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Battle of the classes: news consumption inequalities and
symbolic boundary work
Johan Lindell

Department of Informatics and Media, Uppsala University, Uppsala, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Previous research has revealed a connection between news
consumption and class, both in terms of how much and what
kind of news is consumed. By deploying a cultural sociological
perspective on how young people from different class positions
make sense of their differences, this study breaks new ground in
the study of news use and inequality. Focus group interviews
with young working-class and middle-class people show how
social groups mobilize differences in news consumption to draw
symbolic boundaries between each other. The moral economy
surrounding “productive” or “unproductive” approaches towards
news and journalism is a venue that allows social groups to
construct an other, over whom a sense of social, cultural, and
moral superiority can be maintained. The study takes the
understanding of news consumption inequalities beyond the
standard concern with gaps in knowledge and participation by
locating news consumption inequalities in relation to symbolic
struggles between social groups.
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Introduction: into a deeper layer of news consumption inequalities

For decades, scholars of media and journalism have connected the consumption of news
to good citizenship (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Lane, 1959; McCombs & Poindexter,
1983). Cultural sociology teaches us, however, that what is deemed good in the world of
culture tends to be unequally appreciated amongst citizens, and that “good” culture is a
site for struggle and contestation between social groups (Bourdieu, 1984). The main
claim of this paper is that news in the digital media landscape—where people tailor
their news consumption from a vast supply of news providers (Prior, 2007)—is no excep-
tion. Studies from a range of contexts have repeatedly shown that well-educated, well-
paid and politically interested people consume more news and are more likely than
less resourceful and politically disengaged groups to turn to “quality” news (Bergström
et al., 2019; Chan & Goldthorpe, 2007; Kalogeropoulos & Nielsen, 2018; Ksiazek et al.,
2010; Ksiazek et al., 2010; Lindell, 2018a; Ohlsson et al., 2017; Prieur et al., 2008; Ström-
bäck et al., 2013; Thorson et al., 2018).
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In setting out to promote an understanding that goes beyond inequalities in volumes
and types of news consumption—and also beyond previous Bourdieu-inspired studies on
news consumption inequalities (see e.g. Brites et al., 2017; Hartley, 2018; Lindell,
2018a)—this study focuses on how people’s notions and preconceptions of news con-
sumption are embedded in broader symbolic struggles between social groups. In extend-
ing, deepening and theorizing observations from a related research project (Lindell &
Sartoretto, 2018)—which partially unearthed moral sentiments connected to news con-
sumption inequalities—the question is how inequality in news consumption, real or per-
ceived, can be mobilized to reinforce the symbolic distance to other people. The focus is
here put on young people’s othering of their peers—an othering stemming from the pre-
conceived behaviors and tastes of others in relation to news and journalism. This meta
perspective on news consumption inequalities takes our understanding beyond the
focus upon participation and knowledge gaps, which have been the prevailing concerns
in political communication and journalism studies.

It is true, however, that young people’s news consumption has been studied
thoroughly, especially with regard to how their media practices depart from those of
older news consumers (e.g. Antunovic et al., 2018; Bakker & De Vreese, 2011; Bucking-
ham, 2000; Clark & Marchi, 2017; Diddi & Larose, 2006; Edgerly et al., 2018; Van Cau-
wenberge et al., 2013). Less is known about differences within young generations of news
consumers, particularly where those differences may be used to draw boundaries between
social groups.

This study takes Sweden as its case. The country’s historically small class differences,
both in terms of the distribution of material and educational resources and in relation to
news consumption, have increased over the last decades. Economic inequality has
increased rapidly (Therborn, 2020) and public services, including the educational
system, have been deregulated and privatized (Blomqvist, 2004). Media audiences have
become more fragmented (Bergström et al., 2019; Strömbäck et al., 2013). This study
is thus conducted with people who have grown up during, or after, relatively fast tran-
sitions towards post-egalitarianism, post-broadcasting, and post-media deregulation.
The young people participating in this study all attempt to make their ways through
an increasingly unequal and media saturated world.

