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In modern social systems, the profession of the
scientist represents “expert labor” and is one of
the elite occupations to which society grants a
high status (Abbott, 1988). The reward system of
science itself involves mechanisms—such as
prestigious prizes and career incentives—which
reinforce the formation of “elites within the elite,”
such as Nobel Prize winners or the “prestige elite”
of highly cited authors (Korom, 2020). Robert K.
Merton (1968) famously thematized Matthew’s
effect, a dynamic of elite formation through which
more financial resources and prestige are accrued
by those scientists who have already successfully
secured them. As recently found (Schirone,
2023), research in quantitative science studies
has combined the Mertonian sociology of science
with the viewpoint of Pierre Bourdieu, another
central figure in the scholarship on elites. For
Bourdieu (2004), scientific elites are groups of
agents who occupy a power position in a research
field because of their capital. This latter concept
applies to various types of resources besides
economic capital: information and knowledge
(cultural capital), networks of acquaintance and
collaboration (social capital), and legitimation as
a member of the group with a corresponding
degree of prestige in the field (symbolic capital).

This  research-in-progress paper applies
Bourdieu’s perspective on social stratification in
science to one specific “elite within the elite,” the
authors of journal editorials. In a scientific
journal, an editorial is a type of text that presents
the views, opinions, or commentary of the
journal’s editorial board, editor-in-chief, or
invited guest editors—all of whom are social
agents imbued with high symbolic, social, and
cultural capital, although to different degrees.
Therefore, texts written by such experts can serve
the purpose of identifying how the elites’ writings
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shape the development of scientific fields.
Research on this type of text has been deemed as
limited (Hellsten & Leydesdorff, 2016), even if
there have been some subsequent additions to the
literature (Hulme et al., 2018). Earlier research
by Waaijer et al. (2011) has found that science
policy and science organization were among the
key topical areas for this type of document, which
also support the choice to study the elites’ role in
shaping science by studying editorials. Moreover,
such texts typically focus on current issues,
developments, or controversies in the area of
study covered by the journal. As editorials convey
their authors’ theoretical and methodological
viewpoints, such texts are—to use Bourdieusian
categories—“symbolic goods,” which unveil the
strategies of “position-taking” of those who write
them (Bourdieu, 1985; on position-taking, see
also Denord et al., 2020). In this present study,
the growing field of sustainability science is
chosen for an analysis of scientific elites that
hinges on these less-explored academic texts
(Kajikawa et al., 2014). Therefore, to sum up, this
research-in-progress paper aims to investigate
how the position-taking of this “editorial elite”
attempts to shape the formation of this emerging
research field in the symbolic market of science.

A corpus of 68 documents was created by
manually detecting editorials from three journals
in  sustainability = science: = Environment,
Development and Sustainability, Sustainable
Development, and International Journal of
Sustainable Development & World Ecology.
Bourdieu’s (1991) viewpoint emphasizes the
importance of exploring the historical dimension
of the production of scientific knowledge. These
journals were thus suitable for this study's aim
because of their longer life in the publication
market compared with other periodicals. The

This work is published under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license.



Elites in Sustainability Research: A Bourdieusan
Study of Editorials

individual paragraphs of the full-texts were coded
for quantitative and qualitative content analysis
(Krippendorff, 2019) following the segmentation
of the textual data according to a formal criterion
or the “inherent structure” of the material to be
coded (Schreier, 2012, p. 196). Descriptive
statistics are used to summarize the quantitative
findings, whereas the qualitative findings are
synthesized into a typology of position-taking
strategies of the elite under study (i.e., the
authors of the corpus).

This study’s expected contribution to the
scholarship on scientific elites is a Bourdeusian
methodology and theoretical framework for using
editorials in the study of the elites’ impact on
emerging fields. At the time of writing, three main
strategies of position-taking have been identified.
As noted by Bourdieu (1988), and likewise by
Bourdieu-inspired history of science (Gingras,
1991) and more recent literature on the topic of
academic disciplines (Hammarfelt, 2020), the
formation of disciplinary fields and their elites are
interrelated processes.

Therefore, in the content of the present paper, the
first strategy has been conceptualized as
disciplinary position-taking. This type of
position-taking focuses on a scientific field’s
social and intellectual organization and the
disciplinary status of the science concerned (e.g.,
monodisciplinary vis-a-vis interdisciplinary).

The second strategy is the temporal position-
taking, which targets a research field’s history, its
current stage, and the future the authors of
editorials envision for it (e.g., the further research
suggested and the research agendas promoted).

Several editorials also emphasize issues such as
social justice and power asymmetries between the
Global North and the Global South. The strategy
of position-taking reflected in such texts is
addressed in the paper as critical position-taking.
This strategy focuses on the issues of power,
governance, and the distribution of capital. This
type of position-taking involves a meta-
dimension: it reflects, in fact, the position of a
scientific elite, the editorials’ authors, with regard
to power inequalities and the influence of other

scientific elites on the sustainability science
field.
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