociological approaches to the study of

news “are often inclined to ignore the possibilities for change in the nature of newswork” and

“historical studies of the press reveal significantly different patterns of newsgathering and

newswriting over time that are rarely referenced or accounted for in contemporary sociological

studies of news.” (Schudson 2005)  Short of the kind of perspective afforded to us by history,

then, what can be usefully said about the changes  (if any) in the current news media landscape?

Gans’ ruminations about developments in the news industry over the past twenty-five

years present an further puzzle. While asserting that “the news organizations that I studied [in

Deciding What’s News] have remained virtually unchanged,” Gans simultaneously acknowledges

tangible “macro-level” changes-- “media growth, fragmentation, and decline.” (Gans 2004)--

which have taken place outside the American news system.  If these claims are accurate (and this

is by no means certain, since Gans explicitly dismisses the need for a chapter-by-chapter restudy

of Deciding What’s News) how can we account, theoretically as well as empirically, for this

apparent rupture between the macro and the micro levels of influence upon news production?

After all, scholars taking political, economic, cultural, or, for that matter, technological factors as

their main explanatory frames (Schudson 2005) might looks back on a decade worth of

developments in these areas, the increasing consolidation of media industries, the polarization and

fragmentation of the American political system, the growth of the Internet, and react with some

skepticism to the argument that news industry routines have hardly changed. At the same time,

however, social theorists studying the activities of news organizations might rightly take

exception to the idea that powerful, system-level externalities are completely responsible for a
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dramatic revolution in day-to-day aspects of journalistic practice, especially if little empirical

evidence exists to document this bold assertion.  Either way, we are left with something of an

explanatory puzzle:  if Gans is wrong, what changes actually have occurred in journalism? if

Gans is right, how is it that much of the news media has been largely unaffected by actually

existing societal changes, especially the dramatic digitally driven developments in human

communication?

In the remainder of this essay I seek to outline an integrative theoretical structure within

which to analyze changes that may or (may not) be taking place in the “business or practice of

producing and disseminating information about contemporary affairs of general interest and

public relevance” (Schudson 2003). In an effort to avoid some of the empirical and theoretical

problems alluded to above, I generally follow the lead of Benson (1998) and others (Klinenberg

2005) in focusing on the “mezzo-level” of journalistic practice, a focus that “offers both a

theoretical and empirical bridge between the traditionally separated macro-‘societal’ level models

of the news media … and micro-‘organizational’ approaches.” (Benson 1999) While Benson and

his colleagues ground their mezzo-level unit of analysis in the concept of the “field,” however, I

supplement this largely structural approach with the more Weberian notion of the journalistic

“professionalization project” (Larson 1977; Macdonald 1995) in the hope of adding a dynamic,

interactionist element to a field model that seems, despite the best hope of its popularizers, to

have some difficulty accounting for important aspects of social and organizational change.

Following an overview of the classic theories of professionalization and their intellectual

affinities to, and differences with, both Bourdieuean and Foucauldian approaches, I apply of this

hybrid model to journalism, paying particular attention to two supplementary theoretical strands

that help further illustrate the complex reality of media systems today: Thompson’s notion of

“media power” as one of several distinct types of modern power (Thompson 1995)  and various

investigations into the construction of “legitimate fields of knowledge” within modern

occupational and professional structures (Abbott 1988). I conclude with an overview of some

possible empirical applications of my model, with a focus on research projects that explore the

shifting boundaries between models of “professional” and “participatory” journalism.

JOURNALISM AND THE PROFESSIONALIZATION PROJECT

Media analysts have only recently begun to consider the impact of online journalism- in

which many include the online departments of traditional news organizations and specialty

internet-only news magazines like Salon as well as weblogs, or blogs-- on the journalism
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profession. Jay Rosen, citing a recent Demos report, The Pro-Am Revolution, points to the rise of

a new breed of networked amateurs who are reshaping professional life and practice. “[The

Demos Report] barely mentions bloggers or journalism, and so it is perfect for sketching a larger

pattern into which J-blogging fits,” writes Rosen:

“In the last two decades a new breed of amateur has emerged: the Pro-Am, amateurs who
work to professional standards … The Pro-Ams are knowledgeable, educated, committed
and networked, by new technology. The twentieth century was shaped by large
hierarchical organizations with professionals at the top. Pro-Ams are creating new,
distributed organizational models that will be innovative, adaptive and low-cost.” (Demos
2005)

“Written about other fields,” Rosen argues, “these words should be read into journalism, which is

being hit hard by the Pro-Am trend.” (Rosen 2005)

Jane Singer has written an important early study analyzing the impact of online

journalism on notions of journalistic professionalism. As she notes:

The World Wide Web has had a tremendous impact on traditional media outlets and the
people who work for them … This article suggests that the fundamental challenge that
online journalists pose for journalists in traditional media is not about money or even job
security. It is about the notion of professionalism.

