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in the present days? Do universities still have a public task? What are the appropriate func-

tions of higher education? What are the purposes of teaching and research? What counts 

as relevant knowledge and what counts as an appropriate higher education? Is the age of 

Universities (late 11th c. — early 21st c.) in the West getting to a close? Whose discourses are 

achieving dominance?

Meanings related to the identity, principles and practices of the university have been 

reworked in profound and contradictory ways, generating tensions and disputes within the 

university and in its relations with the state and society. It is true that the questioning of 

the university is probably as old as the idea of the university itself, but we have been living 

then about the triple crisis of the university: a crisis of hegemony, a crisis of legitimacy and 

 and 

It is not only the idea of the university that has been a focus of debate, but also 

entire 

as well as the actual practices of 

.

interests in these matters has been fueled by the practicalities of a daily life as teachers 
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have for long been challenged in one way or another by the phenomenon of mass higher 

education and the multiple problems linked to it. 1 however, there has 

and subsequently an increasing competition among universities. Under market-like condi-

tions, universities have adopted survival strategies not always consistent with the pursuit 

which was presented as a fait accompli -

ties, successive university reforms, together with the more recent rounds of budget cuts in 

academic staff, throwing us in a sea of contradictions, continuous pressures and urgencies. 

we are 

-

with far reaching consequences as there is little room to challenge this new common sense 

— and even to amplify —

1
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are struck by the cross-currents of the state, the market and civil society. Demand overload 

of  higher education. In addition, universities are dialogical entities in the sense that they 

are composed of multiple discourses and a plurality of community of practices (Trowler, 

often than others reminds us that universities need to address the current situation in prin-

One way to go down this path is through a conversation with our fellow scholars in 

order to know their opinions on key issues of the current debate on higher education and 

research. It is by now common sense that there is a global tendency towards a market-

oriented reform of universities and education systems, pressured by a number of structural 

age, the rise of the knowledge-based economy and the learning society. Universities in many 

the changing needs of their surrounding society and economy. While there is a general trend 

academic milieus by different individuals will of course vary. Using an opportunity generated 

Fourth International Conference of Critical Approaches to Discourse 

Analysis Across Disciplines 

process of interviewing some of our fellow academics. We wanted to gather their opinions on 

the use of crisis discourses in higher education and research, particularly on its institutional 

processes for the role of the state, the power and role of academics, the character of research, 

included academics in senior positions and younger scholars, working in different institu-

-

order to cover more disciplines, to include academics from our own country and academics 

that due to their research interests and/or to their professional positions are involved in 

institutional policy-making, its implementation and/or its analysis.2 

2

responded in writing to a set of questions (this option was due to a lack of resources to conduct interviews afar). 



Discourses of crisis and academia: Debating impacts on practices, values and identities

Academics Responding to Discourses of Crisis in Higher Education and Research

Zara Pinto-Coelho and Anabela Carvalho

This quest was restricted to the social sciences and humanities domains, a parti-pris 

dysfunctional 

within the currently dominant market-oriented prescrip-

with the future of the 

social sciences and humanities’ academic practices, and the future of the type of enquiry 

-

openly at the service of the corporate world:

-

enterprise to develop their technological breakthroughs into viable products 

with real commercial potential. This market-driven approach will include creat-

leitmotiv of new 

knowledge quests.

The Guardian, 

-

ing the natural sciences, engineering, and social sciences and humanities, aiming to foster 

aspects of science and social science — the imaginative, creative aspect, and the aspect of 

rigorous critical though

In any discussion about the future of the university, the risk of being caught in a 

straight-jacketed thinking is real, with calls for reality on one side, and for the mythical 
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Our interviewees do not necessarily agree on their analysis of the uses of crisis 

discourses in higher education and research, but we found nevertheless a fair amount of 

an emphasis on the commonalities in the interviews. 

changes to a wider political agenda and to long-term societal trends associated with the 

-

nance of neo-liberal ideals across the globe.

