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Mladen Stilinovic, "The conditions for my work
are not in my hands but fortunately they are not
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L. The ratification of the Bologna Agreement on
9th June 1999, produced an unprecedented revolution
in the educational system. Part of the greater European
project (Euro currency, Schengen, NATO, G8), the dec-
laration was meant to establish a comparable structure
for universities throughout the European Union (EU)
in order to facilitate the mobility of students across Eu-
rope and increase competition amongst universities." At
the core of the proposal, the implantation of a common
educational currency would ensure the comparability
between all institutions: The European Credit Trans-
fer and Accumulation System (ECTS) was decided to
be worth 30 hours of work.? Furthermore, a common
3-cycle framework was put in place from undergraduate
study (180-240 ECTS credits), to the master degree (60-
120 ECTS credits) and the doctoral degree levels (120-
420 ECTS credits).?

Under the premises of equity, the project of homogeni-
sation initiated by the Bologna Declaration acted as a
tabula rasa in architectural pedagogy.* Until then, the
discipline favoured a pluridisciplinary approach in an
attempt to situate architecture within a broader range
of studies, but also to stimulate the subjectivity of the
students.® For example, at the Centre de réalisations ex-
périmentales (CREX) in the architecture school of Ge-

neva, students were taught philosophy, history of the
environment, geopolitics and biology alongside “tradi-
tional” theories of construction, as well as design within
the studios.®

Like in most architecture schools at the time, the teach-
ing of Humanities was a central point in Geneva. To de-
velop a comprehensive critical framework, studios and
classes were taught simultaneously in the same room
using a large wooden table and a common blackboard.
Quasi-informal, the configuration of the work space
transcended the academic framework. The methodol-
ogy and the educational content formed a coherent di-
dactic experience based on humanitarian principles and
reciprocity.

Eventually, due to an increased financial pressure caused
by their non-compliance with the Bologna Agreement,
the school was forced to close in 2007’. The radicality
of the curriculum was inherently non-achievable within
the framework of the Declaration and throughout Eu-
rope, most experimental programs were eventually re-
formed or shut down.
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2. In order to understand the implacable suc-
cess of the Bologna Agreement and the ultimate demise
of radical pedagogies around Europe, one has to situ-
ate the declaration within its context. As Iryna Kush-
nir, researcher in Europeanization, Institutions and in-
stitutional change highlights, the declaration remains a
central point in the creation of the EU, and with it, the
expansion of a new form of capitalism.® Based on the
theories of Fred Hayek, neoliberalism fundamentally
differs from "pure” capitalism in its transnational reach.’
The EU undermined the autonomy of the signatory na-
tions in order to create a central market and similarly,
the Bologna Agreements fulfilled the same objectives
with the homogenisation of the curriculum throughout
Europe.

The premise of the neoliberal project is as simple as it is
effective; everything is now to be treated as a commodity.
Thus, knowledge, like wheat, could be bought, traded, or
even speculated upon. As Chris Lorenz explains in his
paper “Will the universities survive the European In-
tegration?”, the Bologna Agreements implemented the
necessary structures to transform the very essence of
knowledge production.'” Contrary to the way scientists
of the Enlightenment sought knowledge in order to de-
fine a “truth”, the Bologna system defines knowledge as
a simple currency. Knowledge is now no longer an end
itself, but merely a means to extract capital. Through a
Marxist perspective, the new curriculum can be under-
stood an unprecedented transition from education for
its “use value” to education for its “sign exchange value”,
as Jean-Francois Lyotard argues:

“The old principle that the acquisition of knowledge is
indissociable from the training (Bildung) of minds, or
even of individuals, is becoming obsolete and will be-
come ever more so. [...] Knowledge ceases to be an end

in itself, it loses its ‘use-value’.!!