According to Singer, technological changes endemic to online journalism are threatening

the “general cognitive, normative and comparative dimensions” of journalistic professionalism.

Professional journalism, Singer argues, can either integrate these new online news forms into

professional practice, or it can  try to reject online journalism entirely. The first option, Singer

concludes, threatens to overturn journalism’s understanding of itself, while the other threatens its

entire professional existence.

Despite this recent burst of scholarship analyzing at the impact of internet journalism on

the journalistic field, the very analysis of journalism as a profession-- that is, as an occupational

group characterized by its reliance upon a body of formalized, abstract knowledge, the technical

utilization of that knowledge in its work, and a significant degree of autonomy over the selection,

training, and credentialing of its members1-- is a scholarly project fraught with peril, in part

because journalism, at least in the United States, seems to have achieved only limited

“professional status.” Zelizer argues that communications scholars must either view journalism as

                                                  
1 Definitions of professionalism are notoriously difficult to formulate in any great detail, as I
argue throughout this paper.
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a “failed profession” or abandon the notion entirely:

Unlike classically defined professions, such as medicine or law, journalism has not
required the trappings of professionalism: many journalists do not readily read journalism
handbooks, attend journalism schools, or enroll in training programs. Codes of
journalistic behavior are not written down, codes of ethics remain largely nonexistent,
and most journalists routinely reject licensing procedures. Journalists are also indifferent
to professional associations. (Zelizer 1992)

Zelizer thus prefers to speak of journalists as an “interpretive community” whose authority stems

from cultural, symbolic, narrative sources operating simultaneously inside and outside the

professional sphere.  While practicing journalists may see themselves as professionals, she argues

elsewhere, this self-conception is not one shared by most of the academic community engaged in

the analysis of journalism;  “many quarters of the academy have long dismissed professionalism

as a fertile way of thinking about journalistic authority” (Zelizer 2004). In her path-breaking

study of online challenges to journalistic notions of professionalism, Singer likewise admits that:

“while journalists tend to see themselves as skilled, ethical, autonomous and estimable

professionals, the public is not convinced. Nor are sociologists.” (Singer 2003)

Note how much of Zelizer’s argument hangs on her list of a series of professional

characteristics—handbooks, schools, codes of conduct, licensing procedures—and her

supplementary contention that journalism fails to possess these important professional markers.

This “trait approach” to the analysis of the professions (Greenwood 1957; Millerson 1964) has

often been theoretically linked to the functional analysis of professional systems (Parsons 1954;

Durkheim 1957), a research program whose more extreme normative tendencies define a

profession as a “model of occupational autonomy and responsible self-management that everyone

should imitate” (Tawney 1920; Carr-Saunders and Wilson 1933). Despite their prevalence in

much of the literature on journalism (), both the trait and the functionalist approach, have been

largely abandoned by most scholars working within the formal domain of the  the sociology of

the professions. Taking their cue from Everett C. Hughes, many of today’s sociologists “pass

from the false question ‘Is this occupation a profession’ to the more fundamental one ‘what are

the circumstances in which people in an occupation attempt to turn it into a profession and

themselves in professional people.” (Hughes 1963) The study of the profession as an idealized

structural-functionalist category  has been replaced in much of sociology by the more Weberian

study of professionalization and the  “professional project.” (Larson 1977)

As Larson argues in her classic analysis of the professional project, “ideal typical

constructions do not tell us what a profession is, only what it pretends to be.” We should ask
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instead “what professions actually do in everyday life to negotiate or maintain their special

position.” (1977, xii).  Or in MacDonald’s somewhat stronger language, the word “‘profession’ is

a lay or folk term, and … assessing whether an occupation is or is not a profession, is a semi-

profession, or is more or less professional than other occupations is what the ‘folk’ do. It is not

the task of sociology to do it for them scientifically.” (7) As Friedson summarizes the point:

If ‘profession’ may be defined as a folk concept then the research strategy appropriate to
it is phenomenological in character. One does not attempt to determine what a profession
is in an absolute sense so much as to how people in society determine who is professional
and who is not, how they ‘make’ or accomplish professions by their activities (Freidson
1983, 27).

