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DISCONEX investigates two types of text-processing practices by means of which academic 
researchers are classified in different national and disciplinary fields of the social sciences and 
humanities (SSH). By focusing on “counting” and “understanding” as two different but interrelated 
practices of representing academic actors in terms of excellence, the research project will produce 
theoretically informed and empirically grounded insights into the social organization of SSH 
research. Drawing from constructivist social theory and qualitative methods in discourse analysis 
and pragmatics, the research team investigates the discursive construction of excellence as a 
practical accomplishment of readers cooperating with texts. In a first step, we carry out reader 
interviews with confirmed SSH researchers from France, Germany and the U.S. to investigate how 
membership is negotiated in specialized knowledge communities of the SSH. In a second step, we 
investigate non-academic practices of processing large text collections in order to account for how 
academic producers are ranked by evaluation professionals and calculative technologies. Finally, by 
comparing representations of excellence produced by academic and non-academic actors, the 
research project will show how knowledge producers and ranking experts account for the 
representations of other types of readers respectively. In the light of the complex interpretive 
problems involved in the reading and writing of academic texts, we will produce reflexive 
knowledge on how SSH researchers are classified in the light of new modes of academic knowledge 
production. Given the important role that written texts play in SSH discourse, the exchange between 
the sociology of science and discourse analysis can help establish a new field: the social sciences 
and humanities studies (SSHS). 
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Section 1(d): Extended synopsis of the project proposal  

THE DISCURSIVE CONSTRUCTION OF ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE. 
CLASSIFYING SSH RESEARCHERS THROUGH TEXT-PROCESSING PRACTICES 

1. INTRODUCTION: “UNDERSTANDING” AND “COUNTING” IN THE SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES  

With new modes of academic governance and new communication technologies transforming the 
world of higher education, academic producers are categorized and evaluated in new ways. 
Numerous strands of STS research have looked into the social organization of the natural sciences 
(Knorr Cetina 1981; Latour 1987). Yet, despite a wealth of historical scholarship on individuals, 
schools and disciplines, there is little empirical research on the social sciences and humanities 
(SSH) with their specialized expertise in reading and writing texts. More than the natural sciences, 
which deal with material objects and machines in laboratories, the SSH rely on written texts (such 
as monographs, articles, working papers…) as their material medium of communication. Against 
this background, there is a widespread need for substantiated empirical insights into the standards, 
rules and practices of classifying SSH researchers (Lamont 2009). 

To fill this lack, DISCONEX has recourse to a mix of constructivist social theory and qualitative 
methods from discourse analysis and pragmatics to investigate how researchers of the social 
sciences and humanities are classified through two interrelated text-processing practices: 
“understanding” and “counting”. “Understanding” typically designates classifying practices of 
specialized readers within scientific communities whereas “counting” designates classifying 
practices of ranking experts, evaluation professionals and institutional decision-makers outside 
scientific communities. As academic researchers are typically involved in both types of 
classifications, DISCONEX will account for how these classifications are constructed by 
researchers using texts in contexts. 

Whereas applied research has produced a wealth of studies which aim to improve indicators, quality 
assessment and decision-making knowledge (e.g. Garfield 1979), DISCONEX produces reflexive 
knowledge on how researchers produce classifications of each other in “everyday” academic 
discourse. Understood as recognized research quality, “excellence” therefore does not reflect the 
inherent and timeless quality of knowledge. Nor is excellence considered as a product of 
entrepreneurial higher education policies. Rather, excellence is constructed by researchers who 
cooperate with texts in order to classify others. By combining a new theoretical model of SSH 
discourse as power/knowledge with a discursive pragmatics of written texts, DISCONEX prolongs 
my discourse analysis of the SSH “after structuralism” (cf. Angermüller 2007[2.1], 2010[4.8]). 
DISCONEX thus helps establish a new field: the social sciences and humanities studies (SSHS). 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: SSH DISCOURSE AS POWER/KNOWLEDGE  

DISCONEX considers the social world of research as a discourse in which the participants need to 
take positions. While some of these positions are institutionally defined, most of them are subtle 
and ephemeral products of “everyday” academic discourse. Thus, academic discourse participants 
do not only read and write texts to convey an idea or message but also to solve practical problems, 
namely to create social order by classifying, categorizing and positioning themselves and others. 

