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Media order studies: theoretical and methodological considerations on Pierre 
Bourdieu's social theory within media research. 
 
A fruitful way of connecting empirical media research to Pierre Bourdieu's theory and 
methodologies can be labelled media order studies. Whereas much of recent media 
research drawing on Bourdieu focus on journalistic practices, values and norms inside 
a more or less defined, journalistic field, often referred to as a field theoretical 
approach, this alternative approach connects better to a political economy approach 
and cultural history perspectives in comparative, media sociology. The paper starts 
with a brief discussion on the reception of Bourdieu's theory among media scholars 
and goes on to describe more recent work on the journalistic profession within a 
within a field theoretical approach. In the third part, the theoretical and 
methodological concerns of the media order approach are laid out in more detail. 
Observations and experiences are drawn from recent empirical research on the rise of 
business journalism in Norway, developed within the Norwegian Research Program 
on Power and Democracy (1998-2003) and a Nordic, comparative project on the 
expansion of the Nordic business press (2004-2007). 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Tore Slaatta: 
 
Media order studies: theoretical and methodological considerations on Pierre 
Bourdieu's social theory within media research. 1 
 
 
A fruitful way of connecting empirical media research to Pierre Bourdieu's theory and 
methodologies can be labelled media order studies. Whereas much of recent media 
research drawing on Bourdieu focus on journalistic practices, values and norms inside 
a more or less defined, journalistic field, often referred to as a field theoretical 
approach, this alternative or additional approach connects better to a political 
economy approach and cultural history perspectives in comparative, historical media 
sociology.  
 
That there is a need to say that there is a research strategy that can be labelled media 
order studies which builds on Bourdieu, indicates that one of the inspirations behind 
this essay is to show that there are more than one possible, empirical research strategy 
that can be developed from Bourdieu's work and used in media research. This should 
come as no surprise, as there are many books and articles being written every month 
that refer to Bourdieu, one way or another. But my impression is that the connection 
between Bourdieu and more political economy oriented, historical media and cultural 
sociology is not always fully recognized and understood as it should or could. Within 
the field theoretical approach there seem to be a tendency towards a form of closure 
on an institutional and organisational level of the journalistic profession, where there 
is a risk that some of the more complex and relational aspects in Bourdieu's theories 
and methodologies gets lost. There are, in other words, as field theory and the field 
theoretical approach establishes itself within media research, a need to return again to 
the original inspiration and ideas to look for unexplored potentials in Bourdieu's work 
and writings that still deserves more attention, and that can bring inspiration and ideas 
to new and alternative, empirical media research.  
 
In this presentation, I will therefore try to emphasize one particular, and in some ways 
alternative way, of doing media research, which builds on Bourdieu's own writing, 
concepts and theories, but which differs from what I believe to be the dominant use of 
field theory and Bourdieu today, and which connects Bourdieu's research strategies 
closer to political economy perspectives and historical, cultural sociology than most 
studies on journalistic fields usually does. It goes without saying perhaps, that to give 
it a proper name and label it media order studies is of course part of the game of 
making distinctions in the field of media research. But it is meant to be a "friendly" 
and helpful distinction, one that expands our understanding and ability to think with 
theory and to develop empirical research strategies, accordingly. It is not to be 
thought of as research that should be done instead of research based on a field 
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1400-1530) and a more recent presentation took place in the panel "System Analysis 
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theoretical approach on the journalistic profession, but in addition to it. So maybe it is 
not so much a distinction, as an attempt to remind us about the wide range of 
Bourdieu's theory and the ambitious empirical research strategies that can be derived 
from it. 
 