Initially formulated by Larson (1977), the theory of the professional project has remained

at the center of much of the most important work in the sociology of the professions for the past

several decades, having  most recently served as the theoretical linchpin of Macdonald’s analysis

of the accounting profession (Macdonald 1995). The concept represents a fusion of Friedson’s

early, groundbreaking work on the medical field (Freidson 1970) with Weber’s classic analysis

of the attempts of occupational groups to link economic class and social status. For Larson,

professions are neither naturally existing occupational categories nor the bearers of socially

functional “traits”; rather, they are collective social actors who “attempt to translate one order of

scarce resources—special knowledge and skills—into another—social and economic rewards”

(Larson 1977). The professional project thus “‘emphasizes the coherence and consistence ‘ of a

particular course of action, even though the ‘goals and strategies pursued by a given group ate not

entirely clear of deliberate for all the members”; it is, in this sense, a theory of agency

(Macdonald 1995). As MacDonald summarizes Larson:

The market control aspect of the professional project requires that there should be a
relatively abstract body of knowledge susceptible of practical application, and a market,
or market potential, given the social, economic, or ideological climate of the time. If
possessors of this knowledge can form themselves into a group, which can begin to
standardize or control the dissemination of the knowledge base and dominate the market
in knowledge-based services, they will be in a position to enter into a regulative bargain
with the state. This will allow them to standardize and restrict access to their knowledge,
to control their market and supervise the ‘production of producers.’ … These dimensions
of market control are interlocked with the dimensions of social prestige. (11)

Certain aspects of the professional project are thus worthy of special note. They include:
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• The profession’s attempt to create organizational monopoly on a socially useful body

of abstract knowledge;

• The need for market in which to transact the exchange of the technical utilization of

that knowledge;

• The relationship between a profession’s monopolization of knowledge and  its

members social status; the mutual interdependency of the profession’s drive for

social mobility and market control; and the attempt to “convert,” in a Weberian

sense, economic power to social status (and vice-versa);

• The ultimate dependence of this knowledge monopoly on the sanction of the state;

• The need for a profession to “produce its producers”  via schooling, credentialism,

codes of ethics, etc.

In his overview developments in the sociology of the professions since Larson,

MacDonald supplements the core of her work with additions from the recent literature on

professionalization. Key to the success or failure of a profession’s regulative bargain with the

state, notes MacDonald, is the state’s political culture and political power network (Burrage

1988). In addition, professional groups must do more to secure their monopoly than simply

petition state elites—they must engage in a competitive struggle with other occupational groups

that offer similar knowledge based services, a process that Abbott  (1988) terms “a struggle over

jurisdiction.” Finally, the fundamental aim of a profession is less a strict monopoly than it is a

looser form of social closure: “a process which allows the professional group to define the

standards by which its own competence shall be judged, through the promulgation of abstract

standards of conduct and control over the selection and training of its members.”

 Framed in this fashion, the study of the field of journalism that I propose would move

away from an analysis of members of the profession’s possession of advanced degrees and

possession of codes of ethics and regulatory bodies. Instead, we would turn our attention to the

manner in which certain groups of journalists seek to construct their occupation as a profession

and to exclude others from this particular field of expertise. We might consider research questions

like: does journalism possess “a relatively abstract body of knowledge susceptible to practical

application”? Have those applying this knowledge formed a coherent occupational group? Under

what circumstances have they done so? To what degree have journalists actually entered a

regulatory bargain with the state, and how has the political culture of the state contributed to the

success or failure of this bargain? How do schools, professional associations, and actual

workplaces facilitate the journalistic field’s “production of producers?”
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In the language of these theorists of the professional project, Zelizer thus seems to give

both too much and too little credence to the “folk arguments” of journalists themselves. On the

one hand, she dismisses the trade literature claim that journalism is a profession in any

meaningful analytical sense. On the other, her rejection ultimately stems from her acceptance of

the basic criteria of journalistic professionalism in the first place. This dismissal is all the more

ironic given the fact that Covering in the Body can arguably be read as the analysis of a specific

type of professional project—as an attempt by network television reporters to gain for themselves

professional stature and authority and to negotiate a special position within the hierarchy of

modern journalism. The fact that this struggle on the part of TV journalists was, by Zelizer’s

account, primarily waged through narrative (or, as Abbot would have it, through “cultural work”

(Abbott 1988)) does  not in and of itself exclude Covering the Body’s analysis from the lens of

professionalization. Indeed, it might open it up to considering additional factors that helped TV

journalists attain a strategically powerful position within the news industry.

