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Todays, academic identity has been constantly criticized by some researches. They 

claim academic identity has lost. But some academics do not accept this criticism to 

all disciplines and they consider the humanities and social sciences to be ineffective. 

One way to find out this identity is to explore the discourse that governs dissertation 

defense sessions. The present research aimed to investigate the issue in a marginal 

university through ethnographic method. Due to achieve the aim, 31 observations of 

senior and doctoral defense sessions in various fields as well as 35 interviews with 

students, referee and guidance team were conducted. The results showed that only 

chemistry and physics disciplines rely on professional identity in defense sessions 

and accordingly the content of the dissertation is scrutinized. But in other academic 

disciplines, the dominant discourse of defense sessions is a formalist discourse in 

which the refereeing and supervisory teams devote all their time to the dissertation 

form and ultimately the method, and forget the content produced. Based on the 

institutional theory, the disciplines that have been formalized cannot be considered 

ineffective. Because the external environment of the university accepts and 

legitimizes the discourse of experimental disciplines, and because of this, there is an 

opportunity for professional discourse.  This issue is not true to other disciplines, and 

its actors have no choice except to resort to form and method to protect their identity. 
Keywords: academic identity, university culture, ethnography. 

 

Introduction 
Universities have always been subjected to various judgments. In such a way, many thinkers have seriously 

criticized university mechanisms and considered university mechanisms as a hegemonic instrument. Others have 

criticized some university mechanisms in responding to the external environment, but they have considered the 

university as a necessary institution for the development of society. Academic criticisms can be divided into two 

categories. One of them is criticism of the existing identity of the universities, which means that they have 

criticized the identity that the university has adopted. These criticisms showed the existing identity is 

inappropriate and insufficient. The second category of criticism views some universities as formal institutions and 

its mechanisms are trapped in formalism. These researches have shown that Iranian universities, as a whole, don’t 

have have any special identity. Because academic activists do not follow any specific identity in their educational, 
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research or consulting mechanisms. Research has shown that although there has been an increasing emphasis on 

the production of new knowledge through research in Iranian universities, this emphasis has only led to an 

increase in the number of articles and at the same time, the production and application of knowledge has been 

marginalized. The most obvious evidence of the problem that the production of new knowledge is on the marginal 

can be seen in the global reports that Iran's position in the world innovation index has decreased to the sixth level. 

Being on the marginal of the production of new knowledge and neglecting the content has led to the emergence of 

a phenomenon called formalism. In the academic system of formalism, compliance with the form of knowledge 

creation becomes important, and the content and honesty in collecting data and writing a scientific report are 

ignored. Formalism is indeed a clear sign of the anonymity and confusion of universities. This is despite the fact 

that universities always experience various pressures from the external environment; pressures that are 

contradictory. On the one hand, universities are expected to try to assimilate with other social institutions, and on 

the other hand, they are expected to be creative, which itself requires diversity and differences. In other words, 

universities are expected to respond to homogeneity and diversity at the same time. Understanding this 

contradictory response depends on the understanding of the organizational identity of the university. This is the 

identity that gives meaning to the mechanisms of a university and that is the reason why group identity is 

considered the most key part of organizational culture. The present research aimed to find out the identity by 

using ethnography. One of the mysteries that can be explored is the defense sessions of master's and doctoral 

theses. In the defense meetings, academic identity can be identified by exploring the discourse of the meeting. In 

fact, identifying the academic identity requires a long-term presence in the academic context, and one of the 

specific manifestations of this identity is the research identity that appears in the defense meetings.  

 

Research question 
What kind of identity exist on the discourse of the defense meetings? 

 

Methodology  
The current research explored the identity of the defense meetings with the assumption that culture is a human 

and social construction. It means that social actors interact with each other to build their own world and give 

meaning to the phenomena. This assumption leads us to the social constructivism paradigm, which assumes 

culture is a social construction and to understand it, we must understand life from the perspectives of the actors of 

each cultural group. In this regard, the ethnographic research method was used. Ethnography is considered as the 

study of culture. The field of observation was one of the public universities in the west of Iran, which was ranked 

C (third-level universities) according to the academic classification of the Ministry of Science. Researchers 

participated in the defense meetings of students' theses for a long time and prepared and edited detailed and in-

depth notes of the conversations that were exchanged in these meetings. To accurately record the conversations, 

the checklist was used. Everything that took place in the conversation between the students, referees and guidance 

team was recorded exactly in the checklist. Accordingly, 31 observations were made from different disciplines. 