The concept of the media order 
The concept of the media order as it is developed in this essay builds on the social 
theory and methodological strategies developed by Pierre Bourdieu and his associates 
at CSE (Centre Sociologie Europèenne) at MSH in Paris during the 1980s and 90s. 
Bourdieu often refers to the concept of order in connection with his field concept, 
sometimes synonymous, sometimes with a more direct reference to the orderly 
distribution of positions and capitals within a field, creating a particularly or specific 
field effect or a field logic, which appears as more or less objectified positions, 
strategies, trajectories and spaces of opportunities. The concept of an order is thus 
directly connected to Bourdieu's overall theory and methodology of a relational 
sociology. My use of the concept of media order here is thus more theoretical 
consistent and empirical stringent than for instance how it is used in Morley and 
Robins otherwise impressive book Spaces of identity, where "media order" is used in 
a more political economy inspired, Schillerian tradition as signifying the continuing 
imperialist trends of American multicorporate media industrial powers on a global 
scale, changing the media from a national to a global order (Morley and Robins 1995: 
11) (Schiller, 199?). In fact, the concept of order, as other concepts in Bourdieu's 
theoretical universe, is not abstract and theoretical in a limiting sense, but a practical 
and analytical concept which can be linked to the methodological imperative one 
often finds in Bourdieu's work of using correspondence analysis. The order thus 
appears in graphic maps, as a multi-dimensional hierarchy of interrelated positions 
within a social universe. 
 
It is against this backdrop that it sometimes is argued, particularly by academics 
trained and specialized in correspondence analysis techniques, that research that 
follow Bourdieu must have a quantitative correspondence analysis as a central part of 
the research design. I think this is an admirable position, but also too strict, and not in 
line with Bourdieu's own thinking or practice about using methods in practical, 
empirical research. Bourdieu insisted on the need for objectification and distance, yes, 
but not necessarily instead of for instance qualitative interviews and ethnographic 
observations. Rather, I think of correspondence analysis, as being an important tool in 
addition to other methods, and that methodological rigour for it's own sake should be 
avoided. However, reading articles and essays in media research journals and books 
where Bourdieu is referred to, I sometimes find there to be an eclectic and perhaps 
even ignorant use of concepts and arguments, particularly in the frequent use of 
Bourdieu's "field"-concept, which often turn out to be used synonymously with 
"research focus", "thematic area", or a loosely defined idea of an "institution" or 
"profession". As Bourdieu often himself commented, academic writing is full of 
examples where the killing of straw figures is performed with great rhetoric skill, 
based on bad and strategic reading and mauvais foi. There has to be at least some 
reflection on methodology and the link between concepts and observations. If not, 
references to Bourdieu have little significance. 
 
It is therefore pertinent here to admit that my reflection on the usefulness of a concept 
of a media order has been developed in dialogue with (and only slightly in opposition 



to), media research and theorizing within the "field theoretical approach", which has 
been conscientiously developed among others by Benson (1998) and by a group of 
scholars writing on the journalistic field (Benson and Neveu eds., 2005). But based on 
experience and findings from my own research, I will argue that an emphasis on 
media order rather than the field concept in actual, empirical media research will 
make it possible to locate different media technologies, industries and platforms 
within a broader, cultural analysis of the media as a cultural industry, which 
strengthens the possibility for media researchers to oscillate better between micro 
observations (e.g. the journalistic field, or a specific medium or content in a particular 
medium) and macro arguments (the media order and society at large) in the 
interpretation of empirical findings. In part, my argument will touch on some of the 
same ground as Daniel Hallin does in his attempt to combine Bourdieu with 
differentiation theory (Hallin 2005). I believe media order studies to be a possible 
answer to Hallin's interest in bringing Bourdieu's research agenda closer to political 
economy studies. If this is indeed possible, media order studies can become a firm 
basis for informed critique and research on ongoing developments within different 
fields and subfields of media and cultural production, for instance in Europe. But, I 
believe the research strategy in that case would be different than the one used by 
Hallin and Mancini recently in their system-theoretical approach to European media 
(Hallin and Mancini 2005). 
 
 
Media and symbolic power: the rise of the business press 
Most important for my arguments and thoughts on the usefulness of media order 
studies is the basis they have in practical, theoretical and methodological 
considerations and experiences I made as director of a research project on the rise and 
expansion of the Norwegian business press, developed within the Norwegian Power 
and Democracy Research Program between 1998 and 2003 (Slaatta 2003). 
 
