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Abstract

This paper examines the metaphors used in Danish media discourses to describe the role of universities in a knowledge society. The study is part of a larger project about the image and identity of universities within the realm of strategic communication and public management. The paper presented here describes three metaphorical themes adopted in media discourses on universities in a knowledge society. These relate to 1) the external conditions in which universities operate, 2) the internal conditions of universities (how they are placed to cope with the external condition), and 3) relations between universities, industry, and society. The paper concludes with a discussion of the implications of these metaphors for the way we conceptualise universities in a knowledge society. 
Introduction

The role of universities and their links to industry and society have been the subject of much controversy in Danish media over the past 4-5 years. Politicians have questioned the ability of universities to adapt to the changing conditions of a knowledge economy and have argued for a redefinition of the conventional understanding of universities as free and autonomous agents. This has prompted a heated discussion about what universities are, what kind of collaborative relationships they should be engaging in, what kind of knowledge they should be producing, and how this knowledge should be disseminated and put to use. The media have been an important platform for launching these questions and putting them on the political agenda. 

In the process, a range of new metaphors have been constructed, each metaphor offering the public different ‘frames’ for thinking about and understanding the role of universities in a knowledge society. This paper examines the identity of these metaphors and the ways in which they are being propagated in the media. The aim is to yield insight into the different perceptions of universities through the metaphors that internal and external stakeholders use when they talk about universities. The metaphors used may help us appreciate the ways in which different actors frame their understanding and, ultimately, their actions.

The premise on which the paper rests is that metaphors are powerful instruments in shaping public and political opinion, because “the way people talk about the world has everything to do with the way the world is ultimately understood and acted in” (Eccles and Nohria, 1992:29). Thus, to the extent that the metaphors propagated in the media direct attention to some aspects of knowledge production and away from others, they are likely to have a material effect on the way different publics perceive the legitimacy of public research policies and objectives.

What do metaphors do?

According to Lakoff & Johnson (1980: 5) “the essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another.” Metaphors work by transferring meaning from one plane of reality to another, allowing us to understand ‘the unfamiliar in terms of the familiar, the abstract in terms of the concrete’ (Fiske, 1982).

Metaphors are both descriptive and generative. The ‘name’ a situation, they ‘frame’ it, they ‘set the problem’ (Schön, 1983), and then “provide a familar structure for guiding inferences, sanctioning actions and setting goals” (Grant & Oswick, 1996:97). The metaphor may define the nature of the situation, the respective roles of key actors and the proper procedures or even outcomes to be followed or attained (Hirsch & Andrews, 1983). 

Pondy (1983) argues that metaphors facilitate change because they make the strange familiar, that is, they link something new and potentially threatening to familiar situations. Similarly, Hirsch and Andrews argue that metaphors provide “reference to established and favoured values at the more generalized level of common culture” (1983: 150). 

The power of metaphors lies in their simplicity and their capacity to relate our

experiences to that in which we believe (Jacques, 1996). The more directly a metaphor translates something into a context with which we are familiar and comfortable, the easier it is for us to accept and accommodate that something. 

Language is important because it both reflects and determines how people think about reality. As Czarniawska-Joerges & Joerges (1990) point out, power belongs to those who can define reality for others through the strategic use of metaphorical language in the management of meaning.

The centrality and significance of metaphors constitutes the core assumption upon which the following study is founded. If “language is a powerful, if not the most powerful method of social influence” (Pfeffer, 1994:109), what are the main metaphorical images that are used in media discourses about universities? By what names do the different actors understand universities and can their use of metaphors shed light on their different conceptions of public research policies and priorities? 

Methodology

The data for the following analysis were produced through an electronic literature search for articles on universities and public research funding between December 2001 and March 2002 in Danish newspapers. Newspapers included six dailies and two weeklies. Articles on universities were defined for these purposes as news articles and features about knowledge production in and by universities, university management, university funding, etc. This produced 68 articles from 8 different print media.

