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Abstract

Social media is increasingly viewed as a game changer in political struggles worldwide. Yet, even as its global reach and impact are now 
evident, its mechanisms of legitimation of organisations and public policies are still unexplored. This article discusses ‘communicative situa-
tions’ (Van Dijk, 2015) extracted from social network platforms concerning the dispute for the (de)legitimation of public universities in Brazil 
during the campaign and administration of a far-right government. Applying critical discourse analysis, we show the implications of the 
communication architecture of these platforms for the processes of discursive legitimation. Interactions driven by social identification 
change the text to be consumed by subsequent users, shifting the debate from technical to identity-based argumentative topos. Our 
contribution is two-fold: (1) we explore the struggle for legitimacy in the open channels of social media, where the institutional environment 
cannot suppress deviant opinions and highlight the politics of legitimation; and (2) we demonstrate how actors can legitimise the disinvest-
ment in higher education, before managerial decisions reach universities, through discourses that would not be immediately associated with 
neoliberalism such as moral conservatism.
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During the 2018 Brazilian presidential campaign, one of 
the proposals of the elected president, Jair Bolsonaro, 
was the implementation of fees in public universities, 

which sparked the first of many debates that would be waged 
on social media about higher education. However, what 
attracted our attention was that the topic of these debates on 
social media, more specifically on social network platforms, 
only rarely concerned the actual funding. Even though the 
expansion of neoliberalism has been associated with a world-
wide decrease in public funding of higher education (Humphrey 
& Gendron, 2015), the texts we analysed were concerned with 
moral evaluations about the behaviour and identity of the dis-
puting actors, suggesting that they were controlled by a hidden 
agenda. In this article, we investigate this struggle and show the 
role that social network platforms have in discursively legiti-
mating neoliberalism in higher education.

Although the commodification of higher education advances 
with the expansion of neoliberalism (Miller, 2010; Nurunnabi, 
2018; Willmott, 1995), many scholars also portray the defence 
of universities as autonomous spaces that should promote 
public values and social justice beyond market-oriented perfor-
mance (Chatelain-Ponroy et al., 2018; Clegg et al., 2011; Contu, 
2018). We argue here that these struggles against neoliberal 
policies of commodification of higher education do not start or 
finish within the university; they happen in public (often virtual) 
arenas where the legitimacy of universities is disputed. Therefore, 
although the neoliberal governance of the ‘performative 
university’ (Jones et al., 2020) is driven by rationally defined 
targets and systems of control, their very existence needs first 
to be legitimised. In particular, we see the legitimation process as 
discursive, in which stakeholders struggle to control the 
knowledge and indicators that make organisations accepted or 
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contested through language meanings (Glozer et al., 2019; 
Vaara, 2014).

Since a seminal article by De Cock (1998) in this journal 
showed the impact of discourse on organisational change, the 
arena of disputes has changed considerably towards virtual 
spaces. Social network platforms increase the importance of 
examining the interactions during the production of discourses, 
which results in nonlinear texts (Bouvier & Machin, 2018). In 
contrast with institutional perspectives that see change as 
converging to stability with the suppression of deviant opinions 
(Bitektine & Haack, 2015), the open and less censored 
channels of communication on social media create an arena 
with the potential for highlighting dissent and unveiling the 
interests at stake (Khosravinik, 2017). Thus, power becomes 
a  central aspect that justifies the need for critical discourse 
analysis of the interactions.

In this paper, we ask how social media enables discursive 
legitimation. More specifically, we analyse the disputes involving 
Brazilian public universities on social network platforms in the 
context of neoliberal reforms and ask what the moral evalua-
tion of universities can teach us about discursive legitimation. 
We contribute to the literature on discursive legitimation 
(Glozer et al., 2019; Vaara, 2014; Vaara & Tienari, 2008) by 
demonstrating the role played by the architecture of communi-
cation on social media for discursive legitimation. In the spe-
cific conditions of social network platforms for communication, 
the stability of the institutional environment does not con-
verge to a single basis of legitimation, and politics become cen-
tral. Our critical discourse analysis focusses on the interactional 
level, putting discursive practices in their social context of con-
sumption. For that, we adapted the socio-cognitive approach 
developed by Van Dijk (1998, 2014, 2015) to social media 
texts, providing a methodological contribution as well. Finally, 
our analysis of discourses on public universities also contrib-
utes to the literature on higher education by showing how the 
defence of neoliberal policies for universities can be intertwined 
with moral and identitarian political agendas. The information 
architecture that defines the conditions of discourse 
reproduction in these platforms is embedded in a mechanism 
of ideological concealment that changes the interlocutors’ 
argumentative topos—that is, the guarantees that anchor the 
transition of an argument to its conclusion.

The following section presents the idea of performative 
universities that has colonised higher education in the past 
decades and the importance of discussing processes of legiti-
mation to resist it. Next, we contextualise the relevance of 
social network platforms and their implications for discursive 
legitimation. This is followed by the presentation of the 
socio-cognitive approach to critical discourse analysis, which 
focusses on how discourses are produced and consumed by 
individuals according to their ideology. In the methodology sec-
tion, we explain how data was collected from the Internet and 

analysed using Van Dijk’s framework. The results section pres-
ents the analysis of the selected posts and subsequent com-
ments and reactions, according to the proposed framework. 
Then, we discuss the implications of these findings both for the 
literature on higher education and legitimation processes. The 
final section presents future recommendations and limitations 
of the study.

The struggles for the legitimacy of universities 
in a market society

Universities were born with a quasi-sacred mission of creating 
and protecting the truth, and for a long time, they have been 
dedicated to the mission of educating citizens more than 
training economically relevant professionals (Patriotta & 
Starkey, 2008). However, the development of capitalism is the 
development of markets; and the process of commodification, 
which enables a product or service to be traded, has also 
impacted higher education and the idea of what a university is 
(Willmott, 1995). The increasing influence of markets and 
market-oriented indicators on the university model naturalised 
the idea of a ‘performative university’ (Ball, 2003; Jones et al., 
2020), which deploys the governance of neoliberal education 
in fabricated forms of measurement and control. As a result of 
this change worldwide, many authors argue that universities 
have become highly oppressive educational environments, and 
customer experience has subverted teaching models (McCann 
et al., 2020).

In many countries, this shift associated with the neoliberal 
stage of capitalism was led by new public management, which 
transformed the governance of the education sector by 
promoting the decline in state funding and increasing the 
dependence on the market, with impacts on both scholars and 
students. For example, in Poland, new research funding 
schemes imposed on the higher education sector have 
discouraged mass enrolment and penalised scholars dedicated 
to teaching (Jelonek & Mazur, 2020). In France, state reforms 
that advanced the results-oriented culture have undermined 
the public values universities had been traditionally committed 
to (Chatelain-Ponroy et al., 2018). In India, the marketisation of 
higher education helped in shaping student subjectivity accord-
ing to the market governmentality and led to disenchantment 
among students (Varman et al., 2011).