Theorists of higher education have argued that “higher education must be centered in disciplines [… 
and] simultaneously pulled together in enterprises” (Clark 1983: 32). Academic researchers, in 
other words, need to straddle two social worlds: a world of knowledge, divided into 
(sub)disciplinary communities, and a world of power, geographically and organizationally grounded 
in institutions. Taking up Foucault’s ideas on power and knowledge, our theoretical model sees 
academic researchers with one leg in a world of knowledge, where they are engaged in 
“membershipping” and subject to the legitimacy expectations and reputational dynamics of 
specialized knowledge communities; with the other leg they are in a world of power, where they act 
as power agents in a system of inequality (cf. Angermüller 2010[1.10], 2012[4.3]). Both these 
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worlds are characterized by strong relations of social inequality between the members: in scientific 
communities, they are subject to center-periphery relations between more and less legitimate 
members whereas top-down relations prevail on the terrain of institutional power. Researchers need 
to occupy a position in both worlds if they want to exist as academic researchers. Those who fail to 
take a position in either world must be considered either as “intellectuals”, “men of letters” etc. or 
as “bureaucrats”, “managers”, “decision-makers”. 

 
Figure 1: academic discourse as power (“pyramid”) and knowledge (“cloud”) 

This theoretical model goes beyond the old division between institutionalist and praxeological 
strands in the sociology of science. On a macro level, it provides an explanation for the social 
dynamics in the domain of research which has been characterized by spectacular growth since the 
late 19th century (Meyer, Ramirez, Soysal 1992). Thus, the massive growth of higher education has 
pushed the researchers to ever more specialization and has contributed to countless new 
communities, fields and niches each with their epistemic cultures and traditions (Kuhn 1968). The 
differentiation of knowledge has also been going hand in hand with new modes of academic 
governance operating from a distance and on more global levels. On a micro level, the model points 
out the interpretive challenges involved in translating between different types of classifying 
practices. 

Against this background, DISCONEX’s innovative methodological focus is on how real readers 
deal with written academic texts as the material medium by means of which they classify others, 
take position and claim existence as researchers. Two text-based classification practices, allowing 
the readers to take position in the worlds of knowledge and power, will be studied systematically. 
By comparing “understanding” versus “counting” as two different but intertwined types of text-
processing practices, DISCONEX will show how texts allow researchers to define who is inside and 
outside of what knowledge communities (a specialist on Shakespeare or Maya culture) as well as to 
define who is at the top and at the bottom in terms of status and performance classes (as “stars” or 
“deadwood”).  

 
Figure 2: “understanding” and “counting” as text-processing practices of academic discourse 
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3. METHODOLOGY: DISCOURSE ANALYSIS AND THE PRAGMATICS OF WRITTEN TEXTS  

By observing how real readers link written texts with social contexts, DISCONEX accounts for 
reading and writing as a fundamental social practice in the world of research. Methodologically 
speaking, DISCONEX draws from qualitative tendencies in discourse analysis and pragmatics. 
Situated at the crossroads of linguistics and the social sciences, these fields do not consider meaning 
as an inherent property of “texts”, understood as any symbolic, semiotic or linguistic material which 
needs to be contextualized by readers. Meaning is constructed in discursive praxis using language 
(“texts”) in view of (the participants’ knowledge about) context, i.e. in a triangle of language, praxis 
and knowledge.  

 
Figure 3: discourse as a triangle of language, praxis, and knowledge 

Studying the uses of texts in context, discourse analysis and pragmatics comprise a large number of 
approaches, each focusing on one or the other corner of the discourse triangle: sometimes more on 
the opaque materiality of language (“material” strands such as the French tradition of enunciative 
pragmatics, systemic-functional linguistics or “language in use”), sometimes more on acts and 
processes (“praxeological” strands such as in interactional [socio]linguistics or 
ethnomethodological conversation analysis), sometimes more on the situative or cognitive contexts 
available to the discourse participants (“contextual” strands in the ethnography of communication or 
[socio]cognitive developments, see Angermüller 2010[4.6]).  

There is no systematic comparative study yet which explores how real readers deal with academic 
texts in view of the construction of academic excellence. Inspired by poststructuralist social and 
cultural theory (Foucault 2007) as well as the sociology of scientific knowledge (Mulkay, Potter, 
Yearley 1983), DISCONEX prolongs constructivist insights into the dynamics of knowledge 
production as a practical accomplishment and combines it with the methodological insights from 
the analysis of written discourse (Hyland 2009). While sociologists tend to deal with social context 
“outside the text”, linguists often remain “inside the text” as they abstract from the real readers and 
their contexts.  