The research design for this project was developed on the basis of Bourdieu's theory 
of symbolic power, and centred around questions about how specific symbolic powers 
were exercised through journalistic practice and routines and whether connected to a 
specific set of media platforms and publicly mediated discourses. I wanted to theorize 
connections between journalism as a vocation and journalism as a kind of political 
and social discourse with legitimating effects. Within this perspective, business 
journalism would have to be seen as creating particular important, symbolic spaces 
where representation and social construction of "the economy" and the meaning and 
social value of money and business would take place. Typical power effects would be 
discursive and social exclusion/inclusion based on tacit and implicit requirements for 
knowledge, language and codes and discursive processes where a naturalizing of 
economic realities would take place. At the same time, the public exposure of 
economic, private information could be thought of as opening up the economic field 
for public judgement and journalistic powers and norms. Thus, it was important to 
think through how the connection between media and economy as a cultural and 
discursive connection could be theorized and empirically studied as a complex 
phenomenon. Taking the economy and business journalism as research object meant a 
move to the fast lane of society. In our reading, new connections appeared between 
media studies and elite studies, to the studies on the "new economy" and 
anthropological studies on business practices, money, finance and capital. An 
economy is not only a system for exchange and value, it must also be seen as socially 



embedded, as a form of culture and social knowledge where the mediation of business 
has a lot to say for the construction of meaning of money, morals, and manners (taken 
from the title of Michèle Lamont's brilliant work, (Lamont 1992, see also Kjær and 
Slaatta 2007), and for construction and mediation of the "social meaning of money", 
to cite the title of another interesting book by Viviana A. Zelizer (1997). I felt this 
was a place where media scholars usually didn't go, to a place where we would have 
to look straight into the bull’s eye. Power was everywhere. 
 
The choosing of empirical focus was essential and part of an overall reflection on the 
field, the trajectory of media power studies and the relationship between project 
(media) and the overall program (social science). However, the most important 
element in the media research strategy was the attempt to work from a consistent set 
of theoretical considerations, concepts and methodologies. This was achieved through 
the use of Pierre Bourdieu's sociological theories and methodologies, which in turn 
made our media research project at IMK substantially different, both from earlier 
projects on media power and from the more loose, uncommitted theoretical strategy 
that were chosen for the national research program as a whole. In a short-term 
perspective, this meant that the conceptual framework and methodological 
particularities in the project were not picked up and mediated in a coherent form in 
the programs final reporting. However, in my view, the project became 
methodologically and theoretically more consistent and strong, from an internal point 
of view. Working our way through Bourdieu's theoretical framework and trying to 
comply with its methodological imperatives, was an inspiring lesson. Looking back, I 
still find Pierre Bourdieu's theories as particularly fruitful to research projects that aim 
at saying something about power relations, and that particularly want to include a 
social, cultural and symbolic dimension. Bourdieu's sociology is a relational 
sociology that automatically challenges any attempt to look exclusively on ”the 
media” and represents a strong bridge for media researchers who want to connect 
back to the heartland of the social sciences. Particularly, it prevents media researchers 
from missing out on important differences within ”the media” itself. Through the use 
of correspondence analysis we learned and observed that there is a strong consistency 
between theory and method in Bourdieu's work. A Norwegian media order could 
actually be constructed on the basis of statistical data on media and cultural 
consumption, despite the common belief that the media nowadays are mostly ”more 
of the same”. And, perhaps not surprisingly, the new and modernized ”business press” 
occupied a particularly privileged position in this order, one that corresponded to 
important shifts in symbolic power in the Norwegian society at large, from the 
political to the economic field (Slaatta 2003). 
 
We first developed a traditional tripartite research strategy (Thompson 1990: 307): the 
production of business news in various media (interview and observation of the 
production processes specific to business news production), the contents and 
particular texts, genres and formats of business news in various media (news sections, 
notes, comments, specialist magazines, Internet websites, etc), and the reception of 
economic information and news (in various socially defined groups and in a 
comparative elite perspective). When we worked on the research design, we came 
closer to the combination of two strategies than a tripartite approach. The two 
approaches both combine textual and sociological methods and could be labelled 
production-cum-content and audience-cum-content strategies, borrowing from Klaus 



Bruhn Jensen's and Karl Erik Rosengren's influential categories of audience research 
some years back (Bruhn Jensen and Rosengren 1990).  
 
