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Abstract: Problem. This article investigates the problem of competitiveness in Russian higher education. The study 

presents a piece of qualitative research, in which competitiveness is understood as a socially constructed reality manifested 

through policy texts and discourse practices aimed for the innovative optimisation of the educational system, which en-

sures its competitive advantage locally and globally. Aim. The main aim of the study is to look at how competitiveness 

manifests itself as a dominant discourse and political practice in Russian higher education. The underpinning assumption 

behind the study is that competitiveness is used as an outcome and a governing tool of globalisation and part of the global 

neoliberal project. Methods. The main method of data collection employed in the study is documents. This made it possi-

ble to look at how competitiveness is manifested in legislation at the national level. The main method of data analysis is 

critical discourse analysis (CDA), which enabled to study the discourse of competitiveness as both a linguistic phenome-

non and social reality. Results. The research findings showed that competitiveness has been well integrated into Russian 

higher education in the past three decades. Linguistically, the analysis showed a variety of representations of competitive-

ness, organised as dichotomies, such as explicit / implicit competitiveness, national / international competitiveness. Dia-

chronic analysis of education policy texts pointed out a few tendencies such as the reorientation of competitiveness from 

an individual towards an institutional level, and others. Conclusions. As a socially constructed reality, competitiveness is 

realised through three interconnected forms: social structures, social events, and social practices. The outcomes of compet-

itiveness as dominant discourse relate to commercialisation, regulation, performativity and selectivity.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Global processes when introduced to local settings may 

serve a powerful tool for the state to exercise its power 

through constructing certain types of discourses, i.e. sys-

tems of practices within which truth and knowledge are 

produced so that they can perform as regulatory mecha-

nisms of people’s behaviour [1]. One of such concepts is 

the concept of competitiveness. It serves as a global im-

perative [2] that changes the existing routines and practices 

and regulates the conduct of those involved. One has to 

follow the imposed pattern (quality improvement, produc-

tion increase, etc.) and adjust their performance in accor-

dance to that pattern, thus adopting the discursive practices 

into the new environment.  

Competitiveness in the neoliberal age has become espe-

cially tangible for HE, changing its character dramatically. 

Governed by market values, “universities have become  

an extension of world trade” [3, p. 14].  

For neoliberal ethics, values and morals are rationalised 

through quantitative characteristics, i.e. the value is attrib-

uted to what can be measured, calculated and quantified [4, 

p. 8]. From this perspective, competition in education  

receives a concrete quantifiable embodiment – global  

university rankings that have become prevalent in higher 

education all over the world but have been deeply critiqued 

for a number of reasons including the lack of transparency 

and reliability, as well as potential bias and oversimplifica-

tion associated with them.  

According to Ellen Hazelkorn [5, p. 4], rankings con-

sciousness appears as a response to globalisation and 

strive for new knowledge, which is central to economic 

growth. Competitiveness, as Collini argues, produces  

a fear that the success of enterprises and institutions 

elsewhere will diminish the country’s capacities, which 

causes “Champions League syndrome” among those 

willing to be represented in the top 100 or 500 [6, p. 17]. 

Global university rankings produced dramatic effect 

which exposed the insularity of national educational  

systems and forced them to acknowledge the difference 

between their self-perception and external excellence 

verification [7].  

Performance data and league tables tend to serve as 

regulatory mechanisms for educational establishment. 

These stimulators of competitiveness create a so-called 

“single norm for excellence” [5, p. 16] which affects both 

administrators, teachers and students. This establishes 
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a hierarchy of power when power is pushed down by  

the above standing bodies on those under their supervi-

sion. Students feel pressure coming from their teachers, 

whilst the latter are under pressure of the administrators 

and so on and so forth, which eventually leads to such  

a general level that it becomes next to impossible to 

trace the initial source, “the invisible hand” which drives 

the whole mechanism. 

The underlying assumption behind this research is that 

competitiveness when adopted to local settings may receive 

different interpretations, or can be over/underestimated, or 

even ignored. In this case, the main aim of the article is to 

study how political discourses and practices of competi-

tiveness are enacted in Russian HE. To fulfil this aim,  

the study sets the following research objective: To analyse 

competitiveness as dominant discourse in Russian higher 

education. This objective can be reached through answering 

the corresponding research questions:  

RQ 1: What are conceptualizations and manifestations 

of competitiveness in educational policy documents? 

RQ 2: What discursive elements constitute competitive-

ness as social reality documented in policy texts? 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

First and foremost, there are so many interpretations 

and definitions of competitiveness proposed by various 

theorists that probably the only common understanding 

reached is that there is no single understanding of what 

competitiveness is [8; 9]. The notion of competitiveness, 

as Bhawsar & Chattopadhyay point out, has become  

“as prominent as globalisation” [10, p. 665]. It devel-

oped from a concept into discourse itself meaning that 

competitiveness has become a substantial component in 

the worldviews of nations, which frames whole policy 

agendas and governance systems.  