Against the background of “materialist” (2007[2.1]), “praxeological” (2010[4.6]) and 
“contextualist” strands in discourse analysis and pragmatics, DISCONEX delineates a new 
methodology for making SSH discourse an object of empirical research. As opposed to semantic 
approaches to discourse, the methodology of this project highlights the communicative dimension 
of discourse, i.e. the dialogical and polyphonic orchestration of the many positions which the 
participants construct of themselves and others through written texts. While it broadens the scope of 
analysis beyond the researchers’ institutional positions and formal certificates to the many 
distinctions far below disciplinary and organizational divisions, it accounts for the imagined nature 
of (sub)disciplinary communities and the symbolic dimension of institutional hierarchies. With our 
focus on the micro positions and distinctions constructed in academic discourse, we will reveal the 
many vertical and horizontal distinctions running through the world of research. 

4. A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TEXT-PROCESSING FIELDS IN THE SSH IN FRANCE, GERMANY, U.S. 

DISCONEX will carry out a systematic comparative study of national and disciplinary fields of 
research in France, Germany and the U.S., which designate leading institutional models of higher 
education in the world and comprise the three major languages of scientific communication in the 
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world. According to the power/knowledge model of academic discourse, researchers are always 
involved in both classification practices. However, as the interviewees do not share their expertise 
easily when it comes to classifying their peers horizontally and vertically at the same time, 
DISCONEX adopts a research design that investigates the construction of horizontal and vertical 
classifications separately. Therefore, while one group of informants (academic specialists from the 
SSH) will be interviewed as membershipping experts, the other group (evaluation professionals) 
will be interviewed as ranking experts. This procedure eliminates the obstacles to empirical 
investigation as our experts will not need to evaluate any peers.  

In order to respond to the reflexive challenges of this project, we adopt a three-step research design. 
In a first step, we will produce discursive material by collecting interviews with experts from the 
two types of classifying cultures. In a second step, we will analyze the horizontal and vertical 
distinctions made by the two types of experts. In a last step, we will get back to our experts and 
invite them to account for the different accounts which we will have discovered by then, notably to 
explain the differences between “understanding” and “counting”. With such a reflexive “account of 
accounts of accounts”, we will emphasize that there are no better experts for dealing with the many 
distinctions in academic discourse than the researchers themselves. 

In order to account for the construction of horizontal classification (“understanding”), we will 
produce “reader interviews” in which we have specialized academic experts talk about short 
theoretical text passages. In these interviews, we will observe how specialized researchers associate 
textual stimuli operating with explicit as well as implicit references to who positions whom in what 
way in the scientific communities. In order to account for the construction of vertical classifications 
(“counting”), we will conduct semi-structured expert interviews with evaluation professionals as 
well as digital ethnographies of technological ranking dispositifs against the background of the 
available historical documents.  

The first part (“understanding”) will look into the complex “tribal” organization of SSH knowledge. 
Despite the central role of interpretive practices in the SSH, nobody has yet systematically 
investigated how real readers interpret texts in different disciplinary fields of the SSH. By having 
different readers produce accounts of the same text passages, we will analyze how real readers 
cooperate with texts in the SSH’s complex social space. We will choose about 150 SSH informants 
from text-processing fields with long (e.g. letters), not so long (e.g. social sciences) and short 
traditions (e.g. cultural studies). Each interview is expected to take about 30-45 minutes. The 
collected material will be transcribed and analyzed in the light of the informants’ publication record 
and other aspects of her or his academic setting so as to give a comprehensive picture of how 
scientific communities become a reality in discourse. Therefore, the team needs to be composed of 
members with expertise in different fields of knowledge in the SSH. We will analyze these 
interviews as conversations in which our experts classify themselves and others. In first explorative 
interviews, I have collected and transcribed 15 reader interviews with confirmed researchers at 
Berkeley, Mainz and in Paris. These interviews testify to the complex interpretive problems 
specialists need to solve in the text-processing disciplines of the SSH with respect to 
“membershipping” on levels far below disciplinary divisions. Thus, the interviewees seem to be 
concerned with legitimacy more than “quality” (see 2010[4.6]). 