Briefly, let me sum up some of the findings of our research at IMK that makes sense 
in relation to my argument in this essay. Our historical analysis of business journalism 
proved that the connection between news media and economic practice (trade and 
stock exchange information, harbour information, advertising, etc.) appeared early in 
history, and actually earlier than the usual accounts of political news media history. 
Thus, some very fundamental flows of information, internally between economic 
agents and between economic agents, markets and consumers, were early connected 
to wider, external circuits of mass communication. But in the professional history of 
journalism (and in the dominant writing of media history), political journalism 
emerged as the dominant subfield, and it was only in the years after 1960 that it was 
possible to detect the emerging professional subfield of business journalism in 
Norway. And it would take at least 20 more years before this subfield could be seen 
as somewhat separate from more general, political journalism. However, since the 
early1990s, a steady growth took place both in the number of journalists, the number 
of news outlets and the share number of news produced on economic and financial 
matters (Slaatta 2006). This growth coincided with a spectacular dressing up of the 
old business niche newspaper in Norway, which turned pink, elitist and popular in the 
post-yuppie period. Its success proved the rise of new markets of young, well 
educated urban elites, and a new managerial class, as well as a new generation of 
governmental bureaucrats, trained in New Public Management. The expansion of 
business journalism thus had an expanding and up moving, social basis and an 
ideological component which corresponded to the increase in educational programs in 
business, marketing, management and finance in the Norwegian education system. 
The news media thus increasingly became part of an expanding circulation and flow 
of economic knowledge and meaning in society. Interestingly, the proliferation of a 
subfield of business journalism had a different social basis than other forms of 
journalism. More often than in political journalism, sports and culture for instance, 
young business reporters would hold business degrees and have insider generational 
networks in business organisations because of this. Among young business students, 
indications appeared that the vocation as news reporter in one of the important 
business news agencies was seen as similar to being an analyst (handling sensitive 
business information, presenting to potential investors), and similar careers could be 
started both in journalism and finance. However, in the more established news 
organisations, an older generation of more leftist journalists was still influential, and 
discursive controversies sometimes emerged when new assignments and journalistic 
strategies were tried out as new forms of business journalism, for instance within 
public broadcasting.  
 
As earlier mentioned, one of the things we tried out in our analysis, was to use 
correspondence analysis techniques to map out a Norwegian media order. This was an 
essential element in the relational analysis, showing how business journalism 
platforms had moved to influential and privileged positions in the media order. The 
maps we developed in 2002/2003 has since been improved by recent research, using 
the same sets of data and specially organized by the Norwegian sociologist Lennart 
Rosenlund in cooperation with TNS Gallup, Norway and elaborated by Jan Fredrik 
Hovden in a recent PhD thesis from the University of Bergen (Hovden 2008). The 
positions of the two major financial newspapers in Norway, Dagens Næringsliv and 



Finansavisen are embedded in a cluster of recognisable sosiodemographic 
characteristics, appearing as points in the constructed map: most significantly high 
education level, high income level, position as manager or owner of own firm, urban 
based work within finance and trade, etc. The positions are distinctively in opposition 
to other media platforms in the media order, confirming a basic homology between 
media consumption and sociocultural class distinctions. 
 
The map was used as a basis to see further correspondences between positions in the 
media order and contents in the production-cum-content mode. Thus, we followed the 
research strategies that Bourdieu had developed particularly in chapter 8 in La 
Distinction (and in the small inserted text "A sociological test", Bourdieu 1984: 236-
239), where political opinions and expressions of political attitudes were connected to 
newspaper positions in the social field (as a media order). Particularly we looked into 
how different news media covered "the economy", how views and opinions were 
constructed as part of the news coverage (selection, framing, sources, etc), how 
personal wealth and rich personalities became portrayed, how lifestyle news reflected 
sociocultural distinctions among real (or imagined) readers. Our analysis proved 
distinct differences, and again, a general homology between content variations and 
positions in the media order was confirmed. 
 
