
Ideas y propuestas para  
pensar la universidad en tiempos de incertidumbre

 
Hay quien dice que cualquier tiempo pasado fue mejor y, cuando se piensa en la Universidad, no iba 
a ser menos. Muchas personas, cuando reflexionan sobre la institución universitaria, lo hacen desde 
la nostalgia más profunda. La Universidad ha llegado a describirse por Derrida como una «ciudadela 
expuesta (…) abogada a capitular sin condición» y se ha llegado a entender actualmente como una 
institución ajena a la realidad, que no interfiere en ella ni la transforma, sino que únicamente se adapta 
y toma un papel pasivo e impersonal.

Teniendo en cuenta esta perspectiva, este libro nace con el objetivo de reflexionar sobre los caminos 
que toma y debe tomar la Universidad en la actualidad. En este sentido, es importante traer al presente 
el planteamiento de autores como Ortega, quien se cuestionó «¿para qué existe, está ahí y tiene que 
estar la Universidad?».

Dada la grandeza de esta histórica institución, hay que comprender que la Universidad está forma-
da por múltiples segmentos. El conjunto de todos ellos desemboca en vértices, conectando entre sí y 
haciéndolos interdependientes. Por este motivo, es fundamental pensar, entre otras cuestiones, sobre: 
la Universidad del siglo xxi; el papel del profesorado universitario; sus estudiantes y el objetivo de su 
presencia en la educación superior; qué cuestiones se consideran fundamentales para ser aprendidas de 
forma singular en la universidad; la pedagogía universitaria y la relación entre Universidad y sociedad.
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From Stakeholder to Reflective Student. The 
Italian Poject «Unipandemic» and the Role of Self 
Narration in the University Educational Process

Paolo Bonafede
Universidad de Trento

The European university was prompted in the second half of the XX century by two different 
transformations: firstly, a radical social transformation, marked by the disagreement between the 
elitist model, which had characterised the university of the XIX and early XX centuries, and the 
mass model, i.e. the instances related to the democratization of university and its accessibility to 
a wide public, which followed ’68 season (Payà Rico et al., 2018). 

Despite the dialectic proposed during the 1968 season, the democratic struggles slowly faded 
over the next two decades. In this direction, the debate presented by Bordieu of homo academi-
cus already represents a second, slower and deeper change that has affected the last thirty years: 
a second transformation of university educational system. The neoliberal society has driven a 
paradigm shift on the wave of the imperative of performance while insisting on the construct 
of lifelong learning (UNESCO; 1994; Incheon Declaration, 2015). The aim is to develop a syn-
thesis between social goals and the demands of the economy. The concepts of human capital 
and human resource enhancement were unified, defining a new anthropological model for the 
knowledge society. 

In this context even university starts a progressive transformation: from places iuxta eorum 
naturam, oriented towards medium-long maturation times through study and research, to places 
where both scientific production and the verification of learning are imposed in frenetic times. 
The result of such strategies coincides with the irresistible metamorphosis of educational in-
stitutions into «enterprises» (Maltese, 2014), exasperated by digital quantification (De Martin, 
2017), to the point that evaluations of researchers’ work comes to coincide with productive logics 
and not infrequently, even in official documents, the term «stakeholders» appears instead of 
«students».

As Baldacci writes (2019), the neo-liberal system distorts the very objectives of third-level 
education, declining it on the basis of categories typical of economicist language- Moreover, this 
semantic change affects the role assumed by the concepts of education. The transition from the 
role of student to that of stakeholder represents one of the latest outcomes of a redefinition of 
the coordinates of education that emphasises a clientelistic approach to the university system. 
I argue that this paradigm shift leads to various effects, at an anthropological, sociological and 
theoretical level.

Firstly, the role of the student changes: from a human being in training, with time and paths 
to wait and mature, he becomes an accountant of university credits and fragmented exams. An 
extension of the logic of the market is enacted beyond the frontiers of the market itself, producing 
an accounting subjectivity (Dardot-Laval, 2019). This concept highlights a new configuration of 
the identity of the student, in which the relationship with himself is homologated to the relation-
ship with capital, while losing the reasons for his formative journey. Evidence of this model is 
offered by those who, for various reasons, fail to meet the efficiency standard. The individual’s 

Paolo Bonafede
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perception of the ‘fear of lateness’ is the subject in a series of short stories and campus novels 
(Ammaniti 2014; Marchesini 2017), featuring student-workers who experience delays or give up 
on finishing their studies. This complex phenomenon is reduced to individual guilt. The media 
megaphone fixes an imagery of the university student’s laziness that is the dark side of that con-
tinuous quest for performance and excellence, sometimes translated into anxiety and obsession 
(Deiana, 2021). The spectre of the parasitic student represents the ideologised archetype of the 
reject in the formative age.