These mechanisms of ‘Targets and Terror’ (McCann et al., 
2020) deployed in universities touched by neoliberalism 
seemed to convey such an inescapable system that became 
considerably naturalised and unchallenged for many years. 
Miller (2010), for example, argued that the question is not 
even whether universities are the producers of commodi-
ties—since markets would have established that already—but 
what commodities are being traded: the certification of learn-
ing, the competencies learned by students, or the experience 
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of being/consuming in the university. Regardless of the product, 
students are increasingly seen as customers of a new industry, 
which is configured by ‘discursive schemes that constitute the 
university lifeworld, colonizing it with commercial values’ 
(Parker, 2002, p. 615).

However, the aforementioned transformation is also com-
plex and selective. Universities (and business schools) continue 
to be a locus of dispute and internal struggles underpinned by 
ideological differences (Grima, 2011); pervaded by intersected 
and interfering competing rationalities such as those on excel-
lence and gender (Wieners & Weber, 2020); preserving spaces 
for critique and consciousness-raising on issues such as inequal-
ity (Zulfiqar & Prasad, 2021); and even offering innovative 
forms of resistance to autocratic change that help in forging 
the identity of the academic community (Bowes-Catton et al., 
2020). Likewise, even though universities are constantly 
haunted by the pressures of commodification, they still har-
bour disciplines that escape the market logic (Patriotta & 
Starkey, 2008), and fields that challenge the status quo (Clegg 
et al., 2011). This dual nature is also generative of social 
struggles around the role and funding of universities, which we 
highlight here as underpinned by struggles for their legitimation 
and delegitimation in society.

Legitimacy has been classically defined in the field of public 
administration as the compatibility between results and the 
value patterns of the associated systems (Stillman, 1974). It has 
become fundamental also for the strategic and institutional 
assessment of whether the actions of organisations are 
considered ‘desirable, proper, or appropriate’ (Suchman, 1995, 
p. 574). However, more recently, other approaches have also 
demonstrated the discursive construction and maintenance of 
legitimacy, which are less dependent on evaluated outputs 
(Glozer et al., 2019; Vaara, 2014; Vaara et al., 2006).

As these authors show, actors discursively construct their 
authority by exploiting positions in the field that have given 
them legitimacy to exercise it. This is particularly important 
under conditions of institutional change when social norms, 
values and judgements are disputed (Bitektine & Haack, 2015). 
However, both in public and corporate administration, the 
legitimation process through which legitimacy is established 
has become particularly fluid in the virtual arenas of social 
media (Glozer et al., 2019; Vaara, 2014). Discursive analysis can 
be particularly useful in understanding these dynamics, espe-
cially when drawing on critical perspectives illuminating the 
power relations and the politics of legitimation.

Social network platforms and the mobilisation 
of (de)legitimisation discourses

The growing rates of digitalisation—currently, 4.62 billion 
people are active social media users worldwide (Kemp, 
2022)—have increased the expectation of the role of social 

media in steering public debates. In effect, various studies have 
demonstrated their impact across the world. For example, 
social media and digital platforms were instrumental for politi-
cal canvassing during the Arab Spring, Green Movement of Iran 
and political unrest in Iceland, enabling civil engagement to 
protest and coordinate action (Ozden & Tanko, 2019). Social 
media also powered the disrupting paradigm of ‘post-truth’ 
politics in the United States of America (USA), enabling 
Trump’s use of alternative facts to sustain political dominance 
(Knight & Tsoukas, 2019). It also had a similar role in the Brexit 
referendum in the United Kingdom (UK) by immediately lever-
aging events that shifted the attention to scapegoats before 
their communication by media outlets (Schmidt, 2017). 
Therefore, their capabilities of quickly reaching a large public in 
uncensored channels of communication have made social 
network platforms a powerful instrument of legitimation that 
can shift public opinion.

In Brazil, despite the fact that 23% of the adult population is 
still not connected to the Internet, the country has the world’s 
third-highest average of daily time spent online (Kemp, 2022), 
which partly explains why social network platforms have 
become so important. Since the 2018 elections, the debates 
that emerge and are held on social media have occupied a 
central role in the country’s political direction (Da Silva & 
Kerbauy, 2019). This is not surprising to the extent that schol-
ars have established that social media analyses remain efficient 
predictors of public opinion even when users do not represent 
the general population (Ceron et al., 2014). Methods of 
extracting and analysing information on Twitter have also been 
demonstrated as efficient predictors of electoral results in 
various countries (Jaidka et al., 2019).

Given the established importance of these platforms, 
understanding how discourse navigates on them can explain 
much about its mechanisms of legitimation. The definition of 
discourse depends on the theoretical approach, but it usually 
refers to a text in context, that is, any utterance whose 
production is controlled and selected to support a certain 
social order (Reisigl & Wodak, 2009). Discourse is thus an 
instrument used to define and shape social relations, and every 
discourse contains ideologies that support social practices that 
are usually presented as neutral. Therefore, discourse analysis 
aims to unveil the assumptions concealed in a text. To this end, 
strategies of analysis are employed to examine how state-
ments are constructed, revealing the implicit ideological 
assumptions of the producer of the message (Van Dijk, 2014).

In most approaches, this analysis focusses on the stage of 
discourse production, for example, how a newspaper text 
produces meanings beyond the text itself. However, in the case 
of social media, it is also essential to examine how other 
participants construe and consume the discourse, as they are 
often co-producers. Although investigations of discursive 
legitimation in management are still scarce (Vaara et al., 2006; 
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Vaara & Tienari, 2011), the analysis of social media settings 
reveals the great potential created by their dialogical nature. 
For example, Glozer et al. (2019) discussed the role of social 
media for discursive legitimation in an organisation-led social 
media setting and proposed three main functions for it: estab-
lishing discursive authority; validating normative, moral and 
rational evidence; and controlling consensus by harmonising 
dissent. In our case, we will expand on how the particular 
information architecture on social media realises similar mech-
anisms beyond the reach of organisational control.

Framework: From the production to the 
consumption of discourse

On social media, the more a post receives comments or ‘likes’, 
the greater its visibility, which moulds the structure available 
for  discursive interaction (Khosravinik, 2017). In addition, as 
operationalised by algorithms, the text is not limited to the 
initial post; it is augmented by comments inserted in pre-fixed 
interaction templates, such as reactions, shares, and the sequenc-
ing of comments. The clear division between producers and 
consumers of text is thus broken, and the dynamics of the 
communication event no longer occur on a one-to-one basis 
but from many to many (Bouvier & Machin, 2018).

