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What Does It Mean to Say that Journalism Reports
What Is Happening “Now”? :

A Study of the Function of Journalism from the Viewpoint of Social Systems Theory

Takashi Itoh

A common observation is that journalism reports what is happening “now.” This study tries
to clarify the meaning of such a statement, and examines the functions of journalism from the
viewpoint of Niklas Luhmann’s social systems theory. According to Luhmann, the code of the
system of the mass media is the distinction between information and non-information, and the
mass media is a social system that operates based on the binary codes of information and non-
information. Luhmann’s use of “information” means something different from our daily use of
the word. Information is something that stimulates a social system to operate. Information that
does not affect the operation of a social system is “non-information” in the terminology of Luh-
mann’ social systems theory. The author applies Luhmann’s idea to a consideration of the func-
tion of journalism. When journalism produces news, it makes distinctions based on the binary
code of information versus non-information. When journalism provides news, the social system
structurally coupled with journalism is stimulated to start its operation anew. If journalism,
which covers the social system, cannot provide the information that stimulates the system to op-
erate, journalism lose its value. When journalists say that journalism reports what happens
“now,” the word “now” denotes the moment when the social system they cover is stimulated to
start its operation anew.

Key words : Journalism, News, Social system, Sociology, Structural coupling