Secondly, education revolves around the transformation of people into individuals capable of 
adapting to market demands, capable of withstanding the constant pressure of an increasingly 
savage production system that tends to squeeze people (Chabot, 2017). The principle of compet-
itiveness imposes itself beyond the economic sphere. The positive ideal of educational growth 
is absorbed by the technical need to constantly update one’s skill set in order to avoid being 
excluded. The principle of exclusion substitutes the idea of sociality. As Jan Masschelein notes 
(2023), the pandemic has led to an acceleration in the processes of the elimination of various 
forms of public pedagogical life linked to the university world, altering the ecology of study 
and undermining the responsiveness of the university as an ‘association for study’ - universitas 
studii. In this weakening of pedagogical life, the expansion of a hyper-modern learning factory 
plays a central role. Competition and the spasmodic search for meaning in market dynamics are 
generating stress, loneliness and anxiety in students, as evidenced by international reports (Pew 
RC, 2019).

Finally, affirming the centrality of the pedagogical and intellectual role of competitiveness 
transform the market into creator of values. This implies the unnecessity of any further research 
into truth as a concept-boundary, thus denouncing the impossibility of defining an axiological 
horizon of pedagogical discourse beyond quantitative and utilitarian criteria and finding new 
forms of social legitimisation of the educational task. All this has major effects on the concep-
tion of the educational task. An education limited to accommodating the performance criteria 
give up of ideality, consigning man himself to contingency. Instead of an infinite task, education 
becomes a finite-technical task, devoted exclusively to the search for the skills needed to secure 
one’s place in the labour market.

To disrupt the mechanisms underlying this logic, we propose a humanistic and dialogic edu-
cational model. The core of the process of rethinking education has to be found in a direct, em-
pathic, co-constructive and transformative relationship between teachers and students, allowing 
spontaneous dynamics, which must be flexible, situated, cooperative and democratic (ICFE, 
2020; Baldacci, 2014).

The tool that enables a reconfiguration of the educational relationship in these terms is Nar-
rative thinking; it represents an act of resistance in a market-driven, de-ritualised world. Only 
within the framework of a narrative individual and cultural meaning could be reconstructed 
(Han, 2015).  Narrating is an interpretive act that allows one to build one’s identity, in a dynamic 
circular process of interaction with other people and the world, constructing and reconstructing 
meanings that are shared. These hermeneutic and relational traits make narration a priority tool 
in educational exploration. The reflections of Bruner (1996) have highlighted how the formative 
itinerary is configured in the form of the tale, an unresolved becoming in which the subject who 
narrates himself makes his own a literary criterion in order to discover himself and establish 
his own Self. Ricœur (1996) went on to highlight the relational openness of this narrative space, 
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which makes it possible to qualify the tale as a performative act, in which the listener and the 
speaker are reciprocally moulded.

The UniPandemic project, leaded by dr. Bearzi, lies in this direction. The spirit of produc-
tivity and competition does not recognise the educational process, and it is no coincidence that 
an event of questioning the status quo such as the pandemic has confirmed the criticism of 
efficiency that has also invaded university education. Education is concerned not only with the 
acquisition of qualifications but also with subjectivation, it is therefore a process that is about 
possibility and risk (Biesta, 2013): it can only realise in weak existential modes, precisely be-
cause the generation of the subject is a process in which fragility, limitation and uncertainty are 
the cornerstones of human becoming.

In this way education needs the logic of phronesis, that is wisdom embodied in the course 
of existence in an itinerary of education, which takes on awareness in the form of narrative. 
Starting from the social need to explore experiences in the pandemic years, researchers from 
the Universities of Trento, Rome-Sapienza, Salento and Cassino - Lazio Orientale offered high 
school students and university students a space to narrate and reflect on their experiences in the 
University in 2020, 2021 and 2022. 