We adapted Van Dijk’s (1998, 2011, 2015) analytical 
framework to the analysis of social media texts. His socio-cog-
nitive theory allows us to approach discourse structures in the 
interface between socially shared representations and personal 
practices, that is, between social structures and individual 
agency. This approach reveals the social structures of power 
and control via the relationships between discourse and 
cognition, that is, the capacity to process information and trans-
form it into knowledge (Van Dijk, 1998). One of the main 
assumptions is that ideology shapes the construction of mental 
models (also known as personal situation models), which in 

turn mediate how discourse is understood or interpreted 
(Van Dijk, 2015). Although Van Dijk does not use the example 
of social media, we can apply his approach following the same 
categories, as shown in Figure 1. For example, the content 
posted on social network platforms—as in other genres—
would not be reduced to the communication per se, but to a 
given communicative event triggered by the topic of the post 
and how its content is inscribed in the interactive structure 
(reactions, shares, comments). This situation is capable of 
reproducing or reinforcing the ideas of institutions, groups, and 
symbolic elites on the mental models of those who consume/
reproduce/produce posts.

As illustrated in Figure 1, powerful groups and institutions 
control the discourse structures that are consumed in com-
municative events, but the consumption of this discourse will 
depend on the mental model. This model refers to personal 
and social cognition, which are nonetheless also controlled in-
directly by the same discourse structures. If such discursive 
control over the mental models of recipients is in the best in-
terests of the speakers or writers and against the best interests 
of the recipients, we have an instance of discursive power 
abuse, usually called manipulation (Van Dijk, 2015, p. 472). 
Therefore, the social reproduction of ideologies reflects a 
structure of concrete social practices of the different social 
groups with which individuals identify, even though this influ-
ence does not occur directly and is mediated by variables of 
contextual and evaluative beliefs (Van Dijk, 1998).

Method

Empirical context: Higher education in Brazil

As stated in the constitution, Brazilian public universities hold the 
status of autarchies, subjected to public administration principles 
and federal audit but endowed with pedagogical-scientific, 

Source: Van Dijk, 2015, p. 474.

Figure 1.  Schema of discursive reproduction.
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administrative and financial autonomy (Minto, 2018). However, 
because the government funds them, such organisations face a 
similar legitimacy dilemma to other government and public 
administration organisations, which calls for clear social impact as 
a response to limited public funds. Since 2015, the decreasing 
federal investment in research and public universities has trig-
gered the defence of higher education by social movements 
informing the public about the positive social impact of research 
and higher education.

One of the main messages communicated by their advo-
cates is the quality of education in Brazilian public institutions. 
Whereas primary and secondary private schools often offer 
better-quality services than public institutions, it is the opposite 
in higher education, where 27 out of the 30 best universities in 
the country, in most rankings, are public ones. As a result, 
Brazilian public universities generally benefit from a much 
better reputation than the private sector (Bielschowsky, 2019), 
which is dominated by profit-seeking corporate groups. Yet, 
only about one in six university students attend public, fee-free 
courses. Because of the highly competitive entrance, for 
decades public universities have fought against the stigma of 
being elitist institutions that admit only those with access to 
better schooling. Despite recent improvements in expanding 
higher education access to the lower socio-economic classes 
with successful affirmative policies of inclusion, the model 
remains controversial in the country, and many take advantage 
of this to argue that it should be abandoned altogether, giving 
space to the private market.

In Brazil, the dispute between public funding of higher 
education and the private market of universities is historical. In 
1933, private institutions accounted for 44% of higher 
education enrolments, and a rapid increase from 1964 to 1984 
brought this share to 64.3% (Durham, 2003). Between 1990 
and 2003, enrolments in the private sector grew by 187% 
against 87% in the public sector, and between 2004 and 2017, 
the former grew by 109% and the latter by 74% (Instituto 
Nacional de Estudos e Pesquisas Educacionais [INEP], 2022). 
As a result of this historical bigger expansion of the private 
sector, access to public higher education remains restricted 
nowadays. Although more than 80% of students in primary 
and secondary education are enrolled in public institutions, for 
higher education, it is only 15.4% of the 3.6 million students 
(INEP, 2022). The limited access to completely free education 
still poses a big barrier for higher education in the country. In 
2020, only 23% of Brazilian adults aged 25–34 years held a 
tertiary education degree, which is almost half of the 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD, 2021) average.

In addition to higher education, universities return to society 
the impact of their research and direct public services, for 
example, through free clinics or technical consulting. However, 
their funding is mainly challenged in relation to the free 

education they offer. Since the enactment of the right to free 
public education at all levels, promulgated by the Brazilian 
Federal Constitution of 1988, debates have been repeatedly 
held in Congress proposing the implementation of tuition fees 
(Minto, 2018). These debates returned strongly to the political 
agenda in 2018, as the interest in public universities dominated 
the public arena during the presidential elections in Brazil (Da 
Silva & Kerbauy, 2019). This interest was spiked by a proposal 
to implement tuition fees in public universities, which exacer-
bated discursive disputes about the meaning of public higher 
education, especially in federal universities.

Neoliberal reforms had already hit Brazilian higher educa-
tion in the previous three decades. The much faster expansion 
of private education with direct funding by the state, laws 
enabling private companies to benefit from public infrastruc-
ture in research partnerships, and increasing dependence of 
universities on private donations were signs of academic capi-
talism increasingly operating in the country (Costa & Goulart, 
2018). However, the period between 2003 and 2019 was also 
marked by a vast expansion of free public higher education 
both in number of institutions (+47%) and students (+72%), in 
addition to the many affirmative policies that increased the 
access for low-income and black students (Carmo et al., 2014). 
This period of democratisation of access reinforced the sym-
bolic association of public universities with progressive and 
democratic movements, an image they created out of their 
historical role of resistance against autocratic regimes, including 
the non-democratic period between 1964 and 1984. As a 
result, far-right movements elected universities as enemies to 
be fought. Emboldened by previously existing conservative 
movements, and with the support of emerging social network 
platforms, the far right targeted public universities in their polit-
ical messages, often misinforming the population about these 
institutions by using derogatory left-wing stereotypes. We 
explain next how we collected and analysed data concerning 
this dispute for legitimacy.