News consumption, othering, and symbolic boundary work

As it is valued by politicians, media scholars, educators and journalists—all relatively
resourceful groups—the world of news and journalism is a world of moral contestation.
There exist in it expectations and norms regarding what is good and noble, and what is
bad and dubious (Danielsson, 2014). Through Bourdieu we understand such a moral
economy to be a site for position-taking, where groups distance themselves from those
most different in terms of repertoires of cultural preferences and practices (Bourdieu,
1984). Bourdieu’s argument was that different social classes are unequally equipped,
by way of their class habitus (a socially inherited and pre-reflexive “compass” guiding
orientations in the social world), to maneuver their way through the supply of cultural
goods and practices. Bourdieu’s model explains, for instance, the social classes’
different approaches to journalism and their news consumption patterns (Lindell,
2018a).
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However, according to both Lamont (1992) and Sayer (2005), the Bourdieusian model
did not go the whole way in explaining the moral and affective dimensions of class. For
Sayer, differences in tastes and values ultimately play out in a moral economy where one
can make right and wrong choices. What news we turn to, and how we consume it can be
subjected to layman normativities in positioning oneself against others (Lamont, 1992;
Sayer, 2005). Media practices and preferences, “productive” or “unproductive,” may
thus generate gains or losses in the struggle over positions in the social space (Bengtsson,
2007). As already noted, previous research has shown that the resourceful segments of
the citizenry, generally those endowed with high volumes of cultural capital and particu-
larly those with educational capital, are better equipped to ingest the elements of journal-
ism that correspond to what it means to be a “good citizen.” Indeed, being informed and
cosmopolitan in outlook have emerged as new forms of cultural capital in the twenty-first
century (Lindell & Danielsson, 2017; Prieur et al., 2008; Prieur & Savage, 2015). News
avoidance, or exclusively consuming “soft” news, may in contrast be viewed as
dubious and non-productive media practices that, in effect, can reify a subordinate pos-
ition in society (Danielsson, 2014; Lindell, 2018a).

Inequalities in terms of howmuch andwhat is consumed and valued by different groups
in society matter because they may generate knowledge and participation gaps (Lind &
Boomgaarden, 2019; Tichenor et al., 1970). This has been themain concern for journalism
and political communication scholars studying inequality. However, inequality is not only
set inmotion by themanner in which people negotiate themedia landscape. It may also be
reproduced in the way different groups understand and describe their peers, and how they
make sense of the (perceived) differences between their own and others’ news consump-
tion. Thus, the perspective endorsed here is not so concerned with knowledge gaps or the
well-documented (Lind & Boomgaarden, 2019) yet important observation that different
social groups are unequally equipped for democratic participation. In fact, the perspective
taken here is not necessarily concerned with actual differences in people’s news consump-
tion. Instead, the focus is put on the reproduction of social relations viamoral and affective
regimes connected to preconceptions of others’ ways of orienting the news landscape.

Post-colonial scholars have referred to this process of symbolic degradation or stereo-
typing as othering (Jensen, 2011; Riggins, 1997; Spivak, 1985). Othering thus refers to the

discursive processes by which powerful groups, who may or may not make up a numerical
majority, define subordinate groups into existence in a reductionist way which ascribe pro-
blematic and/or inferior characteristics to these subordinate groups. Such discursive pro-
cesses affirm the legitimacy and superiority of the powerful and condition identity
formation among the subordinate. (Jensen, 2011, p. 65)

In relation to the symbolic struggles played out in the realm of news consumption, other-
ing occurs, as we shall explore later on, when, for instance, middle-class people describe
the working class as not fit to know what’s going on in the world, or as more interested in
beer and cars than in the news. The concept of othering allows us to move beyond the
focus on differences in volumes and types of news consumption to study the moral
and affective regimes that are mobilized, discursively, when social groups are asked
about others’ news consumption. While post-colonial scholars have, naturally, focused
mostly upon racial and ethnic power relations, they have acknowledged that othering
may occur between social classes and intersect with race and ethnicity (Jensen, 2011;
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Spivak, 1985). However, the operational definition of othering, as deployed in post-colo-
nial scholarship, has two shortcomings that can be addressed by way of cultural
sociology.

First, the concept of othering tends, as is evident in the above definition, to focus upon
the powerful and how they assert their moral and cultural superiority—what Jarness and
Flemmen (2019), drawing upon Parkin (1979), calls exclusionary strategies. This implies,
somewhat ironically, that the voices, strategies, and agency of subaltern/less resourceful
groups remain unaccounted for. Recent work in cultural sociology may have remedied
this shortcoming. Scholars focusing upon symbolic boundary work have shown that
groups across the social space use cultural tastes and behaviors to draw moral and cul-
tural boundaries between each other. Lamont (1992) and Jarness and Flemmen (2019)
have focused upon working-class challenges to the lifestyles and norms of the privileged,
noting how they rely on symbolically usurpationary strategies to distance themselves
from the middle class (Jarness & Flemmen, 2019). Also, it is not uncommon for
people with low amounts of cultural capital to distance themselves both from people
with high volumes of cultural capital and from those with even lower amounts of cultural
capital (Sayer, 2005, p. 98). Jarness (2017, 2018), in turn, has shown how boundaries
between different factions of the middle class—“the rich” and the “cultural elite”—are
maintained when they are asked to evaluate each other’s cultural practices and tastes.
While othering fruitfully captures the moral dimensions of inequalities, the related
terms of layman normativities (Sayer, 2005) and symbolic boundary work (Jarness,
2017, 2018; Lamont, 1992) allow for the widening of the frame of othering to include
the social space in its entirety.

