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Extended Abstract

The university, as one of the most enduring social institutions in human history, is currently facing a profound
internal tension that increasingly challenges its identity and mission in what has been described as the “age of
acceleration.” This article aims to provide a theoretically grounded and context-sensitive analysis of the strategic
tension between institutional logic and performative logic within Iran’s higher education system, situating this
tension within broader global transformations driven by neoliberal governance, New Public Management, audit
cultures, and global ranking regimes. The purpose of the study is to move beyond symptomatic critiques of
quantification and managerialism and to offer a deeper explanation of how competing logics are reproduced
through everyday policies and practices, particularly evaluation and promotion mechanisms, and how this tension
reshapes academic time, identity, and learning itself. Methodologically, the study adopts a qualitative, analytical—
conceptual research design grounded in critical institutional sociology. Data were generated through systematic
document analysis of three interrelated bodies of material: (1) classical and contemporary theoretical literature on
institutional logics, critical higher education studies, and the philosophy of the university; (2) international policy
documents and reports produced by organizations such as UNESCO, OECD, and the European University
Association; and (3) key Iranian higher education policy texts, with a specific focus on successive versions of
faculty promotion and evaluation regulations. The data were analyzed using directed qualitative content analysis,
guided by a conceptual matrix contrasting institutional and performative logics across dimensions such as time
horizon, quality definitions, motivation, governance, professional identity, and risk orientation. The findings
demonstrate that, while institutional logic continues to function globally as the primary source of long-term
academic legitimacy—anchored in academic freedom, peer governance, deep temporal horizons, and knowledge
as a public good—performative logic has become increasingly dominant through global ranking systems,
standardized accountability regimes, and market-oriented governance models. In the Iranian context, these
performative instruments have been superimposed onto a highly centralized and bureaucratic structure lacking
genuine institutional autonomy, resulting in a structurally imbalanced system that systematically rewards
performance display rather than substantive quality. Faculty promotion regulations emerge as a key mechanism
through which performative logic is normalized, accelerating academic time, encouraging quantity over depth,
fostering negative competition, and eroding peer-review norms. The study concludes that the core problem is not
the presence of performative mechanisms per se, but the failure to manage the tension between competing logics
in a reflective and strategic manner. Rather than advocating a binary choice between institutional tradition and
performance-based governance, the article argues for the intelligent management of this tension through hybrid
arrangements that restore institutional time, re-embed evaluation within academic values, and enable a form of
organizational ambidexterity capable of sustaining both accountability and meaning.
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Abstract

Introduction: The contemporary university is navigating a complex field of identity and
strategic tension between two conflicting logics: "institutional logic," which emphasizes
enduring values such as academic autonomy and long-term social roles, and
"performative logic," which demands immediate responsiveness, efficiency, and
constant proof of value through quantitative metrics. This research aims to analyze these
two logics deeply and examine their implications for the governance of higher education
and learning management in Iran.

Methodology: This study employs a conceptual-analytical approach based on
documentary analysis. Data were extracted from three main sources: (1) theoretical
literature in institutional sociology and the philosophy of higher education; (2)
international policy documents from organizations such as UNESCO and the OECD;
- - and (3) national policy documents and key regulations within Iran's higher education
system, particularly faculty promotion bylaws. The data were analyzed using qualitative
content analysis and systematic conceptual comparison, leading to the development of
an integrated conceptual model.

Findings: The findings indicate that institutional logic serves as the guardian of the
university's identity and long-term legitimacy. In contrast, performative logic, driven by
rankings and a culture of acceleration, leads to the erosion of professional autonomy, the
commodification of knowledge, and the replacement of authentic quality with
demonstrable performance. The analysis of the Iranian context reveals that the higher
education system, by institutionalizing a deficient version of performative logic and
merging it with a traditional bureaucratic structure, has trapped itself in a "bureaucratic
performativity trap".

Conclusion: The study concludes that the solution lies not in privileging one logic over
the other, but in managing their tension through paradox management. By redesigning
evaluation systems and safeguarding spaces for deep inquiry, universities can
simultaneously address immediate societal demands and preserve their long-term
academic mission, thereby strengthening learning management effectiveness.
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