crisis of higher education, on the ways of running universities and research centres, on 

the nature of the education provided and the knowledge produced, on the geopolitics of 

knowledge, on the geopolitical relations between universities, as well as the effects of these 

changes on students and on access to higher education. 

to them, the shift towards the market pole came with the reinforcement of institutional 

neo-liberal reforms. These regulatory mechanisms, says one of our interviewees, act through 

steering at a distance, that is, controlling what academic staff think and do in a disguised 

 
 

The interviewees relate the introduction of entrepreneurialism into the academic 

positive and negative developments. The fact that evaluation criteria to recruit academic 

staff is getting more demanding is seen as a positive step inasmuch as it introduces open 

the withdrawal of the state from higher education, in the shape of funding cuts, is seen by 

some as a potentially positive change considering that in the past it was sometimes associ-

and that it may contribute to fostering scholars’ inter-

out as positive, as long as it stands for solidary cooperation, which is seen as fundamental to 
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idem

 this volume).  

Nevertheless, the emphasis in the interviews is on the risks and negative effects 

of the profound institutional transformation in the university and its environments upon 

individual and collective identities, teaching, research, working conditions and conditions 

education institutions means, for some of the interviewees, less research and thus raising 

unemployment among young lecturers and among prospective researchers that do not get 

Those cuts have been leading to rising fees because universities now depend more on 

students’ payment to survive. This tendency is seen as dangerous for several reasons: it 

the contrary, to get the best possible students and results, you need to pay them. This is 

academic diplomas need to have pay off sometime. In the long run, this kills higher educa-

-

the questions to deal with, with the assessment teams, and with the theoretical models 

-

the aim of high quality mass higher education. They highlight the trend towards a growing 
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the university has decided to 

deny itself. It denies itself by organising regular consultations with students to register their 

opinions about their professors and the courses’ syllabi. It denies itself, when all it wants to 

do is communicate, listen, when it wants pedagogy and supervision, and neglects its obliga-

 Other academics claim that in the evaluation and assessment of applications 

for research funding the concern with quality is not carried into the analysis of content and 

is valued, that is, the reputation of researchers as seen, for instance, through the journals in 

for the humanities, an area where publishing a monograph is seen as harder work and 

 research project, one of the academics 

more relevant in decision-making situations such as third-party funding decisions or job 

 (
The emphasis on research relevance and impact is in itself evaluated as a good thing 

by some academics. They claim, though, that the quality of research is endangered if it 

one of the academics “

-

-

cate research freedom concerning the subject, the question, the language or the theoretical 

people working in humanities, but somehow have that crossover with the so-called hard 

-

The current research funding regimes, with their stress on useful knowledge, its 
economic and commercial utility, and the increasing dependence of knowledge producers 
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and active members of knowledge societies if they develop theoretical understandings on 

volume) and one should be aware that initiatives that are intended to enhance the hugely 

disregarded yet foundational research in humanities and social sciences, as is the case of 

The last topic of the discussion is related with resistance to the discourse of crisis 

-

 this volume)

The current political and economic climate may actually be leading scholars to paralysis: 

we go in (…) circles, saying that we do not do [something] because of the crisis (…) it’s like 

a constant censorship that’s limiting us, limiting our constructing whatever needs to be 

-

ture (…) are very important strongholds for the creation of discourses of resistance against 

poses challenges to the current common sense (idem).

-

. They appeal for a better balance between academic 

-

ity among scholars vis-à-vis teaching, students and society, and for the advancement of 

 (idem)

Martins (this volume) it is vital to combat melancholy — that aesthetic mermaid whose 

engagement — with the ethic criterion of critical unrest (…) Universities should be seen 

embody a principle of critical resistance and a potential for dissidence, guided by what 
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possibilities of the adventure of thought, and to transform both teaching and research into 

discourses of possible futures demand a holistic thinking, an imaginary reconstitution of 

societies within which the future of education is embedded and within which we imagine 

ourselves otherwise. This kind of thinking allows us to judge what we are doing in light of 

what we should be doing and in light of who we might become. We have shown, hopefully, 

that there is no consensus among academics on many such matters. The university will 

should not preclude us from engaging in inclusive debates about our practices, values and 

identities, and from initiating meaningful struggles for what we imagine to be best.