Second, as an effect of its inherent focus upon the resourceful’s symbolic degradation of
those below them in the social hierarchy, the concept of othering risks failing to account
not only for the subaltern’s usurpationary strategies, but also the instances where the
victims are complicit in their own degradation, that is, how less resourceful groups
partake in the subordination of their own identity formation, to use Jensen’s (2011) voca-
bulary. Bourdieu andWacquant (1992) understood this as a form of symbolic violence. Not
entirely unrelated to the example given by Spivak (1985, p. 234) of how the colonized native
comes to see himself/herself as an other, this process describes an othering directed at the
self, by way of one’s class habitus. In the present context, this may entail the sense of
belonging to a social group “unfit” to enjoy or to understand the cultural practices and pre-
ferences of consecrated individuals (Bourdieu, 1984; cf. Willis, 2017).

Differences in news consumption—real or perceived—form the basis on which social
groups attempt to ascertain their moral and cultural superiority over one another. The
theoretical framework of othering and symbolic boundary work allows us to delve
deeper into the inequalities in news consumption, and to broaden the scope of what is
at stake beyond knowledge or participation gaps to include the wider symbolic struggles
that take place in society.

Capturing otherings in talk about news consumption: method and
material

In order to explore how the discursive regimes of othering are mobilized by people in
different social positions to demarcate moral and cultural distances between each
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other, the study used focus group interviews with young people. The focus group inter-
view method was chosen because it allows for the study of the group, rather than the indi-
vidual (Kitzinger, 1994). In total nine focus groups comprising a total of 56 respondents
at various upper secondary schools in Sweden participated in the study. Semi-structured
interviews with the young people (17- to 20-year-olds) were conducted in 2015 and 2016,
and lasted on average 56 min. The study was conducted in a research project on inequal-
ities and news consumption, and parts of the empirical material have been discussed else-
where (Lindell, 2018b; Lindell & Sartoretto, 2018). The purpose here is to delve deeper
into material, specifically focusing upon othering.

Each group represented a small cluster in the space of social positions as described by
Bourdieu (1984). Given the purpose of this study, the participants were analyzed from a
cultural sociological lens focusing on class dispositions. It is worth noting, however, that
the sample was mainly, but not exclusively white, and that men were overrepresented in
the working-class groups.

For Bourdieu, and scholars who have replicated his study of the social space in Scan-
dinavian countries (Flemmen et al., 2018; Lindell, 2018a), there are two main axes of div-
ision in terms of class relations. The first concerns the overall volume of primarily
economic and cultural capital, and the second describes the relative composition of indi-
viduals’ economic or cultural capital. While this study includes respondents from several
“corners” of the social space, the focus is mainly on comparing middle-class groups to
less resourceful ones, who consist primarily of representatives from the working class.
Although some divisions along the capital-composition axis are discussed, the greater
attention is placed on the otherings along the capital-volume axis. When necessary, the
middle-class faction whose economic capital outweighs their cultural capital are referred
to as the “economic middle-class faction,” while the term “cultural middle-class faction”
is used to describe the opposite.

Respondents were recruited at various upper secondary schools in a mid-sized
Swedish city. Respondents within (not across) each focus group knew each other.
While this created a more relaxed interview environment, it could also explain the
“harsh” nature of some of the comments explored in this study. The study used a screen-
ing survey that included questions on study programs, parents’ occupations, cultural
consumption, aspirations for the future, and levels of satisfaction with the household
economy. This was to ensure the homogeneity of the groups in terms of their class pos-
itions. The entry of private educational institutions in the 1990s, and the “free choice”
reform, imply that Swedish 15-year-olds have to make choices in a myriad of study pro-
grams—including a number of vocational (sheet metal, hairdressing, car mechanics etc.)
or academic (humanities, law, economics, science, etc.) programs. This has exacerbated
the instances of social reproduction taking place within the educational system (Broady
& Börjesson, 2002).