Data collection and analysis

In the first stage of the study, we wanted to identify the moments 
when the topic of public universities was most in evidence in the 
public debate. Given the lack of available tools to make analytical 
queries on the dataset of social network platforms, in the first stage 
of the study, we used the Google Trends1 tool to search for the 
term ‘public universities’ in the period between 2013 (when the far 
right emerged) and 2019. The peak of the search trend on Google 
was in May 2019, and the second-highest peak occurred in )
October 2018 (see Figure 2). We selected these two moments to 

1.  Using graphs, the tool Google Trends allows us to analyse the frequency 
with which a certain term is searched on the Internet. The tool reports on 
the relationship between online traffic and a social event. URL: https://
trends.google.com.br/trends/?geo=BR [accessed on October 21, 2020]

https://trends.google.com.br/trends/?geo=BR
https://trends.google.com.br/trends/?geo=BR
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analyse the interactions on two social network platforms: Twitter 
and Facebook. Twitter has a flexible search tool, allowing the 
parameters of research to be defined and the most important 
[highest engagement] posts identified, but that is not the case with 
Facebook. Therefore, first, we decided to perform a search for 
news stories using Google Search in the two periods described 
above. Considering that social media and traditional media mutu-
ally influence each other in defining the agenda of conversation 
(Schmidt, 2017), we wanted to identify relevant stories that had 
been later posted on social media. We created a corpus of 144 
stories for the 2018 week and 118 stories for the 2019 week, 
which helped us understand the context of the debates happening 
on social media.

The period between October 21 and 27, 2018, during the 
presidential election campaign, was when the dispute over the 
higher education model appeared strongly on social media, 
which was also the first time in the history of Brazilian elec-
tions that higher education occupied a central place in the 
campaigns (Da Silva & Kerbauy, 2019). When annotating 
the corpus for the results of that week, we identified that the 
central focus of the discussions was tuition fees in public 
universities, a topic related to the government proposal of the 
then-presidential candidate Jair Bolsonaro. We then selected 
the posts on Facebook regarding the proposal to charge 
tuition fees that had the biggest repercussion (measured by 
the number of shares as a proxy for engagement). The three 
news headlines with the highest engagement (i.e., interactions) 
were identified and analysed in detail (see Table 1). The first 
thread (post from the daily Estadão) was used in this article to 
present the results.

During the second period, between May 5 and 11, 2019, in 
the fifth month of Jair Bolsonaro’s administration, there was a 
strong repercussion caused by the statements given the 
previous week by the Minister of Education announcing a 30% 
budget cut to higher education. The stories presented the 
disputes around the reasons, constraints, and possibility of 
fulfilment of the proposal. The fact was further inflamed by 
persecutory statements, particularly when he threatened to 
cut funding particularly from universities that were too politi-
cally active, provoking student demonstrations across the 
country, later described by social movements as the ‘Education 

Tsunami’. For this second timeframe, we conducted an 
advanced Twitter search for the term ‘universities’. The three 
tweets that mentioned public universities and had the highest 
engagement were identified and their threads (a tweet 
followed by comments or answers) underwent an in-depth 
analysis. The thread triggered by President Bolsonaro was used 
in this article to discuss the results.

The communicative situations identified above were analysed 
according to the socio-cognitive approach (Van Dijk, 2014, 2015) 
to reveal the mobilised ideologies in the attempted control of 
mental models for each communicative event, which is triggered 
by the first post of each thread (triggering claim) and continues 
with the following interactions (reactions and comments struc-
tured in discursive interactions). Inductive coding was performed 
for the selected posts and comments to establish the mobilised 
ideologies in each case. The first author coded the content from 
Twitter, and the second coded the content from Facebook, and 
the results were then cross-checked for similarities. The texts 
were analysed by exploring the semantic structure of the 
announcement of the post (images, title, lede), the discourses of 
the texts of the triggering post, and the subsequent interaction 
established in the thread between the platform users.

We analysed the comments from a cognitive perspective, to 
identify mental models (how users appear to see, interpret, 
and mentally represent the properties of the social situation in 
which they are involved); and a social perspective, in order to 
compare the level of adequacy of the elements of discourse of 
each interlocutor in relation to the actual problems that were 
evoked. The groups that disputed the meanings of the dis-
course were identified from the comments with the most 
reactions. Then, the adopted rhetorical strategies for delegiti-
mating opponent or dissident discourse were identified and 
linked to the supporting ideologies of each group. The key role 
played by the architecture of social platforms in changing the 
message during the interactions emerged from this analysis.

Findings

In this section, the main findings following the three main steps 
of analysis will be reported. We will: (1) present the posts 
selected to illustrate the results of the analysis, (2) discuss how 

Source: Google Trends, 2020.

Figure 2.  Popularity of the term ‘public universities’ in relation to the peak (100%), from 01 January 2013 to 01 January 2020.
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the interactions that followed these posts highlighted and 
selected mental models, and finally (3) demonstrate how these 
mental representations underlying discourse meanings differ-
entiate groups that struggle by mobilising different ideologies.

Posts triggering the communicative event

Figure 3 highlights the Facebook post of the news story 
with the highest engagement during the first timeframe 

(October 21–27, 2018). The headline and the summary 
(lede) of the story, translated in the figure caption, rein-
force the emphasis given to the central characters. The 
campaign ‘advisors’ [the team preparing the government 
programme] mobilise a technical topos, and their argument 
is highlighted in the post: ‘advisors point to the high cost [of 
federal universities] in comparison with private universi-
ties’. The full story explains the counterargument by the 
association of rectors and the  national union, explaining 

Table 1. Threads coded using the socio-cognitive approach.

Thread Engagement Communicative event

Newspaper Estadão on Facebook: 
Bolsonaro’s team wants to charge tuition 
fees at federal universities (2018-10-22)

16,299 shares, 17,632 likes, 5,904 
comments

Triggering Claims: students come from high-income families and 
high cost of universities

Discursive interactions: ad-hominem fallacies against students 
framed as party seekers vs. those who do not study in 
universities should not talk about them

Mobilised ideologies: university as a moral threat vs. university as a 
meritocratic institution

Magazine Exame on Facebook: Bolsonaro’s 
team wants to charge tuition fees at 
federal universities (2018-10-2)

9,400 shares, 10,000 likes, 3,100 
comments

Triggering Claims: students come from high-income families and 
high cost of universities

Discursive interactions: negative description of university students 
and distancing Bolsonaro from the Workers’ Party vs. negative 
description of the president’s supporters

Mobilised ideologies: ‘antipetismo’ (rejection of Workers Party) 
and populism vs. elitism

Newspaper Gazeta do Povo on Facebook: 
Bolsonaro’s program plans to charge tuition 
fees at public universities (2018-10-23)

441 shares, 2,000 likes, 662 comments Triggering Claims: the proposal aims to use the funds raised to 
finance places for lower-income students

Discursive interactions: in Brazil, only the poor pay for college and 
the media is biased in highlighting the proposal vs. everyone 
should have access to free and quality education

Mobilised ideologies: ‘bolsonarism’ (populist exaltation of the 
leader) vs. education as a social right

President Bolsonaro’s official account on 
Twitter claiming that the university budget 
cuts were a lie (2019-05-10)

5,910 shares, 26,200 likes, 2,100 
comments

Triggering Claims: the 30% cut in universities’ budgets is a lie 
created by government enemies.