One of the sources of conceptualisations can be found in 

dictionaries. The word competitiveness is a derivative of  

the lexeme competitive, which has two definitions: 

1) ‘relating to or characterised by competition’; 2) ‘as good 

as or better than others of a comparable nature’
1
. Although 

most dictionaries do not define competitiveness, in some 

later versions one can find such definitions: 1) ‘possessing 

of a strong desire to be more successful than others’;  

2) ‘the quality of being as good as or better than others of  

a comparable nature’
2
. These two words belong to the lexi-

cal-semantic group competition, in its broad sense defined 

as ‘the activity or condition of competing against others’ 

[10]. Etymologically, competition is derived from the verb 

compete which was borrowed from the Latin word com-

petere ‘to meet or come together; agree or coincide; to be 

                                                           
1 Soanes C., Stevenson A. Concise Oxford English Dictionary. 

11th ed. Oxford, Oxford University Press Publ., 2004. 1708 p. P. 292. 
2 Competitiveness // Online Oxford Dictionary of English. 

URL: http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/97801 

99571123.001.0001/m_en_gb1000663?rskey=iX6B99&result=9. 

Competitiveness. Online Oxford Dictionary of English.  

URL: http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780 

199571123.001.0001/m_en_gb1000663?rskey=iX6B99&result=9. 

qualified’
3
. The definitions show that the word competition 

is conceptually connected with the notions of comparison, 

competence, and agreement. Whereas competition is more 

general and neutral (i.e. it has no strong emotive connota-

tion), competitiveness is intensified through the connotation 

strong desire and thus has a volitive modality attributed to 

the subject’s will.  

It is widely admitted that the concept of competitiveness 

is complex, relative and multidimensional, which encom-

passes both the ontological and epistemological aspects of 

the problem. Garelli writes that “[C]ompetitiveness analy-

ses how nations and enterprises manage the totality of their 

competencies to achieve prosperity or profit”
4
. This defini-

tion brings two more points into discussion: competitive-

ness can be classified according to the level of its applica-

tion, for example, national or organizational, and the sphere 

of its application: economic, political, etc. Thus, when it 

comes to conceptualising competitiveness, one is supposed 

to look at this complex phenomenon from various aspects. 

Education as one of the main institutions of society has 

recently been reshaped to the demands of competitive race. 

As Hart and Rodgers write in their literature review, re-

search into higher education explores three interconnected 

terms: competition, competitiveness, and competitive ad-

vantage [11]. Competition refers to the rivalry among uni-

versities for limited resources like students, funding, or top 

faculty, driven by external pressures such as rankings or 

government policies. Competitiveness is an institution’s 

capacity to perform well in this rivalry, i.e. its ability to 

attract resources, adapt to market demands, and sustain 

relevance through strategies like branding, quality assur-

ance, or digitalization. Competitive advantage, however, 

goes deeper: it is an institution’s unique, hard-to-copy 

strengths that allow it to outperform rivals sustainably.  

The authors differentiate the concepts on the ground of  

the source that influence the competitive discourse. While 

competition results from both external and internal forces, 

competitiveness and competitive advantage focus on external 

environment and internal environment, respectively [11]. 

The essence of the competitiveness rhetoric within HE 

is well expressed by Naidoo through the metaphor of 

“competition fetish” [12]. This fetish implies the belief of 

educational systems in “magical power” of competition 

which can guarantee the universities a better place in  

the world. University competitiveness, understood by Va-

siliev as “the ability to withstand competition with other 

HEIs and contest with others for resources and education 

quality” is now intensified by the use of digital environment 

resource [13], thus enabling institutions to overcome  

the local and national levels and extend internationally.  

Universities in the neoliberal age compete against each 

other similarly to corporations, making attempts to attract 

more students, produce higher quality research and opti-

mise their environments. However, the pursuit of success 

                                                           
3 Competere. Online Etymology Dictionary (n.d.).  

URL: https://www.etymonline.com/word/compete. 
4 Garelli S. The Fundamentals and History of Competitive-

ness. IMD World Competitiveness Yearbook. Switzerland, IMD 

International Publ., 2011. P. 488–499. URL: http://www. 

colombiacompetitiva.gov.co/prensa/informes/IMD_WCY-2014.pdf. 
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can lead to negative consequences at various levels of  

the enactment of the institutional competitive policy. These 

consequences are conceptual and symbolic, which means 

that the whole idea of university is changed and reconsid-

ered. Universities have shifted their focus from pure centres 

of independent thought and strive for truth to narrow finan-

cial interests and economic benefits, from heterogeneity of 

their cultural and local specifics to universal homogeneity, 

from harmonization of their internal academic community 

to its division. 