The class schema deployed in this study combines insights from the Bourdieusian
concern with the volume and composition of capital and the neo-Weberian focus
upon occupations (Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992). Accordingly, alongside a focus on cul-
tural practices and views on their economic circumstances, the young people’s class pos-
itions were understood in terms of their work-life aspirations as well as their parents’
occupations (which may be understood as forms of embodied cultural capital [Bourdieu,
1984]).
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The middle class was defined as possessing relatively high volumes of capital, with
parents who held relatively high positions in the labor market. Both the economic and
cultural middle-class factions were included in this overarching category. They were
recruited from theoretically oriented educational programs including humanities and
foreign languages, law and business, and natural science. Virtually all these respondents
aspired to pursue a higher education once they graduated from school (either immedi-
ately, or after “seeing the world”), they were relatively satisfied with their household
economy, they consumed institutionalized culture (books, museums, opera), that
works practically as an embodied form of cultural capital, comparatively often. Their
parents were almost exclusively white-collar workers with a tertiary education. The
working-class respondents, in contrast, were recruited from vocationally oriented pro-
grams such as car mechanics, sheet metal work, and social care. They sought to find a
job once they had graduated, and their parents were blue-collar workers. These respon-
dents were, furthermore, somewhat less satisfied with their household income and much
less inclined to read books and visit museums and the opera compared with their middle-
class peers (Appendix).

The interviews began in general terms, asking how respondents obtained information
when “something important” happened. Gradually, the interviews shifted to questions
about how one group perceived another’s relationship to news and journalism. Thus,
the concept of othering was operationalized in an open-ended way, by asking the
groups to describe the typical “news avoider” or the “news junkie.” The interview tran-
scripts have been translated from Swedish and slightly shortened and edited to increase
readability.

Analysis

The middle-class otherings

The main target of the middle-class groups’ otherings, on the basis of the preconceived
news consumption of others, was the working class. Thus, the middle-class respondents
deployed exclusionary boundary strategies (Jarness & Flemmen, 2019, p. 173). When
they were asked who they thought did not consume the news, they tended to answer
along the lines of “those people in the vocational programs.” During a discussion on
the Sweden Democrats (a populist right-wing party that had successful turnouts in the
last two elections, currently holding 17.53% of the vote [The Swedish Election Authority,
2019]) and their predominately male working-class electorate, a young woman in one of
the culturally rich middle-class groups became indignant at their (according to her pre-
conceptions) lack of news consumption. She claimed that she would have felt “really
fucking bad” if she had not stayed up to date with the news, and she queried whether
people in this segment of the electorate “have any brains at all.”

During the interviews with the middle-class groups it was striking how the working
class were portrayed as being too unmotivated (that is, not “driven”), incapable (“do
they have any brains at all?”), and uninterested (“they are better at taking care of their
cars”) to consume the news in any “productive” way. While not knowing about the
actual news practices and preferences of their target—indeed, what are described here
are layman normativities—the middle-class mobilized preconceived notions to position
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themselves against a less capable, less dignified and culturally different other (Jensen,
2011; Spivak, 1985). In effect, they reiterated their social position, or at least their identity,
as socially, morally, and culturally superior to the working class (Jarness, 2017; 2018;
Lamont, 1992).

The excerpt below deals with the working class as news avoiders. It begins with Sofie,
who was in the middle of an argument regarding the lack of interest in the news among
those in the vocational programs:

Sofie: No [on whether the working class consume the news], since they are not enrolled
in a university preparatory program like we are. They’re studying in the vocational
program, right.

Klara: Yeah, but they learn the trade. They get something we don’t.
Sofie: If you’re in the car mechanics program you’ll get good at caring for your car so…

(Cultural middle-class faction)

When asked which groups in society were well-versed in the world of news the middle-
class respondents tended to answer “driven” and “motivated” people, a construct that
overlapped with how they describe themselves and their busy and purposeful lives. In
one group it was explicitly argued that people in retail- and carpentry-oriented programs
did not belong to the category of “driven” people. The middle-class idea that these groups
“are not keen on learning” testifies to the relationship between news and the “legitimate
culture,” not least school culture, where “correct” and “productive” practices are found in
the will to be informed and to be educated (cf. Lindell, 2018b; Danielsson, 2014).

Linus: It is the driven people that consume the news and care more about every-
thing that’s going on.