The research process took one year and nine months. After collecting each observation, memos were conducted to 

provide a deep and accurate interpretation of the data. In order to discover and understand the discourse of the 

defense meetings, interviews with professors and students of different disciplines were used simultaneously. In 

the interviews, practitioners were asked to introduce the criteria for refereeing the thesis. Therefore, 35 interviews 

were conducted. After each interview and observation, open codes were extracted. Then, in the second step, the 

process of abstracting the data was continued until the axial and selective codes were also extracted. To validate 

the data, four methods were used including the external audit, member checking, triangulation and reflectivity.  

 

Findings 
The initial assumption of the current research was that universities, at least the universities on the margins, do not 

follow a specific identity and this problem has caused the confusion and instability of academic actions. Thus, 

when the identity of a university is unclear or lost, a specific content is not followed in that university and only 

the forms are important. If this assumption is true, the discourse of defense meetings is based on formal and 

methodological issues. Accordingly, the concern of research practitioners is about editing and writing forms, 

referencing methods, methods of problem statements, literature review forms and so on. Another part of the 

discourse is concentrated on methodological issues such as research methods, data collection methods, data 

analysis and validation methods, etc. In both discourses, there is no mention of the achievements of the research, 

its innovation, the theoretical base of the research, the intellectual position of the researcher and so on. The 
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findings showed that although academic formalism has become a social and pervasive trait in defense meetings, 

some academic disciplines have a specific identity. In fact, some academic disciplines, physics and chemistry, 

have a certain content and the academic practitioners in the research process also keep that content in mind and 

based on that content, they judge the theses. Thus, we were faced with two types of discourse at the defense 

meetings. One of them was the discourse of professionalism, which appeared only in the defense sessions of 

physics and chemistry and the other was the discourse of formalism, which was actually focused only on forms 

and methods. Professional discourse was a discourse that explored the semantic foundations and content of the 

research rather than involving itself in forms. For this reason, the nature of the critiques that the thesis judges put 

forth focused on content critiques and methodological critiques. What is important for the jury is the content and 

quality of the thesis that has been done, and they do not spend their time and energy on the appearance of the 

thesis, the writing style, or the formal structure. On the other hand, the thesis supervision team also defends the 

thesis and explains the reason for the content and method used, relying on a professional identity that has been 

manifested in the leaven of academic action. The discourse of formalism was a discourse that focuses more on the 

format, form, writing and editing aspects of the thesis, and the content of the thesis and its potential to solve the 

issues and problems of a field are marginalized. The discourse creates an atmosphere in which the nature of the 

critiques focuses on formal and methodical critiques.  

 

Conclusion 
According to the institutional theory, organizations (in this case, universities) try to accept the norms, principles 

and discourses that are considered valuable for the external environment and institutionalize them in their 

mechanisms and at the same time, avoid tending to what is counter-value for the external environment. By using 

this method, universities can gain legitimacy and be accepted. Based on this, what has caused disciplines such as 

physics and chemistry to have a stable identity is that the external environment has not only pressured them to 

create and homogenize but also accepted the discourse that governs this discipline. In other words, the nature of 

the discourse of these disciplines has been accepted by the external environment, and that is the reason why the 

activists of the defense meeting have focused on content issues. But in other disciplines, especially humanities 

and social sciences, the external environment puts pressure on these disciplines to be creative and homogenous, 

but the nature of the discourse of those disciplines does not accept or at least agrees with only some of them and 

considers other aspects incompatible with its values. This problem leads these disciplines to be constantly accused 

of being ineffective while being creative and effective is impossible without academic freedom.  Such a situation 

leads to a kind of fake response. As a result, non-experimental academic disciplines must follow only the forms 

and methods that are accepted. In such an approach, the thesis and its criticism and defense are reduced to only 

forms.  
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