 Thus reformulated, any investigation into the impact of various forms of online

newsgathering on the field of professional journalism must first move from the question of

whether online newsgathering is or is not journalism to the more interesting analysis of the

circumstances in which online reporters attempt to turn their work into journalism and themselves

into journalists. Rather than outlining the traits that best characterize professional journalists, and

then assessing the degree to which bloggers meet these criteria, we can analyze the social process

through which bloggers, and other online newsgatherers, struggle to claim journalistic status for

themselves. Such a research agenda would help place the study of online journalism within a long

tradition of the sociological study of professionalization, and would, additionally, cast new light

on many of the classic institutional histories of journalism, including those that ignore or discount

the professionalization lens.

PROFESSIONS, FIELDS, AND SYMBOLIC POWER:

BOURDIEU AND THE PROFESSIONAL PROJECT

In the work of Pierre Bourdieu and Michel Foucault we see an explicit concern with the

role of expert knowledge in society; both theorists also share an interest in the way that social

groups use and manipulate knowledge for political purposes. It is not surprising, therefore, that

both would mount implicit challenges to the theory of professionalization outlined above. Both

Bourdieu and Foucault have also proposed new terminology for thinking about the role of

professional groups in society: Bourdieu prefers the term “fields” while Foucault implies that we
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must see professions as disciplines.  In the pages that follow I address these criticisms, arguing

that while many of their specific critiques rest on a misunderstanding of some the neo-Weberian

arguments implicit in the concept of professionalization, there are elements within the larger work

of both Bourdieu and Foucault that can supplement professionalization theory in useful ways.

Bourdieu lodges a major critique of the sociology of the professions in his conversations

with J.D. Wacquant (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992) a critique that has been implicitly posed

throughout his work on social fields. I have already alluded to the utility of the Bourdieauean

notion of the “mezzo-level” journalistic field in analyzing changes in journalism; at the same

time, Bourdieu argues that, despite the “severe and fruitful” questioning of the functionalist

professional tradition by Larson, Collins, Friedson, and Abbot, “we must go beyond [their]

critique, however radical, and try … to replace this concept with that of the field” (ibid). The

notion of the profession remains overly-indebted to its normative, Durkheimian roots, Bourdieu

contends; in addition, he emphasizes the methodological problems inherent in professional study,

specifically, the fact that the category of “the profession” exists as an object in and of itself with

organizational lists, membership records, and codes of ethics, and that an over-reliance upon this

pre-constructed category excludes as much as it includes.  “The category of profession refers to

realities that are, in a sense, ‘to real’ to be true,” Bourdieu concludes. “It grasps at once a mental

category and a social category, socially produced only by superseding or obliterating all kinds of

economic, social, and ethnic differences and contradictions which make the “profession” of

“lawyer,” for instance a space of contradiction and struggle.” (ibid, emphasis added.)

It is this last statement that gives us a clue that Bourdieu may have misinterpreted, or at

least underestimated, the neo-Weberian critique of professionalism. At the very least, his position

may be closer to that of the Larson, Abbot, et. al. than he realizes. What does our understanding

of the professional project emphasize, after all, if not the “contradiction and struggle” involved in

the creation of the profession? An additional comment by Bourdieu, that we must take seriously

“the work of aggregation and symbolic imposition” necessary to produce the profession, provides

additional confirmation to this speculation.  A dynamic notion of the journalistic profession—one

that, in Larson’s words, examines what journalists “actually do in everyday life to negotiate or

maintain their [professional] position”—might be far less vulnerable to critique leveled by

Bourdieu, based as they are on outdated notions of professionalism.  What Bourdieuean field

critique does provide is potential structural corrective to the actor / agency-dominated

professionalization analysis of the neo-Weberians, as well a warning not to overestimate the

“naturalness” of professional journalism.
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As Bourdieu notes elsewhere, “language poses a particularly dramatic problem for the

sociologist; it is in effect an immense reposition of naturalized preconstructions.” After this

careful dissection of the concepts of “profession,” “professional project” and “journalistic field,”

however, I believe we are in a better position to outline some of the specific terminology that will

be used throughout the remainder of this essay.  When discussing the “the professional project”

(and the related notion of deprofessionalization), I will focus primarily on questions of agency: on

explicating the struggle of social groups to define themselves as “professional people” (and their

field as a “profession”) with all the accompanying social, economic, and communicative

advantages therein.  In referring to the “journalistic field” I refer to the structural arena in which

this struggle takes place: that is, the “structured space of social forces and struggles” occupied by

various agents and organizations (Benson and Neveu 2005).  When alluding to the “profession of

journalism,” finally, I strive to avoid any endorsement of professional journalism’s inherent

normative superiority and refer only to the bundle of socially sanctioned professional privileges

that certain groups of journalists have either acquired for themselves, or still strive to acquire

through the continued social struggle that is the professional project.