This research looks into competitiveness in Russian 

higher education as discourse practices manifested through 

government legislative acts and documents. It is both a lin-

guistic and social phenomenon, the latter being under-

pinned by the former. The research aimed to establish  

the connected between competitiveness as documented text 

and social reality by analyzing a number of documents, 

which will be explored further.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

The conceptualisation of competitiveness as a socially 

produced and disseminated reality involves specific meth-

odological assumptions. This study does not focus on ob-

jective social reality per se, but rather on the interpretations 

of that reality as they appear in legislation. As such,  

the research adopts a qualitative approach. In qualitative 

inquiry, it is people who attach meanings to the social phe-

nomena around, which enables individuals to make sense of 

things and construct the reality. This aligns with the con-

structivist ontological stance behind the study.  

Using purposive sampling, the study collected 13 gov-

ernment legislative acts and programmes that have consti-

tuted the reality of Russian HE over the past 30 years.  

The underpinning assumption behind the sampling was that 

the material should be presented by key documents that 

established the main principles and mechanisms within  

the system of education, i.e. the selection criteria included 

documents with the status of federal laws or state  

programmes that explicitly govern the higher education 

system in Russia.  

The selected documents were divided into three groups 

representing three decades of Russian education: 1992–

1999
5
; 2000–2009

6
; 2010-2021

7
. 

                                                           
5 Law of the Russian Federation “On Education” No. 3266-1 

dated July 10, 1992 (latest revision). Konsultant-Plyus: 

spravochno-pravovaya sistema. URL: http://www. 

consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_1888/.  

Federal Law “On Higher and Postgraduate Professional Educa-

tion” dated August 7, 1996 Ofitsialnyy internet-portal pravovoy 

informatsii. URL: http://pravo.gov.ru/proxy/ips/?docbody=&nd= 

102043095. 

Bologna Declaration. (1999). Nezavisimoe agentstvo po 

obespecheniyu kachestva v obrazovanii. URL: https://iqaa.org/ 

images/doc/Bologna/The%20Bologna%20Declaration%20(1999).pdf. 
6 National Doctrine of Education in the Russian Federation 

through 2025 Konsultant-Plyus: spravochno-pravovaya sistema. 

URL: https://www.consultant.ru/law/podborki/nacionalnaya_ 

doktrina_obrazovaniya_v_rf_do_2025_goda/#link-to-assistant. 

Report “On the Development of Education in the Russian 

Federation” by Deputy Prime Minister of the Russian Federation 

For data analysis, there was selected critical discourse 

analysis. CDA as it is explained in Fairclough’s seminal 

work is understood as “part of some form of systematic 

transdisciplinary analysis of relations between discourse 

and other elements of the social process” [14, p. 10]. Fol-

lowing Fairclough’ understanding of CDA [14], the analysis 

was split into two stages: linguistic and interdiscursive. 

Generally, linguistic analysis deals with language and its 

articulation in the text. Interdiscursive analysis goes beyond 

the language level and looks at other elements of social 

reality around it (practices, orders of discourse, power rela-

tions, imageries, etc.). This links Fairclough’s approach to 

the one by Ball [15] in his analysis of policy which can be 

viewed both as text and discourse. The latter is conceptual-

ised within the frameworks of “what can be said, and 

thought, but also about who can speak, when, where and 

with what authority” [ibid, p. 14].  

The documents were first analysed synchronically with 

the purpose to identify manifestations of the concepts of 

competition and competitiveness. Be method of continuous 

                                                                                                 
V.I. Matviyenko Prezident Rossii: ofitsialnyy sayt.  

URL: http://kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/21902. 

7 Decree of the President of the Russian Federation No. 599 

of May 7, 2012 “On Measures for Implementing State Policy in 

the Field of Education and Science.” Garant: Information and 

Legal System. URL: https://base.garant.ru/70170946/.  

Federal Law “On Education in the Russian Federation” No. 

273-FZ of December 29, 2012 (latest revision). Konsultant-Plyus: 

spravochno-pravovaya sistema. URL: http://www.consultant.ru/ 

document/cons_doc_LAW_140174/. 

Resolution of the Government of the Russian Federation dated 

March 16, 2013, No. 211 “On Measures of State Support for 

Leading Universities of the Russian Federation to Enhance Their 

Competitiveness Among Leading Global Scientific and Educa-

tional Centers.” Garant: informatsionno-pravovaya sistema.  

URL: https://base.garant.ru/70336756/. 

Resolution of the Government of the Russian Federation dated 

April 15, 2014, No. 295 “On Approval of the State Program of t 

he Russian Federation 'Education Development' for 2013–2020.” 