Discursive interactions: students will defeat the government which 
is lying vs. police will bring order against protesters

Mobilised ideologies: neoconservatism vs. social change through 
popular movement

Citizen ‘Iuri K’. on Twitter criticising the 
government’s actions against education 
in the previous week (2019-05-09) 

5,690 shares, 13,800 likes, 247 
comments

Triggering Claims: the government promotes multiple regulatory 
changes to disinvest in education and are liberalising the right to 
carry arms

Discursive interactions: people in Brazil are blind and cannot see 
reality vs. leftist militants spread lies

Mobilised ideologies: neoconservatism, denialism vs political 
superiority

Congresswomen Sâmia Bomfim on Twitter 
criticising mistakes by the Ministry of 
Education and the budget cut (2019-05-10)

3,148 shares, 13,100 likes, 111 
comments

Triggering Claims: the government is incompetent and ill-educated 
and has no legitimacy to cut education funds

Discursive interactions: those who want higher education should 
pay for it vs. the minister represents the sentiment of the raging 
middle class

Mobilised ideologies: neoliberalism vs. feminism

Source: Own elaboration.

Note: The threads highlighted will be discussed in detail.
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that these costs cannot be compared because they refer to 
different things. However, this is only briefly reflected at the 
end of the summary in the statement: ‘entities deny 
relationship’. The rhetorical strategy used to frame the two 
opposing groups is another indication of discursive 
construal. One side is predicated affirmatively to set the 
agenda, and the other is defensively negative; while the 
‘advisors indicate’, ‘entities deny’.

In the full news ar ticle published on the website, the 
union representative explains that it is a mistake to com-
pare the direct costs of these two types of institutions 
(public vs. private) because most of the federal university 

budget goes to scientific research, which is not conducted 
in most private universities. Brazilian scientific production 
takes place almost exclusively (at least 90%) within public 
universities (Clarivate Analytics, 2018). On the newspaper’s 
website, the National Association of Rectors of Federal 
Institutions of Higher Education also showed that two out 
of three federal university students come from the lower 
social classes. However, the text with which most users 
interacted was not from the newspaper’s website but the 
news post.

Regarding the second timeframe investigated (May 5–11, 
2019), Figure 4 presents the tweet with the highest 

Source: Estadão (2018).

Note: Translation: ‘Bolsonaro’s Team wants to charge tuition fees in federal universities: advisors point to the high cost in comparison with private 
universities and the fact that most students come from high-income families; entities deny relationship and expert sees unconstitutionality’.

Figure 3.  Estadão newspaper’s post.
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engagement on Twitter when the topic of the agenda was the 
threat of university budget cuts. We analysed the tweet’s title 
and the transcript of the video. The tweet shared by the pres-
ident in office, Jair Bolsonaro, was titled ‘The lie about the 30% 
university cut’.

In the reproduced video, the mayor of the city of Itajubá, 
Carlos Molina (Social Democratic Brazilian Par ty [PSDB]), 
star ts by presenting himself as a federal university profes-
sor and then countering government critics. He claims that 
the budget of federal universities would not be slashed by 
30% as announced by the media because this percentage 
would only apply to the discretionary expenses (non-oblig-
atory), which correspond to 25% of the total, meaning the 
reduction would instead be 30% of 25%, 7.5%. In later 
developments, we learned that the budget for the coun-
try’s federal universities would have been reduced in fact 
by R$1.7 billion (approximately €379 million), which rep-
resents 24.84% (not 30%) of the non-compulsory expenses 
(the so-called discretionary expenses) managed by the uni-
versities and 3.43% (not 7.5%) of the total budget. In the 
video, Mr. Molina also said that previous administrations 
had made similar cuts and amendments to the budget law, 
even though he did not explain that the planned budgets in 

those years were also much higher : R$15.3 billion in 2015 
against R$6.9 billion in 2019, for example. The video con-
tinues with criticism of those who protested against the 
budget cuts of 2019:

It is not a coincidence that most of those who are flaunting 
and overestimating the numbers, overestimating the budget 
reduction, even twisting information and numbers are also 
against pension reform and the projects I mentioned just now. 
In truth, they are against the government. They are the resis-
tance. Otherwise, they would have made the same noise they 
are making now in 2014 and 2015, but they didn’t. (Video 
transcript, 4:24 min)

This text’s argumentative construction begins with a techni-
cal budget theme, and it shifts towards the partisan motiva-
tions of those who criticise the cut, indicating an ad-hominem 
strategy. The argument suggests that what matters is not what 
the portrayed individuals claim to be the truth, but who they 
are. Because these individuals are also opposed to other gov-
ernment projects, they are framed as advocates of previous 
administrations, even though previous administrations are not 
under discussion. More than the arguments used by those who 
criticise the budget cuts, the criteria of truth used in this  
circumstantial variant of the ad-hominem fallacy is the 

Source: Jair M. Bolsonaro [@jairbolsonaro]. (2019, May 10). A mentira do corte de 30% nas Universidades [Tweet]. Twitter. URL: https://twitter.com/
Miraci31/status/1126889019487465472 [accessed on January 12, 2020].

Note: Translation: ‘The lie of the 30% university cut’.

Figure 4.  President Jair Bolsonaro’s tweet.

https://twitter.com/Miraci31/status/1126889019487465472
https://twitter.com/Miraci31/status/1126889019487465472
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interlocutor’s personal circumstances. However, to some de-
gree, the video also appeals to the abusive variant of this fallacy, 
that is, a direct attack on the opponent’s character. This variant 
serves as a hook for the post’s interactions, which completely 
abandon the technical part of the argument, as will be demon-
strated in the next section.

The discursive consumption and reproduction: 
Selecting mental models

After presenting two posts that trigger communicative events, 
we move towards the central part of this analysis: the interac-
tional analysis of comments and reactions. On social network-
ing platforms, the instant reaction features enable users to 
interact with a publication, which can be seen as a particular 
discourse structure present in the texts. Through reaction 
icons, the content of a post is immediately consumed, but not 
necessarily the full article to which it refers. This is the case of 
the Facebook post illustrated in Figure 3, with approximately 
18,000 reactions and 6,000 comments. Reactions are a brief 
and superficial mode of discursive interaction of consumption/
reproduction that allows for an equally superficial, but not 
absent, insertion of individuals in the communicative event. 
Reactions to the post (such as ‘like’, ‘love’, and ‘laugh’) enhance 
the visibility given by algorithms while also pointing to the con-
cealment of discursive content and agency (who speaks, to 
whom, and how).

On social media, only 0.013% of those who view a news 
post click on it to see the story; and less than half of those who 
share a story on their newsfeed read the full text (Gabielkov 
et al., 2016). In a scenario where the vast majority of users 
usually do not access the full story or do not watch a shared 
video, individuals are restricted to the image/title/lede struc-
tures or the shared video title. The triggering claim is thus an 
important element to control the discourse of the communi-
cative situation, but it is not the only one. The debate between 
interlocutors of opposing political tendencies occurs in a frag-
mented way through comments or answers whose promi-
nence depends on their frequency of interaction. Such 
engendering is linked to the communicative event’s situational 
‘closing’ parameter (Van Dijk, 1998, p. 219), which determines 
the limits of the conversation and what message will be the 
centre of the discussion. This is illustrated in the example of 
Figure 5.