Although his notion of the field helps to refine, not overturn, the discussion of

professionalization outlined above, a second arrow in Bourdieu’s theoretical quiver is more

essential to our understanding of the of impact that online journalism has had on journalism’s

professional project.  This is his elaboration and analysis of multiple types of power—social,

economic, cultural and symbolic—as well as J.B. Thompson’s related invocation of media power

as one of the primary forms of symbolic power in modern society. While Weber emphasized the

relationship between economic and social power, Bourdieu expands this dichotomy to the cultural

and symbolic realm – an expansion that is later elaborated upon by Thompson, who defines

symbolic power as “the capacity to intervene in the course of events, to influence the actions of

others and indeed create events by means of the production and transmission of symbolic forms.”

(Thompson 1995) According to Thompson, modern forms of symbolic power are primarily

(though not entirely) institutionalized in the media; along with this “media power,” three other

types of power (economic, cultural, and military) act as the primary forms of power in Western

society.

Recent work by Nick Couldry and James Curran (Couldry and Curran 2003) has

productively utilized this notion of media power to analyze the creation and practices of

“alternative media.”  Identifying media power as the primary resource over which media

producers struggle, they go on to define alternative media as  “media production that challenges,

at least implicitly, actual concentrations of media power, whatever form those concentrations take
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in different locations.” (7) Rather than analyzing the media as either a conduit for or influence

upon traditional systems of power—political, economic, ideological—Couldry and Curran echo

Thompson in identifying media power as form of symbolic power in and of itself. If media power

can thus be seen as one of several forms of power at work in modern society, might it be possible

to add the transaction of this power to the circuit of exchange currently comprised of economic

and social power, an exchange that analysts of the professional project identify as one of the key

activities of professional groups? In other words, through the professional project, both

professional journalists and their online and alternative challengers struggle for more than an

exchange between status and class; rather, they attempt to convert their supply of social and

economic power into media power—and vice-versa.

In this sense, we might argue that the economic and social capital possessed by an

occupational group has a direct, though not one to one, relationship with that group’s ability to

exercise symbolic power, and an occupational group’s social and economic power depends in part

upon its possession of media power. Analyzed this way, we can argue that one of the primary

impacts of the Internet on the field of journalism has been the way it dramatically lowers the

barriers to the acquisition of symbolic power. Whereas in the past social groups could only

“exchange” their economic and status resources for media power under difficult and costly

circumstances (by creating an alternative newspaper or lobbying heavily for a few seconds of

coverage in the mainstream press, for example) these groups can now have a much more dramatic

and immediate impact on the social distribution of media power. At the same time, this

perspective highlights the fact that the distribution of media power still is strongly correlated to

the distribution of other forms of power in society, and that mere technological change does not

in and of itself demolish all barriers to the accumulation of symbolic capital.

PROFESSIONS AND THE BASE OF EXPERT KNOWLEDGE

While Bourdieuean critiques are useful insofar as they “structuralize” our understanding

of the professional project and highlight the multiple forms of transacted power (especially

symbolic power) circulating in the struggle over media systems, critics in the Foucauldian

tradition draw our attention to another key element of the professional project—the group

appropriation of what has already been labeled a “socially useful body of abstract knowledge.”

As Fournier notes, “the professional project involves not only an occupational group

appropriating a field as its exclusive area of jurisdiction and expertise, but also making this field

into a legitimate area of knowledge and intervention on the world.” Modern knowledge, the post-
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structuralists argue, does not stand in a one-to-one relationship with some already existing reality;

rather, this knowledge has to be continually constructed, negotiated, and displayed.

Following Foucault (Foucault 1975), many of the writers in this tradition analyze the

birth of the clinic and the medical profession. This focus on medicine allows for a useful

comparison between much of the classic writing in the sociology of the professions (many have

claimed that medicine represents the “ideal” professional case) and what post-structuralists argue

are the taken-for-granted assumptions inherent in this analysis.  As Fournier summarizes

Foucault’s complex insight:

Techniques of observation, normalization, documentation, registration, constitution of
files on individual cases, of noting individual differences, were decisive in the birth of a
science of the individual. The individual body, translated into the medical case, became a
valid object of scientific inquiry, and knowledge that could be understood and acted upon
in its own right, independently of (say) society.