Markus: Not those in the retail programs, right?
Linus: No… it’s not very likely that some people over there would sit down with the

paper.
Nora: I don’t think some of them want to learn that much. They are not configured

for wanting to know much.
Interviewer: Why do you think that is?
Nora: Well you can just be that kind of person. You feel that you don’t need to…

or that you don’t have the need to know (laughter).
…
Interviewer: Mm, but if we stay with those who never consume news, who don’t find them

interesting, are there more examples on who they are?
Linus: Like, a carpenter.
Markus: Yeah, but maybe they listen to the radio.
Nora: Yes.
Linus: Well, I mean those in practical trades, they are not super interested maybe

(laughter).
Nora: I think it boils down to how motivated you are. Had they been motivated

maybe they would have chosen to study in a university preparatory program.
(Economic middle-class faction)

In one interview segment with a middle-class group particularly rich in cultural capital
the othering took on a different character. The excerpt below illustrates that some of the
middle-class respondents felt that they were in a position to pity the working class
(because they do not consume the news, in their view), while simultaneously displaying
a distaste towards their (preconceived) lifestyles (cf. Sayer, 2005). The intersectionality of

486 J. LINDELL



living in the countryside, being working class, and “drinking folk beer [a type of alcoholic
beer that is legal to buy at the age of 18]” was constructed as the kind of lifestyle farthest
away from a position where one would find news worthwhile. According to this particu-
lar middle-class group, these beer-drinking blue-collars in the countryside “don’t care
what’s going on in Africa or Nepal.” The excerpt furthermore reveals a kind of reversed
othering directed at their own social group, as they refer to themselves as “snobs” or
“know-it-alls” via a hypothetical working-class othering of themselves.

Interviewer: Then there are people who are completely off news and such.
Lisa: Yeah, and I pity them (laughter).
Emma: (laughter).
Interviewer: Who are these people?
Lisa: Those in the car mechanics program at [vocational school].
Several respondents: (laughter).
Lisa: But it’s true.
Emma: It’s very true… .
Interviewer: Can you elaborate on that?
Lisa: Yeah, I don’t know. I don’t really think that those in the car mech-

anics program are so into watching the news.
Sara: I mean, it doesn’t feel like they are particularly into the news.
Emma: But it must be so boring, not to care about what is happening.
Lisa: But they think it’s more fun to tweak on their cars and take some

snuff and drink some beer, I think.
Emma: Yes.
Lisa: They’re not really thinking about the news, in my mind.
…
Saga: There’s a theory that describes that what is closest to you is what you

consider normal. It’s called Axis Mundi. So, if you live in Small
Town and go to Small Town’s vocational school and drink folk
beer you don’t care about what’s going on in Africa or Nepal.

Emelie: No.
Johanna: Well, then it’s precisely them who don’t watch the news.
Rebecka: Yeah, exactly. And I pity them.
Several respondents: (laughter).
…
Saga: Yeah, they say “I don’t care. This is my home and this is what I care

about.”
Rebecka: Our school is a bit of a snob-school if you compare to [vocational

school].
Johanna: (laughter).
Rebecka: I mean, they do think that we are real snobs and posher than they.
Johanna: Mm.
Rebecka: I think that they think that we are like, “I know everything.”

(Economic middle-class faction)1

While it was first and foremost the working class that acted as a target for the symbolic
boundary drawings of the middle class, the different factions of the middle class were not
always in harmony (Jarness, 2017, 2018). In the excerpt below the young people in the
economic faction use an ironic and somewhat degrading tone to describe their more cul-
turally oriented peers as “artsy” and “creative” people focused on following cultural news
at the expense of economic news. This type of othering thus had a horizontal, rather than
vertical, trajectory in the social space.
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Viktor: These creative people… artsy people…
Tomas: The aesthetic people [A literal translation from “esteterna”—a term used to

describe students enrolled in the aesthetic program, a term that can also have
negative connotations amongst Swedish upper secondary school students].

Viktor: I imagine that they are well up to date with these cultural news.
Wera: Yeah.
Viktor: I don’t think they know the exchange rate for the US dollar and other economic

issues.
(Economic middle-class faction)

Furthermore, some members of the economic middle-class faction suggested that they
could not match their cultural counterparts in terms of news savviness. For the
former, there was an upper limit on how much news one can and should consume.
In their view, the cultural faction seemed to have more time on their hands to
consume news. The economic faction, in contrast, presented themselves as too busy
to be able to say, “oh, in 2015 this happened.” As “driven” people, they needed to
weigh their news consumption against physical exercise, studies, and work. It is inter-
esting to note that the cultural faction did not draw the same clear boundary between
itself and the economic faction. While the two groups shared an other in the form of
the working-class group, the othering occurring between themselves was one-
directional.