Garant: informatsionno-pravovaya sistema.  

URL: https://base.garant.ru/70643472/. 

Protocol of the meeting of the Interdepartmental Commission 

on Monitoring the Activities of State Educational Institutions for 

the Purpose of Evaluating the Efficiency of Their Operations and 

Reorganization of Inefficient State Educational Institutions dated 

April 29, 2013, No. DL-12/05pr. Kontur-Normativ. URL: https:// 

normativ.kontur.ru/document?moduleId=1&documentId=265668. 

State Program 'Education Development': approved by the 

Resolution of the Government dated December 26, 2017, No. 

1642.Pravitelstvo Rossii. URL: http://government.ru/ 

rugovclassifier/860/events. 

Resolution of the Government of the Russian Federation dated 

May 13, 2021, No. 729 (as amended on November 29, 2023) “On 

Measures for the Implementation of the Strategic Academic Lead-

ership Program 'Priority-2023' (together with the 'Rules for Se-

lecting Higher Education Institutions for Providing Support to 

Development Programs of Higher Education Institutions in the 

Framework of the Implementation of the Strategic Academic 

Leadership Program 'Priority-2030', and the 'Rules for Providing 

Grants in the Form of Subsidies from the Federal Budget for Sup-

porting Programs'”. Ministerstvo nauki i vysshego obrazovaniya 

Rossiyskoy Federatsii. URL: https://priority2030.ru/upload/ 

iblock/436/i71xsmbmrn2s6rwhaicf5yapvboxihc5/Postanovlenie-

Pravitelstva-RF-N-729.pdf. 
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sampling there were selected 149 manifestations of  

the concepts, which were studied within textual colloca-

tions. The instances of competitiveness showed a clear pat-

tern towards dichotomic representation which enabled to 

identify key dichotomies discussed below.  

After that, diachronic analysis was carried out. The pur-

pose of diachronic analysis was to look at how competi-

tiveness evolved as a discursive practice and how it took on 

new meanings and interpretations. There were two main 

premises that were considered. The first one was that  

the analysis encompassed the contemporary period of post-

Soviet Russia bounded by the time frames between the in-

troduction of the first Law on Education (Government of 

Russia, 1992) and ending with a later version of the State 

Educational Programme (Government of Russia, 2021). 

The second premise was that the research also looked at the 

annulled documents, i.e. those which have no legal power 

now but which still present research interest: they were 

used as discourse production tools, and their non-use does 

not mean that the power of their discourse has been less-

ened. Then, competitiveness was analysed as a discursive 

phenomenon comprising elements of social reality.  

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Competitiveness as documented discourse 

Although competition and competitiveness are mani-

fested through all educational documents under study, none 

of those attempts to provide any concrete or coherent defi-

nition of these concepts. Nevertheless, the analysis revealed 

that both concepts are well assimilated into the textual dis-

course of education and represented by a variety of linguis-

tic means. For example, the texts contain numerous in-

stances of word combinations with the lexemes competitive 

and competitiveness. The most frequent of them is the geni-

tive structure N. + of N., for example, competitiveness of 

education/ the state/ organisations/ universities/ schools / 

training programmes/ the higher education system, etc. 

The second most frequent combination is the structure 

adj. + N., with the lexeme competitive as an attribute, for 

example, competitive advantage/ level of education / salary 

/ economy / human capital / basis / selection / distribution, 

etc. The third structure is built upon the model adj. + N. 

with competitiveness as the noun component, such as sus-

tainable / high /international / global competitiveness.  

As one can see from the presented models, the semantic 

environment of the concept includes a few semantic fields: 

organizations (universities, schools), levels (institutional, 

national, international, global), institutions (economy, edu-

cation), means (salaries, capital, resources, goods), which 

testifies to the economic nature of competitiveness as  

a dominant discursive pattern.  

The analysis also showed that the variety of representations 

of competitiveness in educational texts can be reduced to three 

major groups of dichotomies: explicit/implicit competitive-

ness, competitiveness in secondary / postsecondary education, 

domestic (national) / international competitiveness.  

The dichotomy “explicit/implicit competitiveness” is 

grounded on the semiotic principle and considers the corre-

lation between the form of content and the form of expres-

sion of the concept. The concept of competitiveness is ex-

plicitly represented through the lexeme compete and its 

derivatives competition, competitive, and competitiveness as 

well as the lexeme contest. The English word compete  

corresponds to two Russian verbs found in the texts: сорев-

новаться ‘sorevnovatsya’, and конкурировать ‘konkuri-

rovat’. The word competition has three Russian counter-

parts: конкуренция ‘konkurentsiya’, соревнование ‘sorev-

novaniye’, конкурс ‘konkurs’. The lexemes competitive and 

competitiveness are equivalent to such Russian words as 

конкурентоспособный ‘konkurentosposobniy’ and конку-

рентоспособность ‘konkurentosposobnost’, respectively.  