REFERENCES

Sísifo/Revista de Ciências da Educação

Higher Education Management and Policy

Higher Education Policy

Revista Crítica de Ciências Sociais

Comparative Education

, . ) Higher Education: A Critical Business, 

Academic Tribes and Territories. Intellectual Enquiry and the Culture of 

Disciplines

British Journal of Sociology of Education

Cultural Anthropology, 

Challenges of Globalisation: South African Debates  with Manuel Castells, 

Ciências Sociais e Humanidades: Mais Excelência, Maior Impacte. Relatório Final. 

http://ec.europa.eu/

http://ec.europa.eu/research/horizon2020/pdf/press/horizon2020-presentation.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/research/horizon2020/pdf/press/horizon2020-presentation.pdf


Discourses of crisis and academia: Debating impacts on practices, values and identities

Academics Responding to Discourses of Crisis in Higher Education and Research

Zara Pinto-Coelho and Anabela Carvalho

 Killing Thinking: The Death of the Universities, 

Educational Philosophy and Theory

Cultural Studies<—

>Critical Methodologies

Universities in Transition. The Changing Role and 

Challenges for Academic Institutions

The Institution of Intellectual Values: Realism and Idealism in Higher Education, 

Key Challenges to the Academic Profession, : 

Sísifo/Revista de 

Ciências da Educação

The Idea of the University

Metacrítica

sociologia.htm.

Higher Education in Portugal. A Nation, a Generation 1974 – 2009, 

European Journal of Education

Educação & Sociedade

The 

Guardian

International Journal of Auditing

http://ec.europa.eu/research/horizon2020/index_en.cfm?pg=h2020
http://ec.europa.eu/research/horizon2020/index_en.cfm?pg=h2020
http://www.adelinotorres.com/sociologia.htm
http://www.adelinotorres.com/sociologia.htm
http://repositorium.sdum.uminho.pt/handle/1822/1059
http://repositorium.sdum.uminho.pt/handle/1822/1059
http://www.cedes.unicamp.br


Discourses of crisis and academia: Debating impacts on practices, values and identities

Academics Responding to Discourses of Crisis in Higher Education and Research

Zara Pinto-Coelho and Anabela Carvalho

14

The University in Ruins

Academic Freedom

La Reforma Universitaria. Desafíos y Perspectivas Noventa Años 

Después

Revista Crítica de Ciências 

Sociais

Educação, Sociedade & Culturas

Revista do SNESup, 41. 

Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute,  

Audit Cultures. Anthropological Studies in Accountability, Ethics and the 

Academy

Academic Capitalism: Politics, Policies, and the Entrepreneurial 

University, 

Rethinking the Humanities: Paths and Challenges, 

Audit Cultures. Anthropological Studies in Accountability, Ethics and the 

Academy

Universidade em Ruínas na República dos Professores

, 

Academics Responding to Change. New Higher Education Frameworks and Academic 

Cultures

The European Higher Education Area: Perspectives on a Moving Target

College English

Higher Education in Transition. Reconsiderations on Higher Education in Europe at the 

Turn of Millennium, Umeå: Umeå University.

http://www.boaventuradesousasantos.pt/media/pdfs/Da_ideia_de_universidade_RCCS27-28.PDF
http://www.boaventuradesousasantos.pt/media/Univ%20seculo%20XXI_EducacaoSociedadCulturas_2005.pdf
http://www.boaventuradesousasantos.pt/media/Univ%20seculo%20XXI_EducacaoSociedadCulturas_2005.pdf
http://www.boaventuradesousasantos.pt/media/A%20encruzilhada%20da%20Universidade%20Europeia_Set11.pdf
http://bibliotecavirtual.clacso.org.ar/clacso/gt/20101109021739/9trindade.pdf