Gabriella: Maybe they don’t have anything else to do. We study, we exercise, maybe we
work. We don’t have time to sit around and say, “oh, in 2015 this happened.”
Maybe news has to come to us for us to consume them. If you don’t exercise for
instance, you’ll have five more hours per week to search for news.

Hanna: But then it’s like a hobby.
Gabriella: Yeah, consuming the news.
Ines: They have, like, more time than we do.

(Economic middle-class faction)

The working-class otherings

In the working-class groups, four types of otherings were constructed in relation to atti-
tudes and practices towards news and journalism: (1) the disconnected self, (2), those
with lower positions in the social space, (3) the representatives of the institutionalized
culture, that is, teachers not involved in practice-oriented subjects, and (4) those with
higher capital volumes than themselves, that is, the middle class.

When asked about news as a source of knowledge and information and about their
own knowledge on current affairs, the answers from the working-class groups testified
to the observation that young working-class people tend to approach their spare time
as a “free zone,” detached from the expectations and norms represented by “society”
(Danielsson, 2014; Willis, 2017). While for the most part they did feel that it was impor-
tant to “know what is going on,” they did not feel that they were particularly knowledge-
able themselves. Thus, in what may be described as self-othering, or as exercising
symbolic violence upon themselves (cf. Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992), the working-
class group provided some legitimacy to the cultural norms that they, in their own
view, failed to live up to.
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Interviewer: It is quite common to think that one should be knowledgeable on current
affairs. What do you think?

Patrik: No.
Kristoffer: Why should you?
Patrik: It’s unnecessary.
Interviewer: Ok, why?
Patrik: spend my time on other things instead. The things that I enjoy.
Interviewer: Rikard, what do you say?
Rikard: I guess it something good?
Andreas: No…
Interviewer: Mm, why is it good then, Rikard?
Rikard: It could be good to know a little bit on what’s going on.
Kristoffer: Yeah, exactly. So that you at least know a little bit.
…
Interviewer: But if I ask this… do you feel that you are knowledgeable on current affairs?
Kristoffer: No.
Andreas: No. I don’t think so.
Interviewer: Why?
Andreas: I don’t know anything.

(Working-class group)

The working class constructed themselves as strangers to the virtuous preferences and
practices in the world of news and journalism, which include “the duty to keep informed”
(McCombs & Poindexter, 1983, p. 88). Thus, Andreas claimed, “I don’t know anything.”
However, they were also, like the middle class, deploying exclusionary boundary strat-
egies in order create an other of those below them in the social hierarchy (Jarness &
Flemmen, 2019; cf. Sayer, 2005). News consumption in their view—in tandem with
the sentiments of the middle class—did not sit well with “beer drinking” and “aimlessly
driving around in old, cheap cars:”

Filip: Where I live there are lots of raggare [a Swedish, working-class, and male-domi-
nated subculture revolving around US 1950s culture, particularly cars and rock-
abilly music, a subculture predominantly found in rural parts of the country].
And these people, they don’t give a fuck about what’s happening in other
places. They care about their hometown.

Jesper: They drive Impalas and drink German beer.
Hannes: Mm.
Filip: I don’t think they are so up to date [on the news].

(Working-class group)

When prompted on who led lives in accordance with the “legitimate” culture the
working-class designated some of their teachers and middle-class peers as the other.
Thus, the third and fourth types of otherings deployed by the working class fell into
the category of usurpationary strategies “aimed at biting into, or challenging, the privi-
leged position of others” (Jarness & Flemmen, 2019, p. 73). Although the vocational pro-
grams undertaken by the young working-class participants primarily serve the function
of ushering pupils into the labor market, they do provide basic academic training. Tea-
chers in that category—who teach the Swedish language and world religions for instance
—were presented as those who make attempts at introducing current affairs and news
into the classroom. At one point a teacher had provided them with a current affairs
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quiz in relation to which one respondent triumphantly recalled that he “did not have
many correct answers on that one,” which was followed by laughter in the group. The
teacher of world religions, who was mentioned as one of the few who made attempts
to discuss news with the students, was described as “having the most boring life you
could imagine.”