An instance of the explicit representation of the concept 

can be found in Article 3 of the Federal Law on Education 

(Government of Russia, 2012), which prohibits any restriction 

or elimination of competition in education: “недопустимость 

ограничения или устранения конкуренции в сфере образо-

вания” (p. 12). Regarding the implicit representation of  

the concept, it presents a more difficult situation since competi-

tiveness is not vividly manifested but is implied in the context 

of the document text. For example, in the older version of  

the State Programme of Education Development (Government 

of Russia, 2014) one of the prospected outcomes is the in-

crease in the number of Russian HEIs represented in the rank-

ings of universally recognised 500 top HEIs. Although there is 

no mentioning of competitiveness, but the whole proposition 

implies that this goal can be achieved through improving indi-

cators of HEIs that will allow them to compete globally against 

their counterparts.  

Competitiveness in secondary/ postsecondary education 

considers the level of education that a student goes through. 

This dichotomy manifests itself in various versions of the State 

Programme of Education Development (Government of Rus-

sia, 2012, 2014, 2017). Concerning secondary education,  

the programme sets as one of its objectives for Russian educa-

tion to keep leading positions in different international assess-

ment systems like PISA, PIRLS, and TIMSS. For example,  

the objective is set to be in the top 20 countries in the PISA 

test. As for postsecondary education, the same programme 

pursues the goal to make Russian postsecondary education 

more attractive on the world educational market. According  

to the document, the number of students receiving postsecond-

ary qualifications and degrees should have increased by ap-

proximately 30 %, from 240,000 in 2018 to 310,000 in 2020.  

The dichotomy “domestic(national) /international” 

manifests itself in various documents. For example,  

the Report on Development of Russian Education (State 

Council, 2006) introduces the two types of competitive-

ness in different parts of the text. Regarding domestic 

competitiveness, it prescribes measures to financially 

and legislatively support school-leavers from different 

regions of Russia to apply to universities through gov-

ernment grants and scholarships, which may ensure peo-

ple’s constitutional right to “equitable access to higher 

education via competitive procedures”.  

As for international competitiveness, the document 

stipulates the achievement of new levels of development 

which can help the country to provide educational competi-

tiveness at the international level which, in its turn, will 

guarantee the country’s success in the world arena.  
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Reconceptualization of competitiveness in Russian 

higher education: diachronic approach 

The comparative diachronic analysis of the documents 

revealed a few tendencies in the transformation of the concept 

of competitiveness. The first tendency is the reorientation  

of competitiveness from the individual to the institutional 

level. The earlier documents have a few instances of the use 

of competitiveness, most of them refer either to university 

applicants or teaching staff. For example, the Law on Edu-

cation states that school graduates are admitted to universi-

ties on a competitive basis – конкурсная основа (Govern-

ment of Russia, 1992). It means that more talented students 

(according to their school exam results) had advantage 

while applying to university. Concerning university teach-

ers, their individual competition was reflected in the docu-

ments as a ground for employment, i.e. teachers were sup-

posed to be hired according to their qualifications and 

achievements (Government of Russia, 1996). However,  

the newer documents (Government of Russia, 2017, 2021) 

assign competitiveness to the whole educational sphere in 

which the actors are presented not so much as competing 

individuals, but as entire institutions or the whole national 

educational system. For example, the recently adopted 

document for the Priority-2030 programme sets as a goal 

“the enhancement of the global competitiveness of  

the higher education system and the promotion of regional 

development” (Government of Russia, 2021). 

The second tendency consists in the reorientation of com-

petitiveness from a mere educational phenomenon to an eco-

nomic one. The above mentioned “competitive basis” was 

previously applied to individuals and educational standards, 

whereas in later policy documents it comprised the whole edu-

cational sphere. A notable example comes from the text of  

The Programme of Education Development (Government of 

Russia, 2014), one of whose directions consists in the “devel-

opment of effective governance models for universities and 

other institutions of professional education, aligned with  

the demands of competitiveness and the implementation of 

Russia’s socio-economic development initiatives”. 

Competitiveness came to be conceptualised in economic 

terms of innovation, optimization, and sustainability. Be-

sides, the idea of university efficiency was narrowed down 

to a financial notion meaning the increase in output at re-

duced costs [6, p. 134].  

The third observed tendency can be marked by a shift 

towards concretisation and quantification of the concept. 