The articles were analysed in terms of the main metaphorical themes that they contained. These were:

1. descriptions of the external conditions in which universities operate

2. descriptions of the internal conditions of universities (and how to cope with the external conditions) 

3. descriptions of relations between universities, industry and society 

None of these themes were established a priori but emerged from the analysis. The dominant metaphors related to each theme are described in more detail below, followed by a discussion of their implications for our ways of conceptualising universities in a knowledge society.

Metaphors of universities in a knowledge society

External conditions

The metaphors that describe the external conditions in which universities operate communicate a picture of turbulence and uncertainty. Universities are represented as facing a threatening and competitive environment with the physical environment central in the metaphoric imagery:  universities are “facing stormy weather” or they find themselves “in the midst of a political storm.” Government funding for teaching and research is portrayed as being “as unpredictable as the weather”. Horticultural metaphors abound, thus we are warned that the government’s harvester may come back “to reap the harvest” in next year’s budget. 

The metaphors used create a picture of universities on the defence, vulnerable to external, and largely uncontrollable, forces. Firm action is needed, this being portrayed through metaphors with military overtones: “combating global competition”, ”combating rising costs”. New root metaphors also appear, including those with a nautical focus: ‘learning to steer through troubled waters’; preventing employees from ‘jumping ship.’

Internal conditions

The second category of metaphors deals with the internal conditions of universities. This theme describes how universities are placed to cope with the external conditions in which they operate. There is one overwhelmingly dominant metaphor here: the university as body. This root metaphor is represented by a wide range of ‘bodily’ images, including those related to fitness and health: universities are portrayed as being  ‘constipated’, ‘stagnant’, ‘frozen’, ‘laggard’, ‘inflexible’, ‘slow-moving’. The message is clear: Universities must respond to the changing demands of a knowledge economy, yet they are in bad shape and, as such, inappropriately dressed to meet these challenges. Hence they need to shape up and get fit (for competition). 

Part of the fitness program is learning to behave like ‘modern professionals’. As the response to the external conditions moves into prescription, and the realm of strategic action, the language becomes increasingly diagnostic. It is time to innovate and adjust to the realities of the global information society, yet universities are represented as old-fashioned ‘production plants’ with ‘assembly lines’ that are unable to produce and deliver the desired goods. The inference is that more innovative ‘products’ are needed, that is, research that focuses on the processes and uses of knowledge in applied contexts, rather than on its scientific objectives.

An alternative root metaphor that is often propagated in the media is that of an ‘ivory tower’, representing Danish academia as an elitist, introverted, and self-indulgent clique, isolated from, and out of touch with, the rest of society.

Relations between universities, industry, and society

Two root metaphors express the process of innovation needed for universities to survive in a knowledge economy: 1) bridge-building and 2) boundary-spanning. The language of the latter, with its emphasis on bringing geographically dispersed areas and people together, is adopted for use along with that of globalisation. There is a need for closer interaction between different research sectors and agents in the global knowledge economy, hence the need to break down boundaries and build bridges. In order to speed up this process, more efficient means of transportation are needed, this being expressed through the metaphor of ‘motorways’ that will enable knowledge to travel faster between universities, industry and society.

Counter-metaphors

Alongside the metaphors that present images of why and how universities should adapt to the changing conditions of a knowledge economy, there has been an occurrence of counter-metaphors that present alternative images of universities and the conditions in which they operate. The counter-metaphors derive notably from internal stakeholders (university employees and students) who have questioned the diagnoses put forward by, notably, external stakeholders (politicians and industry representatives). Some of the counter-metaphors refer to university performance in a general sense while others specifically refer to the economic conditions in which universities operate. The counter-metaphors generally present a more ‘positive’ image of universities, stressing the longstanding tradition of collegiate practices in universities, their contributions to society in terms of educating highly qualified graduates, producing state-of-the-art research, etc.