A similar kind of othering occurred when the working-class groups described their
middle-class peers as “proper” news reading individuals who were “so very good” and
had “never missed a class in school” (cf. Jarness & Flemmen, 2019). Like the economic
middle-class faction, this group used the epithet of the “aesthetic” people (that is,
those with more cultural capital than themselves) to demarcate a symbolic distance
from the middle class. Alongside “old people” it was primarily the culturally rich
middle class who were constructed as people who engaged in the news. Although the
working-class group did recognize the value and importance of news and of being, at
least to some extent, up to date on current affairs, there was a point when news
becomes “boring,” and when news consumption is “too much” and “dorky.” Such degra-
dation of the “pretentious” is, according to Sayer (2005, p. 183), a way for the working
class to construct an other against which they pit their own, more genuine, lifestyles.
Part of this process is exemplified by the excerpt below, where a working-class group
is asked to describe a “news junkie:”

Jakob: The people in artsy programs seem to be very good.
Tom: Why don’t you describe what they look like.
Jakob: No…
Several respondents: (Laughter)
Interviewer: Jakob… are these people at this school?
Jakob: No.
Interviewer: Where are they then?
Jakob: At the university preparatory schools in town.
Interviewer: What are they like?
Tom: They’re like…
Several respondents: (Laughter)
Jakob: High grades. Proper. Yes.
Nils: Yeah.
Jakob: Nah, I don’t know how to explain…
Interviewer: You guys, do you know what he means?
Several respondents: Yes, absolutely/Mm.
Nils: Well, the types who haven’t been a minute late to school in their

entire lives.
Oliver: Snobs.
Nils: They’ve never missed a homework.
Adrian: Nerds.

(Working-class group)

The working-class otherings, it should be noted, were not always of such an antagonistic
character. One group described the middle class not as “snobs” or “know-it-alls,” but
rather as people who genuinely found news interesting, and for whom news and journal-
ism were a “popular conversation point” in their schools, unlike their own. Despite its
softer sentiment, such a construction nonetheless reproduced the idea of “them” and
“us” in the preconceptions of how the social classes maneuver in the world of news
and journalism.
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Inequalities beyond volumes and types of news consumption

In the spirit of functionalism, much of the media scholarship that has focused on inequal-
ities in news consumption has been concerned with the weakening of democratic society
(Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Lind & Boomgaarden, 2019; Strömbäck et al., 2013). Pre-
vious Bourdieu-inspired research has also tended to focus on what, and how much news
people (of different classes) consume (Brites et al., 2017; Danielsson, 2014; Hartley, 2018;
Lindell, 2018a). While it is important to study systemic differences in how much and
what news different segments of a population consume and how that may obstruct demo-
cratic participation, this study has probed an underexplored tenet of news consumption
inequalities. The focus has been put on how social classes mobilize preconceived inequal-
ities in news consumption to construct an other in relation to which a moral and cultural
superiority is asserted (cf. Jensen, 2011; Lamont, 1992; Spivak, 1985).

When prompted, in a focus group setting with peers sharing their social position, to
describe the typical features of a “news avoider,” the middle class conjured an other in the
form of the working class. Their exclusionary boundary strategies (Jarness & Flemmen,
2019) worked to sustain a twenty-first century middle-class identity formation revolving
around being a busy, up-to-date cosmopolitan (Prieur & Savage, 2015) with a “duty to
keep informed” (McCombs & Poindexter, 1983, p. 88). The young people of the
middle class contrasted this identity with a lazy, sedentary and disconnected working-
class lifestyle. Working-class usurpationary strategies (Jarness & Flemmen, 2019), on
the other hand, challenged the pretentiousness of the middle class—for instance, by por-
traying them as “proper,” “boring” “news junkies” who failed to live life at its fullest. Both
classes, however, came together in the belief that news is indeed important and that one
should at least have a minimum sense of what is going on in the world. The difference is
that the middle class portrayed itself as meeting that expectation, while the working class
othered itself by feeling detached from the journalistic discourse.2

One striking feature in the boundary work explored here was the trope of connection
that extended from the pole of “we consume news to stay connected to the world” at one
end to that of “they only care about the place where they live” at the other. While primar-
ily used by the middle class, this trope was also deployed by the working class to “punch
down” those below them in the social hierarchy. This should be understood in light of
previous research on the changing character of cultural capital in late, globalized, mod-
ernity which has revealed the entanglement between a traditional taste for “high end”
culture and the increased value of connectedness (Lindell & Danielsson, 2017; Prieur
et al., 2008; Prieur & Savage, 2015). In relation to these new lines of class division,
news and journalism, because of their connective potential, emerge as key cultural arte-
facts in the formation of class identities and their boundaries.