What is meant by this proposition is that competitiveness 

has taken on concrete measurable characteristics, which are 

calculated and quantified. This refers to concrete dates and 

prices. Project 5–100, which was implemented between 

2013–2020, serves a good example of this (Government of 

Russia, 2012). Its newer version set concrete numerical 

goals: at least five Russia universities were to have been in 

the top 100 by 2019, six by 2020, etc., with corresponding 

costs and expenditures (Government of Russia, 2017).  

Although the absolute outcomes of the programmes were 

not fully corresponded to the expected visions, Russian 

scholars claim the overall enhancement and progression of 

the Russian educational system, especially within its scien-

tific sphere [16].  

To sum up this section, the educational competitiveness 

of Russian HE over a period can be conceptualised in  

the form of “outcome competitiveness” in the final count, 

i.e. the welfare of the nation, as opposed to “process com-

petitiveness” as the capability to create welfare, in Aigin-

ger’s terms [17]. This quantification has taken a turn to-

wards the so-called “policy as numbers” [18] meaning that 

numbers and statistics become instrument of governance.  

Competitiveness in policy documents as social reality  

In his work, Searle [19, p. 4] considers social reality as  

a constructed phenomenon which people create for their 

own purposes. Following Searle, Fairclough [14] argues 

that social reality presents the interplay between three mu-

tually connected levels: social structures, social events and 

social practices. Social structures form the most abstract 

semiotic level and involve social or political systems and 

language. Social events are more concrete individual in-

stances which include people’s actions, behaviours, or texts, 

i.e. final products of social activity. What mediates social 

structures to social events is social practices, i.e. the ways 

through which concepts are enacted and represented. Fair-

clough [14] divides social practices into three elements: 

genres, discourse and styles.  

Building on Fairclough’s idea of competitiveness as  

a complex construct, the analysis looked at its three aspects 

using as a starting point the text of the Bologna Declaration 

(1999) which played a big role in the dissemination of 

competitiveness discourse within Russian higher education. 

The document reads: “We must in particular look at  

the objective of increasing the international competitiveness 

of the European system of higher education. The vitality 

and efficiency of any civilisation can be measured by  

the appeal that its culture has for other countries. We need 

to ensure that the European higher education system ac-

quires a world-wide degree of attraction equal to our ex-

traordinary cultural and scientific traditions” (pp. 2–3). 

From the genre perspective, this text presents an inter-

esting example of the relations between the agent and  

the subject matter. What catches the eye of the reader is  

the subject pronoun we which may refer to those 31 signa-

tures of ministers and secretaries of HE from 31 European 

countries, Russia being non-represented on the list.  

The relationship of the agents with the subject matter can 

be defined as somewhat “tentative”, these “we” are cau-

tious subjects advising to “look at” and “ensure” that 

competitiveness is the right course that European educa-

tion once took. Therefore, the genre in this passage can 

be defined as exploring. At the same time the increase of 

competitiveness is set as an objective. Linguistically,  

the gerundial phrase “objective of increasing” instead of 

the infinitive ‘to increase’ also implies a degree of soft-

ness and can be considered as prescribing or recom-

mending rather than ordering, for example.  

From the discourse perspective, competitiveness is rep-

resented here as an international phenomenon, but it is nev-

ertheless bounded by the borders of Europe. Competitive-

ness is thus conceptualised in terms of the Self (European 

scope) and the Other (the rest of the world). It is its attrac-

tiveness that becomes a key feature, in other words, com-
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petitiveness is oriented outside. This is supported by  

the argument that the culture of any civilization is supposed 

to have something to offer “for other cultures” – quite  

an altruistic message.  

As to the style, within the framework of CDA, it refers 

to the ways of being (in Fairclough’s terms), or to the rela-

tions of ethics (in Foucault’s understanding). It implies 

what kind of imaginaries are behind the text, who are those 

subjects that attribute the roles of innovators and reformers. 

In the analysed text, the authors, as it was mentioned  

before, possess a degree of caution, be that explained by  

the specific of the reserved European culture or the novelty 

of the reformation. What remains unclear is the imaginary 

behind the verb “increase”, since this can be interpreted 

differently and taken advantage of when enacted locally.  

To develop this point, one has to look at documents which 

articulate the general line of competitiveness nationally, 

which will be done below. 

One of the later instances in Russian legislation is  

the State Educational Programme (Government of Russia, 

2017), which along with various initiatives introduces  

the project called “HEIs as the centres of innovation crea-

tion space”. The objective of the project reads as follows: 

“To provide sustainable global competitiveness of at least 

five [universities] in 2018, and at least ten Russian universi-

ties in 2025; to establish in federal entities at least 55 uni-

versity centres of innovation, technological and social de-

velopment of the region in 2018, and at least 100 in 2025”.  