The participant in Figure 5 used the pun ‘Jair’ (the president’s 
first name), instead of ‘já ir’ (which means ‘start’, in Portuguese), 
suggesting that university students should ‘start saving the pot 
money to pay for college’. It invokes the stereotype of public 
university students as troublemakers and deviant. In addition 
to a synecdoche that suggests that all public university students 
smoke marijuana, the suggestion reinforces an abusive variance 
of the ad-hominem fallacy, which allows a direct attack on those 

students. The discourse crafted by the interactions changed 
the message in the initial text of the post by shifting its 
argumentative topos by mobilising the ideology of universities 
as a moral threat. This comment had approximately 4,500 
reactions, automatically expanding its reach, as comments with 
more interactions are often displayed automatically below the 
text, changing the text to be consumed by subsequent users.

Still from the same message, the replica to the comment 
that generated the most reactions is also the first to appear. 
The response invoked the ideology of public universities as 
meritocratic institutions, suggesting that the previous partic-
ipant criticised it because he was not competent to enter 
one, and implying his opinion should thus be disregarded. 
This argument refers to the competitive entrance exams 
applied by public universities. At the top of the most liked, 
these comments show that the focus of the debate became 
identity-based, shifting away from the original topic of the 
discussion. The participants do not assess university stu-
dents’ efficiency or social class but dispute the ideological 
beliefs that public university students are marijuana users vs. 
those who cannot pass the entrance exams are not 
competent.

Therefore, although public universities score on average 
50% higher than private universities in national assessments 
and cost the state the same investment per student than 
private institutions charge as fees (Bielschowsky, 2019), the 
discourse meanings in the highlighted comment and response 
had nothing to do with cost efficiency or the fundamental right 
to education. This selection by the platform algorithm uses the 
number of interactions as a key variable to increase the mes-
sage’s visibility, determining its relevance in the communicative 
process in terms of power, reach, and distinction, which are key 
elements for discourse consumption (Van Dijk, 2015). What 
counts as continuity in discourse production varies according 

Source: É melhor jair economizando no dinheiro da maconha pra pagar a 
facul. (2018). [Facebook post comments]. Facebook. URL: https://www.
facebook.com/estadao/posts/2850236591658051 [accessed on 
October 8, 2019].

Note: Translations: ‘You better start saving the pot money to pay for 
college’, ‘Well, well, well, it looks like we’ve got a repressed person who 
wasn’t able to pass their public university exams’.

Figure 5.  Comment that caused the most reactions to the post in 
Figure 3.

https://www.facebook.com/estadao/posts/2850236591658051
https://www.facebook.com/estadao/posts/2850236591658051
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to the settings of each platform (Facebook, Instagram, etc.), but 
is primarily determined by the level of user interaction—
whether they are real users or bots intentionally created to 
boost a comment (Forelle et al., 2015). Therefore, even if dis-
senting voices exist, they become invisible, resulting in a practi-
cal mechanism of discursive finalisation (Glozer et al., 2019) 
that is structurally operated without the intervention of any 
particular actor.

The new produced text has direct implications in the sub-
sequent interactions. According to Van Dijk (1998), when 
individuals wish to communicate, they resort to a mental 
model from which they select the information to be used, 
according to the beliefs that guide their actions in a given social 
situation. As a result, users’ comments on social media may 
differ from the intentions of the post’s author:

recipients only need ‘half a word’ to reconstruct an intended 
mental model with help of the inferences based on situationally 
and socioculturally shared generic knowledge [. . .]. This also explains 
the obvious consequence that recipient models may be different 
from intended speaker models. (Van Dijk, 2014, p. 125)

Therefore, the mental models used to interpret the mes-
sage are shaped by socially shared knowledge and ideologies, 
and affect the recipient’s understanding of the meaning 
attributed by the speaker. Furthermore, since comments and 
reactions to the post essentially change the text to be con-
sumed by the next recipient, the more interactions that occur, 
the more the consumed message will be semantically discon-
nected from the topic of the triggering event (i.e., teaching 
fees) framed by the original speaker. This process of discourse 
control will be better detailed in the next section.

Discourse control through the interactions with 
comments and reactions

We observed above how the debate about tuition fees in fed-
eral universities was selectively shifted by a set of beliefs and 
ideas of individuals and what they inferred about the daily life 
of these universities (such as students’ marijuana consump-
tion). This is not just an individual construal; it results from a 
broader ideology with naturalised (pre)conceptions. As we 
explained, based on the socio-cognitive approach (Figure 1), 
the discourse-society relation is mediated by mental models. 
However, while in traditional genres of text, ‘specific discourse 
structures may influence the contents and the structures of 
mental models in ways preferred by the speakers’ (Van Dijk, 
2015, p. 472), in social network platforms, this control happens 
during the interaction, increasing the importance of the online 
struggle for how mental models will be selectively affected. 
Therefore, we will now expand on how the communicative 
resources present in the social network platforms, such as tags, 
reactions, shares, hyperlinks, comments, or images give an 

outlet to the expression of meanings that in some ways were 
already present in the mental models but became strategically 
enhanced to produce a new text that legitimates neoliberal 
interests.

We analysed the 232 replies that followed the comment in 
Figure 5. Firstly, some fought back against the alleged gener-
alised use of marijuana, narrating their own experiences as uni-
versity students or directly questioning the author by asking, 
‘What about those who don’t buy marijuana, only rice and 
beans?’ Furthermore, most of the negative comments targeted 
federal public universities with labels like ‘true brothels, left-
wing militant groups’. Thus, the discourse structures of those 
who defended tuition fees reinforced the ideological position 
that represented these public institutions as a moral threat to 
society. In effect, one of the ways to rhetorically discredit an 
opponent is to stereotypically predicate them as socially 
misadjusted (Reisigl & Wodak, 2009), with descriptions such as 
‘misfit’, ‘irresponsible’, or ‘irrational’. In our case, this strategy 
was a way of escaping from technical and political-economic 
arguments about access to education.