The UniPandemic Call was circulated in numerous universities for six months (june-decem-
ber 2022): RomaTre, Sapienza, Tor Vergata, Cassino, Pisa, Salento, Bologna, Padua, Udine, 
Trento. For the most part, this was a promotion of the initiative in the context of certain cours-
es, by lecturers particularly sensitive to the issues of pedagogy and philosophy of education. 
Only 21% autobiographical narratives received corresponded to this considerable diffusion. The 
other 79% matured in a pre-existing relationships, centred on trust and care. Autobiographical 
narration (Demetrio, 2017) constitutes an extension of the capacity for symbolic play (Smorti, 
2018) and stimulates confrontation with the Other in a transitional space (Winnicott, 1974), 
transforming the world as it was understood until the act of writing (and reading). For all these 
reasons, the détournement of lockdown offered an extraordinary opportunity to engage with 
autobiographical narrative. The authors of the UniPandemic stories, by narrating themselves, 
have pursued the intention of sharing, with themselves and their readers, awarenesses that are 
in some ways deeper than what they have experienced and not yet so intensely reworked in the 
immediacy of the situation. Even for readers who enter into an «autobiographical pact» with the 
narrator (Smorti, 2018) - a kind of empathic process, an «interpretative cooperation», a tuning 
in of intentions and mental representations - this opens up the possibility of reconsidering one’s 
own experience and grasping richer and more penetrating meanings, elaborating personal re-in-
terpretations of those «truths».

The centrality of spaces and times of resonance is highlighted as a necessity in the construc-
tion of university courses, to promote the integral education of students. UniPandemic shows 
that reflexivity is at the service of both learning and the interpretation of a life project that op-
poses the so-called industrialisation of subjectivity (Alquati, 2021).

BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES

Alquati, R. (2021). Sulla riproduzione della capacità umana vivente. L’industrializzazione della sogget-
tività. Milano: DeriveApprodi.



64

Ammaniti N. (2014). Lo zoologo, Fango, Torino: Einaudi. 

Baldacci, M. (2014). Per un’idea di scuola. Istruzione, lavoro e democrazia, Milan: F.Angeli. 

Baldacci, M. (2019) L’università della terza fase, Studi sulla Formazione, 22 (2), pp. 11-13.

Biesta, G. (2013). The beautiful risk of education, New York: Routledge.

Bruner J. (1996). La cultura dell’educazione. Milano: Feltrinelli.

Chabot, P. (2017). Global burn-out, Paris: PUF.

Dardot, P., Laval, C. (2019). La nuova ragione del mondo. Critica della razionalità neoliberista. Milano: 
DeriveApprodi.

Deiana R. (2021). L’Università senza vita: studenti-lavoratori e dottorandi nei racconti italiani tra anni 
Novanta e anni Dieci, Ticontre. Teoria Testo Traduzione, 15, 1-18.

Demetrio, D. (2017). La vita si cerca dentro di sé. Lessico autobiografico. Milan: Mimesis.

De Martin, J.C. (2017). Università futura. Tra democrazia e bit. Milano: Codice Ed.

Han, Byung-Chul (2015). La società della trasparenza, Roma: Nottetempo.

ICFE, (2020), Education in a post-COVID-19 world. Nine ideas for public action, Paris: UNESCO. 

Maltese, P. (2014). L’università postfordista. Pisa: ETS.

Marchesini M. (2017). Rapida ascesa di B. Lojacono, in AA.VV., False coscienze, Milan: Bompiani.

Masschelein J. (2023) Rejuvenating and regenerating on-campus education. Why particular forms of 
pedagogical life matter, Ethics and Education, 18 (1), 28-44.

Payà Rico, A. Et alii(Eds.).(2018). Globalizing the student rebellion in the long ’68 (A.M. Gómez Sánchez 
Ed. care). Salamanca: FahrenHouse.

Pew Research Center Report (2019). Most U.S. Teens See Anxiety and Depression as a Major Problem 
Among Their Peers, https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2019/02/20/most-u-s-teens-see-anx-
iety-and-depression-as-a-major-problem-among-their-peers/

Ricœur P. (1996) Sè come un altro, Milano: Jaka Book (ed. or: 1991)

Smorti, A. (2018). Raccontare per capire. Perché narrare aiuta a pensare. Bologna: Il Mulino.

UNESCO (1994), «International Understanding at School», UNESCO ASP Bulletin, 61 (62) pp 4–8. 

World Education Forum (2015). Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action Towards inclusive and 
equitable quality education and lifelong learning for all.

http://AA.VV
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2019/02/20/most-u-s-teens-see-anxiety-and-depression-as-a-major-problem-among-their-peers/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2019/02/20/most-u-s-teens-see-anxiety-and-depression-as-a-major-problem-among-their-peers/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2019/02/20/most-u-s-teens-see-anxiety-and-depression-as-a-major-problem-among-their-peers/

	Portada
	Créditos
	Índice
	From Stakeholder to Reflective Student. The Italian Poject «Unipandemic» and the Role of Self Narration in the University Educational Process
	Paolo Bonafede