This example of medicine suggests that at the core of the professional project is the
constitution of a disciplinary knowledge as representing or mirroring a ‘naturally’
isolated and self-contained referent object in the world (for example, the body in the case
of medicine.) (Fournier 2000)

The notion that the core of professional knowledge is constructed rather than simply

appropriated by an occupational group is an idea that finds itself in consonance in with much of

the most recent theorizing in social science in general. Within the sociology of the professions,

however, it has perhaps gained less traction than might be expected, especially in its most

extreme, “Foucauldian” form. The reasons for this may, ironically enough, relate to this

sociological subfield’s central concerns with “knowledge” and “power”; in this regard, the

Foucauldian critique explains both too much and too little. For this reason, a weaker version of

the theory of knowledge construction and its relation to the professions might serve as a useful

supplement to our working theory of the professionalization project.

Foucault and Fournier’s emphasis on medicine, along with the sense that, for the

Foucauldians, knowledge “is simply a collection of metaphors” (Turner 1987, quoted in

MacDonald 1995, 157) obscures the simple fact that different forms of professional knowledge

are constructed to a greater or lesser degree. Such a perspective may seem quaint, to some, but its

this quaintness does not in anyway make it less true – it is one thing to argue that the professions

of both medicine and law, for example, rest on constructed systems of language and thought, it is

quite another to contend that both are constructed to an identical degree. Law is, in the end,

primarily a highly abstract and complex system of human language and rule making; medicine,
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on the other hand, finds the validity of its ultimate “truth relationship” in the answer to question

of whether its subject’s health improves or declines. This is not to in any way “privilege” the

fields of natural science (as the oft-referenced to question of the knowledge base of psychology

should make clear), nor is it an attempt to develop a hierarchy of more or less “metaphorical”

knowledge—it is, simply, to make the observation that various forms of expert knowledge bear to

varying degrees on what might be termed “actually existing reality.” The conflation of all systems

of professional knowledge into a series of language games obscures the very real insight that

Foucault offers to scholars of the various professional fields: that much of what we take for

granted as readily existing forms of expert knowledge are the product of both struggles over

power and the day-to-day activities of workers in the professions themselves. By lumping all

systems of expert knowledge construction into a single post-structuralist stew, however, we risk

transforming this valuable argument into post-modernist parody.

In another sense, however, the Foucauldian argument explains too little, especially about

the day-to-day construction of professional knowledge. While, from the perspective of history,

Foucault may offer us a compelling philosophical story about the birth of the clinic, it is harder to

see how this perspective alone allows us to construct a research program to investigate the

manner by which today’s professional leaders and workers establish and appropriate a domain of

expert knowledge. It is here that a weaker and more explicitly sociological version of the

Focauldian argument, like the one advanced by Abbott (1988) can be useful. For Abbott, the

study of the professions begins with the study of professional work, and “the central phenomenon

of professional life is thus the link between a profession and its work, a link that I call

jurisdiction.”  Jurisdiction in the sense of professional work is more than simply labor, however;

it is, instead, the day-to-day manner in which a profession both concretizes and displays its base

of “abstract knowledge.” According to Abbot, what differentiates professional knowledge from

mere occupational knowledge in general is “a knowledge system governed by abstractions, a

knowledge system that can redefine its problems and tasks, defend them from interlopers, and

seize new problems.”  At the same time, this knowledge must be displayed via work. Or as

Fournier describes the link between knowledge and work in Abbott’s theoretical scheme:

Abbots uses [the] notion of cultural work to refer to the strategies that the professions
deploy to manipulate their systems of [abstract] knowledge in such a way that they can
appropriate various problems falling under their jurisdiction … Abbott’s suggestion that
professions engage in cultural work to establish their exclusive claim of competence over
a particular ‘chunk of the world’ emphasizes the active work that professionals have to
put in to maintain the boundaries defining their jurisdiction. (74)
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It is interesting that Fournier, writing explicitly within the Foucauldian tradition, leans so

heavily upon the more traditionally sociological work of Abbot when concretizing her schema of

professional knowledge construction. Abbot makes no overarching philosophical claims about the

status of expert knowledge; instead, he draws our attention to the importance of abstract

knowledge to the professions and the way in which jurisdiction over this knowledge must be

continually reasserted through daily, concrete practice. This “weak version” of the constructed

nature of expert knowledge, I argue, can serve as an important addendum to Larson’s

understanding of the professional project. It is a perspective that, in sum, acknowledges

knowledge fields are created as much as they appropriated, but also maintains that the degree of

necessary construction both varies and needs to be formally asserted through daily professional

practice.