This sample contains a complex relationship between  

the three types of social practices discussed above, i.e.  

the genre, the discourse, and the style. The genre can be char-

acterised as ordering and anticipating. Ordering is implied in 

the word “establish”. In the original Russian text this word is 

expressed by the verb создавать, also translated as “create”, 

“build up”, “construct”. Anticipation is expressed through  

the word “provide”. One can see that this verb has a less regu-

lating character. The degree of power assigned to the verbs 

increases with the narrowing of the scope of influence: what is 

anticipated as some results globally, becomes mandatory at  

the national level (through concrete dates and figures). Global-

isation is what goes beyond the control of the state.  

Competitiveness in this text is conceptualised as a re-

sult, as a final goal. It is the global competitiveness which is 

put in the centre of the agenda, although it can be achieved 

only by means of concrete actions (establishment of univer-

sities). The other topic of representation is the universities 

themselves. It is not any universities but those which are 

innovating, which are technological and which contribute to 

the development of the whole region (by the word “region” 

регион the text means a territorial entity within the coun-

try). So the representation within competitiveness discourse 

has both qualitative and quantitative trajectories. 

As for the style, it produces images of rivalling sub-

jects, competing against each other for economic and 

status benefits. This extract compared to the first one 

lacks uncertainty in the sense that competitiveness is 

what to be achieved through concrete numbers and fig-

ures, although the mechanisms are not prescribed.  

The degree of intention and ambition is also intensified 

by the use of infinitives and syntactical parallelism lack-

ing long ornate sentences and artistic imagery. Competi-

tiveness thus is linked directly to the images of both dis-

course producers and those who are subject to action. 

The agent standing behind discourse production can be 

analysed in their connection to goals, circumstances and 

values, which all constitute what is called “practical reason-

ing” [20, p. 35], i.e. the one which concerns what to do.  

The relations between the components are expressed in  

the following formula: “action A might enable the agent to 

reach his goals (G), starting from his circumstances (C), 

and in accordance with certain values (V)” [20, p. 44].  

The analysis of the text can help to make judgements about 

the plausibility and feasibility of the propositions put for-

ward by the agent. This can be demonstrated through  

the following example. The earlier version of the State Pro-

gramme of Education Development (Government of Rus-

sia, 2014) reads: “By 2014 ten most realistic, ambitious, 

pragmatic and economically feasible projects of leading 

universities to enter top 100 leading world university rank-

ings will have been selected. The selection will be carried 

out with participation of leading world experts and will 

draw on public and professional discussion. The develop-

ment of the project requirements, of which a prominent 

place will be given to rational and practical confirmation of 

a university effectiveness” (p. 103). 

The main goal set by the agent (presumably, educational 

authorities and the government) is to enable a number of 

universities to enter top 100 best world universities. This 

goal is both concrete and ambitious: it deals with concrete 

dates and numbers. The goal involves a few smaller actions, 

achievement of which will contribute to the success of  

the project. Fairclough and Fairclough call such actions 

means-goals [20]. Among those in the document is the de-

velopment of requirements for effectiveness assurance and 

the selection of ten universities at the national level accord-

ing to these requirements.  

What is more, this excerpt demonstrates what values 

stand behind this selection. The agent is concerned with 

university projects as being realistic, ambitious, pragmatic, 

and economically feasible. One can see that the whole pro-

ject is managerially and economically driven, which points 

at the neoliberal ground for the values behind it. Neoliberal 

rationality imposes a different logic on ethics which is eco-

nomically underpinned and aims at making financial prof-

its. The values constituting the project rationale are all of 

pragmatic and practical character and use economic effi-

ciency as the metrics for project implementation.  

The circumstance, or the context of project realisation, 

includes selection as a key component. Competitiveness 

generated by this whole project is rationalised as a selective 

procedure. This procedure includes experts, both profes-

sional and public, who are supposed to define the feasibility 

of the project. Professional expertise though being in crisis 

[21] still actualises the issues of social equality and order. It 

is the experts who are fostered by the government and at the 

same time influence it through articulating the concepts of 

normality and pathology [20, p. 30] thus institutionalising 

the competitiveness discourse.  

In Russian HE, selection results in a choice of a limited 

number of universities that receive substantial government 
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support. The selected 21 institutions for Project 5–100 in 

2018 represented a minor sampling which stood on  

the scale between 942 ignored universities and two top 

ones, Moscow State University and St Petersburg State 

University, which were already included in ranking lists.  

It gives a vivid picture of the policy of expertise and selec-

tion within Russian HE, which, on the one hand, promotes 

inequality, and on the other hand, questions its own ration-

ality as an efficient policy instrument. The good news may 

be that the scope of inclusion has broadened due to the imple-

mentation of the Priority-2030 programme whose funding in 

2026, for example, is distributed among 141 universities
8
. 