The second part (“counting”) will look into the terrain of institutional power on national and global 
levels. Here, the question will be how evaluation professionals use texts to count references and to 
produce numeric representations of researchers. The objective is to account for the practical 
rationalities of non-academic readers – evaluation professionals and users of digital technologies – 
in their attempt to represent research quality. Firstly, we will interview about 20 evaluation 
professionals from each academic system and complement our picture of institutionalized cultures 
of excellence in these countries with secondary literature. As DISCONEX covers academic systems 
with long path-dependent traditions of power and knowledge, we expect to reveal striking 
differences with respect to institutional practices of attributing academic success to individual 



ANGERMÜLLER Part B1 DISCONEX  
 

 11 

researchers (Angermüller 2004[4.3]; Friedberg, Musselin 1989). Secondly, we look into the 
practices of producing and using indicators, i.e. on the one hand “systematic” indicators such as the 
SSCI and on the other hand “wild” indicators produced as a by-product of the digital medium such 
as Google scholar (cf. Angermüller 2010[1.7], 2011[1.12]). To the degree that ranking technologies 
tend to be used as black boxes, DISCONEX will have recourse to digital ethnographies as well as 
historical documents, primary and secondary literature.  

Both parts will be linked by the question how the different types of readers can “explain away” 
representations produced by the other types. Thus, in a second wave of interviews, we will discuss 
with our experts preliminary findings about the accounts others have given of classifications in 
different fields and settings. Our focus will be on the accounts that representatives of interpretive 
and quantifying expert cultures give of the accounts of other types of exerts. In this last step, we 
will come to the “big question”: How do our experts translate between horizontal and vertical 
distinctions in academic discourse? Thus, against the background of the text-processing practices of 
different types of experts, we will gain an understanding of how researchers usually assess and 
evaluate each other in different cultures of academic excellence. 

5. CONCLUSION: TOWARD THE SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES STUDIES 

By presenting a new theoretical model for the social dynamics in research as well as a new 
methodological framework for the study of text-based practices of classifying researchers, 
DISCONEX will crucially contribute to a better understanding of the social dynamics in SSH 
research.  Just as the reader interviews presuppose a great deal of disciplinary expertise, to “know 
one’s way around” in academic systems usually requires long academic socialization. An 
international research team reuniting expertise from different disciplinary and national backgrounds 
would present the unique opportunity of carrying out a systematic comparative study of the SSH 
across different countries and disciplines. 

With its focus on text-processing practices, DISCONEX will produce theoretically grounded 
insights into questions that require large-scale investigation e.g.: 

1) How is excellence constructed by academic and non-academic experts in different national 
and disciplinary settings? 

2) What is the impact of ranking technologies and entrepreneurial modes of governance on 
SSH knowledge production in society? 

3) How do researchers deal with new symbolic and institutional hierarchies as well as with the 
shifting boundaries of the hyperdifferentiated terrain of SSH knowledge? 

By exploring text-based practices of classifying researchers in the SSH, DISCONEX will make a 
landmark contribution in two arenas: in the world of specialized knowledge, we will contribute to a 
new field – the social sciences and humanities studies, which reminds knowledge producers that 
they never deal with pure conceptual knowledge only. And in the world of institutional power, we 
will remind decision-makers and evaluation professionals that the researchers are always also 
knowledge producers who need to be members of specialized scientific communities. 

REFERENCES 
Clark, B.R. (1983): The Higher Education System. Berkeley; Foucault, M. (2007): Security, 
Territory, Population. Basingstoke; Friedberg, E., C. Musselin (1989): En quête d’universités. 
Paris; Garfield, E. (1979): Citation Indexing. New York; Hyland, K. (2009): Academic Discourse. 
London, New York; Knorr Cetina, K. (1981): The Manufacture of Knowledge. Oxford; New York; 
Kuhn, T.S. (1968): The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago; Lamont, M. (2009): How 
Professors Think. Cambridge; Latour, B. (1987): Science in Action. Milton Keynes; Meyer, J.W., 
F.O. Ramirez, Y. Soysal (1992): “World Expansion of Mass Education, 1870-1980.” Sociology of 
Education 65(2); Mulkay, M., J. Potter, S. Yearley (1983): “Why an Analysis of Scientific 
Discourse is Needed.” In: K. Knorr Cetina, M. Mulkay (eds.), Science Observed. London. 