THE PROFESSIONAL PROJECT AND PROFESSIONAL AUTHORITY

Up until now I have devoted most of my attention to a somewhat esoteric elaboration

upon the professional project and some of its theoretical modifications. For the sake of conceptual

clarity, and before I proceed to identify the manner in which this project can be applied to the

analysis of the impact of online journalism on journalistic professionalization, I want to

summarize the key components of my model, both analytically and schematically.

The components of the professional project include:

• A monopoly on socially useful, complex knowledge. This knowledge domain must

be constructed (to varying degrees) before an occupational group can appropriate it.

Influencing the maintenance of this knowledge domain is the

• cultural work engaged in by an occupational group.

• A professional project seeks a regulatory bargain with the state (or at least social

closure), the prospects for which are influenced by the state’s political power

network and political culture.

• The success of the professional project will also be influenced by the degree to which

the products of the occupational group “exist in the heads of their producers”; that

is, the degree to which the products of professional work can be regulated like

traditional, physical commodities.
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The professional field receives further institutional validation via the strategies of its

occupational group, which include:

• The already mentioned “cultural work,” that is, the manner in which abstract labor is

displayed for the consuming public.

• Professional credentialing (that is, the “production of producers,” (Larson 1977))

which is in turn composed primarily of:

• training schools and

• professional associations

Finally, we must consider two cultural sites from which the professional field draws

legitimacy :

• The cultural of the occupational group, that is, a group’s internal narratives (in

Zelizer’s sense) and occupational norms, as well as

• the political culture of the state, which has a general impact on the entire

professional field as well as a more specific impact on an occupational groups

opportunity for social closure.

In the end, desired outcome of the professional project is, in the Weberian sense, an

occupational groups attainment of a market shelter for the conversion of social capital into

economic capital, or vice-versa.

With an awareness of the inevitable simplification arising from the representation of

complex social phenomena through the drawing of lines, we can diagram the sources of

professional authority in the schematic fashion found at the conclusion of this essay.

If we go on to compare the foundations of journalistic authority with more general

sources of professional authority, we can observe several variances between journalism and our

more general model. While journalism reinforces its monopoly on socially useful complex

knowledge through cultural work it also, as Zelizer emphasizes, places a stronger emphasis on its

own internal narratives and occupational “storytelling.” Unlike many of the classic professions,

journalism does not maintain a strong regulatory bargain with the state, (although it does maintain

a weak regulatory bargain, and the status of that bargain may be changing, at least in the U.S.). A

key reason for the relative failure of journalistic professional project is also highlighted above:
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namely, the different degree to which journalists “control the production of their own labor.”

Historically, unlike lawyers, doctors, and (to a lesser degree) engineers, journalists do not entirely

produce their own content within the confines of their own heads; rather, the production of

modern journalism has depended on the significant concentration of industrial capital needed to

produce mass-circulation daily newspapers and TV networks (Starr 2004). The need for this

industrial capital has, correspondingly, reduced the autonomy of the professional journalist.  On

an institutional level journalism has historically concentrated its “production of producers” in

advanced schooling, with correspondingly less strength possessed by journalistic credentialing

and professional associations (again, at least in the United States). Even in terms of educational

credentialing, however, journalism has historically possessed less control over its occupational

gate keeping than many other professions. We should also highlight the degree to which a good

deal of the cultural work preformed by journalism relies on the cooperation of its sources, i.e., the

socially and politically powerful upon whom journalism depends for much of its raw information.

Finally, note the Bourdieuean modifications to the previously observed Weberian exchange of

economic and social capital; a modification that adds  “media capital” to the symbolic exchange

accomplished after the attainment of a market shelter.

POSSIBILITIES FOR EMPIRICAL RESEARCH AND CONCLUSION

As noted above, research into the impact of online (often citizens-driven) journalism on

the journalistic field is only in its infancy. Are we witnessing, as Gilmor argues, ““journalism’s

transformation from a 20th century mass-media structure to something profoundly more

grassroots and democratic?” (Gillmor 2004) Or, as Gans contends, has little actually changed

when it comes to “deciding what’s news?” A number of possible answers open themselves up for

consideration simultaneously. Perhaps, as networked amateurs undermine the cultural work once

reserved for professional reporters, we are witnessing the broad “deprofessionalization” of

journalism. On the other hand, it may be that the so-called “pro-am” challenge will engender a

counter-reaction amongst the more powerful elements of the journalistic field, as professionally

minded journalists seek to reaffirm and even strengthen the foundations of their professional

privilege. It may be that bloggers will slowly be absorbed into more traditional news

organizations, or perhaps we will see bloggers remain a largely independent, quasi-journalistic

group, although one with its own developing standards of “professional” hierarchy.