Linguistically, some of the counter-metaphors turn an original metaphor ‘back on itself’. For example, the negative side of becoming more ‘business-focused’ in ways of producing and disseminating knowledge is portrayed as a ‘selling-out’ of the unique qualities of academic research. The inference is that a more utilitarian approach to knowledge creation will eventually lead to an erosion of scientific autonomy and critical thinking. Academic freedom is not ‘for sale’. 

Similarly, the ‘fitness metaphor’ is portrayed as leaving employees ‘breathless’, ‘dazed’ or even ‘paralysed’, with poor performance and bad health as results. Those who do make it through the programme are portrayed as ‘survivors’ or even ‘mercenaries’, thus turning the original military metaphor back on itself. Horticulturally, we are reminded that “we reap what we sow”, suggesting that the cut backs in government spending on teaching and research will eventually ‘drain’ universities for resources. Motorways do enable traffic to travel faster, yet knowledge production and groundbreaking research may require ‘slower roads’ to produce long-lasting and valid results. And both motorways and bridges depend on cars and drivers finding common ground if the traffic is to run smoothly.

Discussion and implications

This paper has identified a range of metaphors and counter-metaphors used in current Danish media discourses on universities in a knowledge society. The analysis reveals the dominance of specific root metaphors, especially those related to body/health/fitness imagery, globalisation/boundary imagery, and business strategy/military imagery. These metaphors are associated with particular diagnoses of the problems that public universities in Denmark are currently facing in relation to the external conditions in which they operate, and their internal conditions, that is, how they are placed to cope with the external conditions. The metaphors describe the challenges that Danish universities are currently facing and then go on to prescribe certain solutions and actions that need to be taken in order for universities to adapt to the changing conditions of a knowledge economy.

The nature of the dominant root metaphors would suggest a reinforcement of ‘bridge-building’ and ‘boundary-spanning’ strategies for production and dissemination of knowledge, and an ever closer and more binding relationship between industry and academic research. The actual political initiatives and research objectives articulated at the moment in Denmark, with their emphasis on the use value of knowledge and research, would seem to underline this interpretation. This, in turn, suggests that the metaphors through which a given situation is conceptualised, and their presence in a given discourse, play a key role in establishing ‘best practices’ and contribute significantly to specific courses of action being taken. 

Counter-metaphors help to increase the awareness of issues to be considered in the choice of strategy and direction taken by university management and in the formulation of overall research policies and objectives by politicians. To what extent the counter-metaphors have a real effect on the actions that are ultimately taken remains to be seen.

While the counter-metaphors suggest alternative diagnoses and help to articulate some of the problems associated with ‘bridge-building’ and ‘boundary-spanning’, they do not themselves present alternative root metaphors. They may find a receptive audience among university employees and students, but they do not significantly influence the language that carries the discourse. This raises a number of questions about the relationship of metaphors to counter-metaphors (cf. Grant & Oswick, 1996). To make an impact, do they have to invert the dominant root metaphors and create new inferences, or is it more effective to produce a completely new root metaphor? Does one metaphor automatically lead to the development of a counter-metaphor or do counter-metaphors only emerge once a critical mass of mainstream metaphors has taken hold? The significance of this is that those wishing to highlight the limitations of a dominant metaphor may need to know whether it is more productive to seek to undermine it from within the terms of its own roots or to move completely outside it. This is an issue in the management of meaning (cf. Morgan, 1986). 

The nature of the dominant metaphors used in Danish media discourses on universities suggest that those associated with a functionalist or utilitarian approach to knowledge creation and knowledge sharing have become, or are in the process of becoming, mainstream descriptors of the (ideal) role of universities in a knowledge society. For example, Wenneberg (2002) calls for a more user-oriented, practitioner-inspired understanding of academic research and research management. This is in line with the notion expressed by many politicians and opinion leaders that the ‘real’ value of academic knowledge should be tested not on its scientific objectives but by the extent to which it leads to the realisation of socially desired outcomes. The inference is that there is a need to focus more on the processes of knowledge creation and knowledge management rather than on the circumstances of its production. The aim of research management, then, is to ensure that the design of academic research processes takes into account the practical need to manage knowledge and the demand for theory building that this creates.