It must be emphasized that the symbolic boundary work (Jarness, 2017, 2018; Jarness
& Flemmen, 2019; Lamont, 1992) deployed by the classes to construct their identities in
relation to a morally, socially, and culturally different other may well be constructed upon
false premises. It goes without saying that young middle-class people do not know exactly
how much and what news the working class consume, and vice-versa. The working class
may be underestimating themselves and the middle class may be tainted by a sense of
entitlement and self-righteousness (Piff, 2014). The participants in this study may have
“inflated” the extent of their news consumption (Prior, 2009). Ørmen’s (2019) study
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using digital trace data found inequalities in volumes of news consumption, but
suggested that previous studies using self-reports may have overestimated them. The
classes may, in other words, have more in common than we think. None of this,
however, is the point here. What has been described are discursive sentiments of identity
formation based upon beliefs of how other people orient themselves in relation to news
and journalism. We recall the famous theorem “If men define situations as real, they are
real in their consequences” (Thomas & Thomas, 1928, p. 572). The real consequence of
these discursive constructions—whereby usurpationary “punching up” strategies are
deployed by the dominated, and exclusionary “punching down” strategies by the domi-
nant—is that the structure of the social hierarchy is maintained.

Inequalities in how social classes orient themselves in the digital news landscape trans-
late not only to gaps in democratic participation and levels of knowledge of current
affairs. These inequalities are also embedded in the wider symbolic struggles between
social groups (Bourdieu, 1984). This study contributes to the literature on news con-
sumption inequalities by showing that media practices not only widen the “knowledge
gap” between resourceful and less resourceful groups in society (Lind & Boomgaarden,
2019). When approached from a cultural sociological perspective it becomes clear that
news may be mobilized in social groups’ identity formation to serve the function of
demarcating and maintaining social differences. In order to further understand the
various boundary-drawings that may take place in the world of news, the cultural socio-
logical framework adopted here should be supplemented with an intersectional approach
that would take into account gender and ethnicity alongside class (see e.g. Alper et al.,
2016).

Notes

1. Parts of this quote has been analyzed in Lindell and Sartoretto (2018).
2. The differences between the classes in terms of self-reported knowledge in relation to

current affairs have been explored in greater detail elsewhere (Lindell, 2018b).
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Table A1. The composition of the focus groups.

Social class Program Parents’ occupations (examples)

Share of parents
with tertiary

degree

Aspirations post-
graduation
(examples)

Consumption of
institutionalized culture

(mode value)

Satisfaction with
household economy

(mode value) N
Cultural middle-
class A

Humanities and foreign
languages

University lecturer, CEO,
information officer, physician,
travel agent

8/10 University, travel. Monthly/weekly Very satisfied/rather
satisfied

5

Cultural middle-
class B

Law Head of hospital, librarian,
government officer, sales

13/16 (1 “don’t
know”)

University, travel Quarterly, monthly Very satisfied/rather
satisfied

8

Economic middle-
class A

Management/
Communication
Program

Sales, business owner,
economist

6/12 University, travel Never/seldom Very satisfied/rather
satisfied

6

Economic middle-
class

Business Program Sales, engineer, physician, head
of marketing, social care

6/8 University, travel Once or twice during the last
12 months

Rather satisfied 4

Working-class A Vehicle program Car mechanic, social care, truck
driver, cleaner, masseuse

2/16 Work or look for
work

Never/seldom Very satisfied/rather
satisfied

8

Working-class B Sheet metal program Carpenter, factory worker,
unemployed, social care

2/12 Work Never Rather satisfied 6

Working-class/Mix Children and social care
program

Head of municipality, masseuse,
pre-school teacher, factory
worker

3/8 Work Never Very satisfied 4

Less resourceful/
upwardly mobile

Humanities and foreign
languages

Famer, electrician, technician,
social care, truck driver

2/14 University, work Quarterly Rather unsatisfied 7

Less resourceful/
upwardly mobile

Law Salesman, carpenter, technician 0/16 (2 “don’t
know”)

University, work Once or twice during the last
12 months

Rather satisfied 8

Appendix 496
J.LIN

D
ELL


	Abstract
	Introduction: into a deeper layer of news consumption inequalities
	News consumption, othering, and symbolic boundary work
	Capturing otherings in talk about news consumption: method and material
	Analysis
	The middle-class otherings
	The working-class otherings

	Inequalities beyond volumes and types of news consumption
	Notes
	Note on contributor
	ORCID
	References
	Appendix


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.245 841.846]
>> setpagedevice