It is this particular strategy of combining a detailed, relational analysis of media 
positions with symbolic production and discourse-analysis I want to emphasize as the 
main strategy of media order studies. This particular way of analysing media, perhaps 
better described as a position-cum-content research strategy, does of course not 
exclude the field approach but can be perfectly combined with it. In our study on 
business journalism we also included standard political economy research on editorial 
staff, ownership, and journalistic organisation, as well as trying to map the special 
social space of financial or business journalists in opposition to other journalistic 
subfields (Marchetti 2005). However, in this mapping, we only did qualitative 
interviewing and no quantitative material was generated. Interesting social 
backgrounds and educational patterns appeared, however, which singled these 
journalists out as a distinct subfield, both as a professional and a social universe. 
 
 
Concluding on the media order studies approach 
 
In accordance with our research referred to above, what I suggest to be the media 
order studies approach has the following elements: 
 
1. Historical analysis of initial the initiation of a field and its early relational history 
towards other fields (e.g. between economic business, the nation state (the political 
field) and the field of cultural production) 
 
2. Detailed analysis of particular interesting positions and historic trajectories in the 
media order, e.g. the business press. Not only platforms but also technologies 
(audiovisual vs. print and digital) can be analysed in qualitative and quantitative 
relational analysis (media technological orders). 
 
3. Use of quantitative data in the construction of a map over the social space and 
media market, showing homologies between media consumption and sociocultural 



distinctions. If possible, diachronic mapping will show interesting trajectories and 
changes in positions that usually are overlooked in traditional media historical 
narratives or system research on differentiation. 
 
4. Production-cum-content analysis, or position-cum-content, where several positions 
(positions to speak from, to produce symbolic content from) are compared on several 
themes, issues and other discursive elements (e.g. style, editorial strategies, 
advertisements, etc. etc.) 
 
5. Media order studies should be combined with field theoretical approaches on the 
professional field or subfield concerning the media or media outlets beings studied. 
 
If time permits, I would like to suggest the following mapping of research strategies, 
all following Bourdieu in some way or another, and all contributing to the expanding 
knowledge on media, culture and society within a coherent, theoretical perspective. 
Instead of seeing the various research strategies as exclusive and as distinct 
alternatives, the mapping is based on an acknowledgement that theory is only a tool to 
get good, empirical research going, and to discuss theory for its own sake only, does 
not contribute much. So all the strategies here are in my view able to combine to each 
other. They might contribute directly to each other, but we should be very clear about 
the difficulties that appear when we are moving from one social universe to another. 
Comparative research across social universes is possible, but it takes a particular 
sensitivity towards avoiding generalizing relational observations in one social space 
to another. Thus for instance, although similar news papers might exist in different 
markets and spaces, the symbolic power and capital that marks their positions might 
be quite different, which is why systematic, analytical comparison also might be 
interesting and rewarding.  
 
The map is not a social space, but could be red as a space of opportunities for media 
researchers in developing empirical research on the basis of Bourdieu's theories and 
methodologies. There is not any systematic research behind the map, at least not yet. 
We have started a bibliographic search at IMK, but whether it will be possible to 
move from articles or abstracts to this map, is still uncertain. At the moment, the map 
is a suggestive interpretation of variations or possibilities. I hope to find more 
possibilities in the future, but these are some that I see already. And, as this 
presentation has emphasized, I have tried to stress the difference between the field 
theoretical approach and the media order studies approach. In the map, they belong to 
different corners, which is why the map perhaps has a heuristic value. Otherwise, I 
have no hope that the map will be left unrevised, if read and critiqued with scrutiny. 
 
I suggest labelling the vertical axis for "relational complexity", and we should think 
of it as stretching out our space or map in accordance to research strategies that have 
high (upper field) or low (lower field) relational complexity in their research. Typical 
indication of high relational complexity would be inclusion of correspondence 
analysis, but also more qualitative or systemic comparison of several cases are higher 
in complexity than single case studies, for instance ethnographic studies of one media 
organisation or one news discourse. This axis is crossed by a horizontal one, where 
consumption studies are at the one end, and production studies at the other. (This is 
the most problematic one, I think). What appears is something like the following: 
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And here ends my presentation.... 
wovon man nicht sprechen kann, darüber muss man... 