There is an almost utopian zeal in much of the utilitarian or functionalist rhetoric about knowledge creation and research strategies. Here is the Danish Minister of Science in one of his first interviews after he took office in November 2001:

“We must optimize the knowledge creation process and reduce the time span between the innovation of ideas and their applications in industry and business. This is the only way to create dynamic developments in ways of doing research and technological leaps.” (Helge Sander, Minister of Science, in Erhvervsbladet, 12 December 2001).  

Such super-heated rhetoric tends to provoke scepticism or even rejection from the critical research community. A number of university representatives, comprising both researchers and leaders, have spoken out against the utilitarian perspective and dismiss the more functionalist views as ‘knowledge society fantasies’. 

The critical discursive practice of many academics, propagated through the metaphors of collegiate practices and academic freedom, may well reflect their communal history as an elitist ‘carrier group’, just as the functionalist approaches may reflect the historical traditions (and commercial interests) of practitioners. Yet, both parties need to develop a reflective position in order to share meaning and find common ground for action. At the moment, the failure on both sides to develop a reflexive position robs their discursive practices of much authority and undermines the possibility of using the media as an arena for informed debate about the role of universities in a knowledge society.

In this context, the most important caveat concerns the research community. In describing the purposes to which knowledge production frames may be put (absolute truths), researchers should not lose sight of the desire that practitioners have of achieving limited targets (adequate truths). Academics must acknowledge their own professional perspective when they criticise the utilitarian understanding of knowledge creation, that is, how their own views on knowledge, learning, and collegiate practices have been shaped by a longstanding tradition that stresses the independent and autonomous sides of academic knowledge production. Dismissing the utilitarian perspective on knowledge creation as a ‘selling-out’ of the unique qualities of academic research or even as a political attack on independent thought may resonate with the views of fellow academics, but that says more about the academic environment than it does about the practitioners. Clearly, it is not the role of academics to dispossess practitioners, rather to help them understand and reflect upon the nature and implications of knowledge creation and knowledge management processes. The more academics and practitioners are aware of the framework through which they each view knowledge development, the more they can jointly reflect upon the connection between the assumptions and underlying values that shape knowledge creation processes and the extent to which these processes fulfil desired societal goals. Insight into the identity of the metaphors that are used on ‘both sides of the fence’ may help the different stakeholders appreciate the ways in which ‘the others’ frame their understanding and thus help them find common ground for action. 

Conclusion 

Metaphors provide an illuminating and effective route into the language and ideology that carries a particular discourse. The metaphors through which we conceptualise a situation and define our goals may be central to understanding how decisions and practices come into being, or at the very least why some strategies and practices get taken up with more fervour than others. 

A number of issues relating to the nature and effect of metaphors emerge from this analysis. First, why do some metaphors become established as mainstream descriptors of societal events while others don’t? As Dunn (1990:14) argues, metaphors are often “buried deep in the idiom and tend to act subliminally in our conceptual faculties.” Nevertheless, they influence the meaning and importance we attach to have a given situation or event, the way they fit with other experiences, and the actions we take as a result” (Lawly & Tompkins, 2000). The significance of this is that if metaphors are generative and materially affect practice, then having an understanding of how they become embedded is central to being able to influence the metaphors that carry a specific discourse.

All metaphors rest on creative insights that, ultimately, are distortions. “We are a learning organisation”; “It’s a knowledge economy”. Both are powerful metaphors that direct attention to certain interpretations of situations and away from others. In doing so, metaphors may provide new ways of seeing and understanding, but they may also produce simplistic analyses. This suggests the need for more research into the relationship between ideology, language and discursive action, that is, the way in which power is identified, shaped and fought out in discourse and the extent to which this is linked to language. This calls for more research into the effect of language on action.
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�A new bill on universities is expected to be presented to the Danish Parliament during the Autumn of 2002. This bill is expected to result in a major reform of the way Danish universities and public research institutions are run, both with regard to research funding and management. 