Several advocates of public universities also replied by criti-
cising the implications of charging tuition fees with statements 
such as ‘I don’t know what world you live in …’; ‘the reality is 
that many students depend on scholarships and the subsidized 
university restaurant …’; ‘those who come from the country-
side have just a bit of money to pay rent’. They refer to the fact 
that poor students can only study in public universities because 
they are tuition-free and offer continuity programmes to 
support low-income students financially. These users brought 
new elements to the debate, touching on needs that are not 
solved by charging tuition fees. However, the reply to this first 
comment that reached the highest engagement, as shown in 
the figure, only antagonised the previous author who criticised 
public university students by saying that he was someone who 
‘was not capable of being admitted into one’. The subsequent 
interactions reduced the actors/groups to two opposing fronts 
characterised by their identity and anchored them increasingly 
further away from the technical topos of the discussion. Only 
one reply pointed out that the possible reduction of public 
resources passed on to public universities would lead to a 
drop in the quality of higher education, but it obtained no reac-
tion from other users. This is also a relevant factor, as this 
mechanism of (in)visibility, by not interacting or ignoring certain 
comments, is a way to exercise ‘closing power’ (Van Dijk, 2015) 
over the communicative event on social media.

Similar dynamics occurred in the case of Twitter in 2019, in 
which the president tweeted referring to the budget cuts as 
a ‘lie’. Juliano Medeiros’ (the president of an opposition party, 
PSOL—Partido Socialismo e Liberdade) answer had the 
highest engagement and, therefore, greatest visibility (Figure 6). 
It did not mention the technical aspects of the discourse, 
even though technical arguments are also always political. 
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Instead, his reply focussed on the president’s character and 
his administration (‘you are the liar’; ‘your robot-followers on 
duty’; ‘your far-right administration’) and called the opposition 
to the scheduled demonstrations, placing himself within this 
group (‘students will fill the streets’; ‘we’ll have even more 
people’; ‘with students leading’). The synecdoche applied to 
Chile (‘this will turn into a Chile’) refers to what occurred in 
the neighbouring country, where the population had taken to 
the streets for weeks that same year, paralysing the govern-
ment and forcing the implementation of progressive policies.

Responding to this interaction, government supporters 
reacted mostly to the allegorical reply of a user who shared a 

video in which students are dispersed by a police officer using 
pepper spray. The video is preceded by the comment ‘Here 
comes the gas!’, the same phrase shouted by those who sell 
kitchen gas cylinders on the streets of Brazil. Thus, the met-
onymic use of ‘gas’ was a pun aimed at legitimising the violent act 
presented in the video to silence others. The strategy is effective 
as interlocutors engage with the humorous sense of the mes-
sage and ignore the violence it conveys. At this point of the 
discussion, there are no more concerns with budget issues or 
the role of education. It is simply a dispute between two identity 
groups who share more antagonistic positions on the partisan-
ship spectrum than the ideological spectrum. Other users who 

Source: Juliano Medeiros [@julianopsol50]. (2019, May 10). Mentiroso é  você! [Tweet]. Twitter. URL: https://twitter.com/Miraci31/status/112688901​
9487465472 [accessed on January 12, 2020].

Note: Translation: ‘You are the liar! Students will fill the streets next week. And if your robot-followers on duty resort to repression, know that we’ll 
have even more people on the streets. This will turn into a Chile, with students leading the downfall of your far-right administration’.

Figure 6.  The comment that generated most reactions to the post in Figure 4.

https://twitter.com/Miraci31/status/1126889019487465472
https://twitter.com/Miraci31/status/1126889019487465472
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subsequently open the thread would be presented with a com-
municative event whose context favours a similar engagement.

As we can see, these discursive interactions are directly 
driven by the protocols and available resources of the commu-
nicative event (e.g., the algorithms of social platforms). Unaware 
of a process that seems transparent to them, individuals try to 
exercise active control over their daily interactions and con-
versations, and at the same time, they are also somewhat pas-
sive targets of public texts and discourses of other actors that 
exert influence over their beliefs and actions. Ultimately, the 
instrument of legitimation of actions undertaken by members 
of the same group is the ideology they share: ‘In sum, ideologies 
form the basic principles of group-internal legitimation. They 
do so by specifying the ideological categories of membership’ 
(Van Dijk, 1998, p. 257). However, these ideologies (e.g., moral 
conservatism about drugs) are semantically disconnected from 
what they ultimately legitimise: the (neoliberal) practice of 
charging fees to previously free education.

Discussion

(De)legitimising an inclusive university for 
everyone

In the first two government budgets that the Bolsonaro admin-
istration produced, the federal budget allocated to higher 
education was slashed by R$1.1 billion each year. Although we 
cannot establish causality between the struggles analysed here 
and the subsequent political decisions, we can argue that the 
same neoliberal discourse pervades them. The powerful 
groups and symbolic elites who control the discourse struc-
tures of a communicative event (Van Dijk, 2015) are interested 
in the privatisation of education, and the delegitimation of 
public funding of universities and its redistributive function is 
instrumental for that process. In Brazil, the political movements 
that aim to exempt the state from its duty of ensuring public 
and free education have been associated both with the 
capitalist structural crisis (Minto, 2018) and the expected evo-
lution of neoliberal governance (Costa & Goulart, 2018), which 
demonstrate their links with global circuits of neoliberalism.

In effect, in other countries, reforms in higher education 
systems have also increased the importance of student fees 
and other non-public sources for funding universities. We 
know from the management literature, for example, how that 
has increased students’ expectation to learning market valued 
skills to access well-paid positions (Clegg et al., 2011); gener-
ated an instrumental race for institutional legitimacy and pres-
tige by universities to attract more funding (Humphrey & 
Gendron, 2015); reduced sensitivity to university publicness 
replacing it for performance-based values (Chatelain-Ponroy 
et al., 2018); and contributed to the commodification of learn-
ing and reduction of access to segments of the population 

(Bowes-Catton et al., 2020). Increasing dependence on private 
funding is part of a larger scheme of neoliberal governmental-
ity in higher education, which creates ‘a close entanglement 
between rationalities of governance of individuals and gover-
nance of markets’ (Varman et al., 2011, p. 31). In this article, we 
focussed on the legitimation of this neoliberal discourse when 
applied to universities in Brazil.

Attempts of neoliberal reforms have targeted Brazilian 
higher education for a long time (Costa & Goulart, 2018), 
especially benefiting private institutions. Formal education in 
private universities and business schools may play an import-
ant role in perpetuating socio-economic inequality through the 
naturalisation of mechanisms of class privilege—as is also the 
case in other countries (Zulfiqar & Prasad, 2021)—in contrast 
to the political claims of diversity embedded in public universi-
ties (Carmo et al., 2014). In the Brazilian context, the public 
governance of universities allows them to have considerable 
autonomy from the market and attain higher accessibility and 
teaching quality in relation to private institutions (Bielschowsky, 
2019; Minto, 2018). The delegitimation of public universities 
on  social media undermines, precisely, their autonomy, 
and  approaching neoliberalism discursively enabled us to 
understand the local inflections of the neoliberal ideology and 
comprehend its mechanisms of operation.