Overall, the presented excerpts of the documents are 

indicative of what competitiveness is, who it is produced 

by, under what circumstances and with what kind of val-

ues behind it. Competitiveness is a neoliberal phenome-

non which is regulated by market relationships and 

whose value lies in the feasibility of the economic activ-

ity of institutions. A competitive institution is the one 

whose idea is grounded in quantitative characteristics of 

profit, price, and productivity considered as metrics for 

expertise and selection.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The preceding discussion of competitiveness enactment 

within the system of higher education in Russia makes it 

possible to draw a few conclusions. The analysis of Russian 

policy documents on education reveals that competitiveness 

has emerged not merely as a conceptual framework but as  

a dominant discursive practice shaping the strategic priorities 

of state programs. While the discourse lacks a singular, opera-

tionally precise definition, its linguistic manifestations – rang-

ing from explicit lexical markers (конкурентоспособность, 

конкуренция) to implicit economic metaphors, such as  

rankings, global attractiveness, efficiency – demonstrate  

a deliberate shift from individualistic competition to systemic 

competitiveness. This evolution underscores a broader recon-

ceptualization of education as a commodity, where success is 

measured not only in academic outcomes but in quantifiable 

economic and geopolitical returns. 

A key trend in the discourse is the institutionalization of 

competitiveness through policy-as-numbers, where targets – 

such as ranking positions, enrolment growth, or innovation 

center establishment – serve as both legitimising tools and 

governance mechanisms.  

The diachronic analysis highlights three critical trans-

formations: first, the deindividualization of competition, 

where institutions (universities, regions) replace students or 

faculty as the primary units of evaluation; second, the eco-

nomic instrumentalization of education, framing it through 

metrics of efficiency, innovation, and productivity; and 

third, the quantification of success, rendering competitive-

ness a measurable outcome rather than a dynamic process.  

The social reality of competitiveness, as constructed 

through policy texts, thus serves as both a mirror and  

a driver of systemic change, revealing how language, struc-

                                                           
8 Who receives funding. Ministerstvo nauki  

i vysshego obrazovaniya Rossiyskoy Federatsii.  

URL: https://priority2030.ru/about/finance. 

ture, and practice intertwine to shape the future of Russian 

education. As the discourse continues to evolve, its success 

will depend not only on meeting numerical targets but on 

reconciling economic efficiency with equitable access –  

a challenge that lies at the heart of the Priority-2030 vision. 

The findings of this study underscore the need for fur-

ther research into how discourses of competitiveness inter-

act with broader sociopolitical and economic transforma-

tions in education, particularly examining the unintended 

consequences of neoliberal governance metrics on equity, 

teacher autonomy, and student well-being. Additionally, 

comparative studies could explore national variations in 

competitiveness discourse across educational systems to 

assess whether Russia’s model reflects global trends or di-

verges in unique ways, thereby informing policy debates on 

the ethical and pedagogical limits of market-driven educa-

tional reforms. 
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Аннотация. Проблема. Статья посвящена проблеме конкурентности в российском высшем образовании. Опираясь 

на качественную методологию, исследование рассматривает конкурентность как конструируемую социальную реальность, 

манифестируемую посредством текста и дискурсивных практик с целью оптимизацию системы образования, что обеспе-

чивает ей конкурентное преимущество на локальном и глобальном уровнях. Цель. Изучить, каким образом конкурент-

ность проявляет себя как доминантный дискурс и политическая практика в российском высшем образовании. Лежащая  

в основе исследования гипотеза состоит в том, что конкурентность является продуктом и одновременно инструментом 

глобализации, а также частью неолиберального проекта. Методы. Главный метод сбора данных, используемый в исследо-

вании, – изучение документации. Данный метод позволил проанализировать, как конкурентность реализуется на уровне 

национального законодательства. В качестве основного метода анализа выбран критический дискурс-анализ (КДА), 

позволивший изучить конкурентность одновременно как лингвистическое явление и как конструируемую социальную 

реальность. Результаты. Результаты исследования показали, что конкурентность является активно развиваемой практи-

кой в российском высшем образовании последние три десятилетия. Лингвистический анализ выявил ряд репрезентаций 

конкурентности, представленных в виде дихотомий: эксплицитная / имплицитная конкурентность, национальная / меж-

дународная конкурентность. Диахронический анализ документов позволил обнаружить несколько тенденций,  

в частности, переориентацию конкурентности с индивидуального на институциональный уровень и др. Выводы. Как 

конструируемая социальная реальность конкурентность реализуется через три взаимосвязанные формы: социальные 

структуры, социальные события и социальные практики. Конкурентность как доминантный дискурс ведет к коммер-

циализации и к практикам регуляции и отбора. Следствия конкурентности как доминирующего дискурса проявляются  

в коммерциализации, регулировании, перформативности и селективности. 
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