All of these outcomes are possible. It is, in fact, likely that many of them will occur

simultaneously over the course of a complex and contradictory process of social change. Given



17

that so much about the field of journalism remains unknown, I feel it is less important, at this

point, to have presented formal hypotheses about what might happen to journalism that it has

been to develop a framework to aid in understanding what is happening at this very moment.

Over the course of this essay I have argued that researchers would be well served by a theoretical

framework that analyzes journalism as a mezzo-level field, one animated by the projects of

“professionalization” and “deprofessionalization,” undertaken by a variety of social and

occupational groups. Using Larson’s notion of the professional project as my starting point, I

have argued that we must supplement this Weberian, agency-oriented analysis with a more

extensive description of the various forms of power over which actors struggle, as well as a more

nuanced understanding of the bases of occupational knowledge in which professional groups

ground their cultural work.

Within this framework, what empirical research projects seem the most promising?

Singer presents several potential starting points:

Additional empirical evidence of the perceptions of online journalists regarding their
professional role and status is needed. All of the challenges to journalistic professionalism
discussed here would benefit from more rigorous documentation than can be found in the
trade press, which is where much of the investigation and discussion of online journalism is
currently being conducted. Also needed is an exploration of the workings of online
newsrooms, including their organizational structures, work routines, staff interactions and
ethical decision-making processes. (Singer 2003)

Beyond these pieces of additional empirical evidence called for by Singer, a number

of other investigations are possible from the vantage point of an examination of

journalism’s (de)professionalization. Singer, for instance, largely ignores the role played by

the state and by legal-political culture in the relative failure of journalism’s

professionalization project. While Singer dismisses the journalistic claim to “specialized

knowledge,” another analyst might start with the contention that journalist’s claim to be

able to separate “fact” from “fiction” in an “objective manner” represents, in and of itself,

an occupational knowledge claim. Finally, the realization that we need to probe changes

journalistic education leaves us with a multitude of topics for empirical investigation:

1. Are we witnessing a fundamental change in the “knowledge base” out of which

journalists justify their occupational work? If we view “objective reporting” as being as

much a claim to professional knowledge as it is an occupational norm, are we seeing

the status of that knowledge claim being undermined? Many of the earliest writings on
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the impact of online journalism have argued that journalism is moving away from an

objective model of communication and towards a “conversational” model. Is this move

actually occurring? Does it point to a larger change in the structure of journalistic

knowledge?

2. Any change of this sort would be partially articulated through the “cultural work”

carried on by members of the journalistic field.  In addition to exploring the

“organizational structures, work routines, staff interactions and ethical decision-making

processes” (Singer 2003) of online newsrooms, we would want to examine the content

produced by these newsrooms (Anderson 2005). We would also want to carry out a

similar analysis of cultural work within the professional newsroom, as well as the

online one. Are changes occurring in the professional newsroom, under fire as it is

from newer forms of “interactive” information collection and distribution?

3. In addition to exploring changes in knowledge and work, we might want to investigate

the manner in which the occupational narratives of professional and participatory

journalism have been articulated, and whether these narratives are changing.

4. We could also analyze to the more formal foundations of the journalistic professional

project. Are changes occurring with regard to the status of journalism’s “regulatory

bargain” with the state? Recent conflicts over the passage of a journalists’ “shield law”

(Ambrogi 2005) the battle to exempt of bloggers from campaign finance restrictions

(Kos 2005), and early Federal court decisions about the legal status of online media

makers all point to the fact that journalism’s relationship with the state may be in a

period of transition.

5. Finally, Singer alludes to some of the ways that the education of journalists may or

may not be changing in light of digital-powered developments online. We would want

to more formally analyze the manner in which journalism’s “production of producers”

is or is not integrating online journalism into its formal curriculum. We would also

want to explore the manner in which the rhetoric of journalism education might be

changing.

These strands of empirical work represent only a fraction of the possible research projects

that might be carried out in an attempt to track changes in the journalistic field through an

analysis of de- or re-professionalization. All of these projects, along with others I have not

mentioned, represent attempts to analyze changes in the structure of news gathering and

dissemination in a manner that gives weight to the behaviors, ideologies, and personal and
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institutional relationships of news-gathering agents themselves. If we begin with the simple

hypothesis that the field of journalism is neither identical to what it was twenty-five years ago nor

radically alien to such an extreme degree, we have taken the first step in elaborating a more

nuanced understanding of the changes actually taking place in one of the key institutions of our

modern political life.
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