The texts analysed here show a discursive attempt to change 
the very core of public funding. We showed here how false claims 
regarding technical debates (e.g., that only the elite would attend 
public universities) are intertwined with rhetorical and prejudicial 
framings (e.g., public universities as places of ‘potheads’). The 
identity topos used in the second argument is much more engag-
ing and definitive than the rational argument about students’ eco-
nomic profiles that could be refuted, and the debate managed to 
shift the agenda from the technical to the moral domain.

This mechanism that takes place in social network platforms 
demonstrates that the system of formulation that gives coher-
ence to neoliberal discourse can also draw on other discourses 
that would not be immediately associated with neoliberalism. 
The implication is that the defence of neoliberal policies for 
universities is intertwined with—and sometimes exclusively 
appears through—a moral and identitarian political agenda. 
The cases here illustrate how the far right has systematically 
used moral discourses to defend neoliberal policies. This dis-
cursive strategy is extremely problematic because it suppresses 
the technical evaluation of the socio-economic impacts of 
public policies under consideration. We will now discuss our 
contributions to the debates on this discursive legitimation.

The struggle for discursive legitimacy on social 
media

As discussed above, the burden of neoliberalism in higher 
education has well-documented implications for universities, 
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and their effect also generates organised resistance within 
them (Ball, 2003; Bowes-Catton et al., 2020; Grima, 2011). 
However, much of this struggle happens before managerial 
decisions reach the universities. In that sense, this paper 
draws on the idea that social media is an important arena of 
dispute for legitimacy that can drive political decision-making 
as it ‘provides a new way for internal organizational conflicts 
to emerge beyond an organization’s boundaries that can be 
very consequential’ (Knight & Tsoukas, 2019, p. 192). The 
scale of their importance has also been recently established 
by the literature, for example, ‘what can be deduced from 
the USA 2016 elections is that social media, digital platforms 
and the internet have become game changers in political 
canvassing’ (Ozden & Tanko, 2019, p. 190). What we have 
missed so far is knowing more about their dynamics of 
legitimation.

Through a socio-cognitive approach (Van Dijk, 2015), we 
proposed to interpret how debates on social media connect 
communicative events with social structure through the 
manipulation of mental models. The architecture of informa-
tion on social network platforms favours the production of a 
communicative situation designed to generate identification 
with a group identity. Hence, the discourse of the opponent 
can be delegitimised regardless of the semantics of the original 
topic, for example, via ad-hominem fallacies, based on the affect 
that is mobilised via a structure of discursive practices linked to 
different social groups with which the individual identifies 
dynamically. Legitimation is ‘one of the main social functions of 
ideologies’ (Van Dijk, 1998, p. 255), but the ideological bases 
that underpin the disputes are often concealed, and critical 
discourse analysis helps to reconnect them with the uttered 
claims.

Previous literature had shown the importance of discursive 
analysis for interpreting processes of legitimation and legiti-
macy struggles (Vaara, 2014; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Vaara et al., 
2006). However, this literature has only recently been mobil-
ised in the particularity of the social media context (Glozer et 
al., 2019). Our findings confirm, for example, how the ‘closing 
power’ (Van Dijk, 2015) that the algorithm uses to hide certain 
utterances for the benefit of others resembles the function of 
‘discursive finalization’ (Glozer et al., 2019) that singularises 
authorised voices. We have also made further contributions to 
this field, by analysing the open arenas of social network plat-
forms and revealing the politics of legitimation at the macro 
level. The management field approaches the conditions of insti-
tutional change as temporary, in which the conflict of legiti-
macy judgements would be resolved with the reestablishment 
of the factors that prevent deviant judgement expression 
(Bitektine & Haack, 2015). However, deviant opinions cannot 
be completely suppressed in social media. They thus need to 
be hidden or discredited, making the politics of legitimation 
emerge.

Previous literature in management and beyond had also 
shown other examples of how disruptive social media has 
been within and across organisations, with legitimacy implica-
tions even when legitimacy is not mobilised as a concept. This 
dynamic was seen for instance during Brexit and the 2016 
USA election, where a new political discourse emerged to 
‘play on the unconscious and the emotions in ways that serve 
to reframe the debate’ (Schmidt, 2017, p. 260). Likewise, the 
mobilisation of populist discourses for political gains in the past 
decade has often relied on the same channels worldwide 
(Barros & Wanderley, 2020; Knight & Tsoukas, 2019; Kreis, 
2017). In effect, the openness of social media platforms had 
already been previously associated with uncensored commu-
nication channels inviting difference and dissent in the legitima-
tion process (Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Glozer et al., 2019). 
Building on that literature, our contribution has demonstrated 
the ideological mechanisms of discourse control that enable 
(de)legitimation. We have showed that the informational archi-
tecture available in the structure of interactions on social 
media is the main reason for the shift of the so-called argu-
mentative topos in our case from national policy (technical) to 
moral behaviour (identity).

Concluding remarks

The present article analysed the dispute for legitimacy of pub-
lic universities and their funding in Brazil, based on the changes 
that the growing use of social media has caused in how people 
produce and consume (de)legitimising discourses of public 
higher education. We demonstrated how the architecture of 
information on social media changes how discourse is (re)pro-
duced and consumed and enables the mental model to be 
manipulated in the communicative event. The focus on moral 
topos that highlight identity conflicts and hinder the open 
debate on the importance of universities posed enormous 
challenges for the debates of educational models that are 
alternatives to the neoliberal status quo. In this context, such 
political and economic proposals are legitimised with moral 
and behavioural justifications.

As we have discussed in this paper, in recent years, succes-
sive cuts in the funding of universities have been discursively 
legitimised worldwide, oblivious to all the evidence of the fail-
ure of the Washington Consensus on the expansion of private 
higher education, particularly in developing countries 
(Nurunnabi, 2018). Our analysis helps in understanding how 
these processes of legitimation take place beyond the techni-
cal evidence, and this is why our analysis of discursive legitima-
tion has theoretical and practical implications. Following the 
vast literature on the effects of neoliberal reforms for the com-
modification of higher education, we have also been reminded 
of the importance of critically (re)imagining (Patriotta & 
Starkey, 2008) and changing (Contu, 2018) the university. 
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Unveiling neoliberalism behind the moral evaluation of public 
universities helps to refocus the debates to the implication of 
public policies in higher education.

Finally, although we used data from Facebook and Twitter in 
our analysis, the mechanism is similar for other social network 
platforms, such as Instagram or LinkedIn. Interaction among 
individuals on social media means that communicative events 
mobilise more than the consumption and reproduction of the 
discourse initially conveyed in a post. Social media algorithms 
can select and leverage existing interactions, which are crucial 
to manipulating the mental model defining how the final mes-
sage will be absorbed. This has become a powerful tool to 
influence political decision-making and seek to establish legiti-
macy. However, understanding these mechanisms of operation 
of social media allows users to keep disputing it, and new com-
municative situations can be created by dissenting voices of 
active users.
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