As a paradigm of neoliberalism, competition is central
to the proper functioning of universities. The choice of
courses, professors, doctoral students and their num-
bers is directly defined by the market.'> The emergence
of complex ranking systems aimed at quantifying an as-
set's performance is pushing universities towards a ra-
tionalisation of the educational process.” For example,
the “impact factor” is an index used in the academic
world to measure the importance of an author or a jour-
nal. Independent of its intrinsic quality, its market value
is directly determined by its influence calculated in ac-
ademic citations." Thus, knowledge is abstracted to a
simple quantifiable performance; “homo academicus is
now modelled after homo economicus™.'®

Bologna thus rationalises the educational process, but
also participates in the standardisation of its content
and the ranking of knowledge according to its market-
ability.' Furthermore, transferability is essential to the
new system which forces the educational content to be
"mathematically” quantifiable. Consequently, it favours
"explicit" knowledge which can be learned through
study and tested through examination rather than tacit
or embedded knowledge learned through process and
repetition.'” Being able to test students' explicit knowl-
edge in a subject makes standardisation of courses and
grades much easier and, according to Joan Ockman, ex-
plains the recent expansion of polytechnics, whose cur-
riculum is mainly based on scientific branches. The mar-
ketability of “applied technologies” particularly leads
private companies to allocate funds to finance research.
However, this also leads to increasing influence by these
corporations over the direction of the educational pro-
gramme. For example, the closure of the CREX in Ge-
neva is directly linked to the introduction of the ar-
chitecture programme at the Ecole Polytechnique de
Lausanne.'® Sponsored by Holcim, Rolex and Logitech,
the Lausanne school is infinitely more lucrative than an
experimental programme based on environmental phi-
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28. Atack

losophy. Moreover, thanks to the allocation of funds in
their respective fields, they can also expect a direct re-
turn on their investments."

Asargued by Pier Vittorio Aureli, the fundamental shift
initiated by the Bologna Declaration is in the fact that
the new architectural curriculum favours the formation
of a new entrepreneurial class, rather than the “forma-
tion of a good citizen”.? Indeed, without the previous
critical framework, students reproduce the same sys-
temic schemes they are taught; an endless loop of op-
pressive architectural production. Through the concept
of the habitus, Pierre Bourdieu defined a system of val-
ues and behaviours, both formal and informal, imple-
menting a correlation between the product, the circle of
production and reproduction. Thus, the habitus would
perform as “structures structurées prédisposées a fonc-
tionner comme des structures structurantes”?" Hence,
when looked upon through a Bourdieusian lens, the glo-
balised study plan reinforces and replicates ideas and
practices of the dominant culture: male, white and west-
ern.”

As defined by Antonio Gramsci in the 20th century, the
homogenisation of educational programs is undoubt-
edly linked to a hegemonic dynamic aimed at establish-
ing a central power.” The Bologna Declaration, based
on the Anglo-Saxon university system, forced the rest
of Europe to comply with its demands, which resulted
in the suppression of localised curricula. Furthermore,
it prevents through financial incentives the production
of an alternative system that does not conform to exist-
ing power structures.’* Therefore, as Eva Hartmann ar-
gues, the design of the Bologna Agreements can be seen
as an unprecedented attempt of cultural colonisation.?

3. The homogenisation of the different curricula
has been essential to the functioning of the new school
system. However, this has resulted in an inexorable ra-
tionalisation of educational content and forms of peda-
gogy leading to a suppression of potential alternatives.
The standardisation of the system is, however, carried
out in order to facilitate transferability and exchanges,
which, according to the original statement, aims to
democratise “access to education, training opportuni-
ties and related services” throughout Europe.*® With its
noble aim of facilitating intercultural encounters and
exchanges through the single structure, the Declaration
has in fact only served to propagate the dogma of neo-
liberalism.?

If the new forms of teaching are articulated around
the concept of marketability, the creation of a new aca-
demic currency is a key feature of the new curriculum.
The ECTS does not represent a monetary value as such,
but rather a standardised equivalence between time and
performance. Therefore, the European Higher Educa-
tion Area decided that 1 credit will be worth 30 hours of
“successful” work.?® However, the very basis of the equa-
tion is problematic; although ECTS credits are supposed
to define a common basis on material elements, they re-
late two abstract values: time and quality.

Architecture, at the intersection of art and technology,
is confronted with the impossibility of conforming to
the logic of universal credit. The quality of a project, it-
self debatable according to the subjectivity of the mas-
ter, does not systematically correspond to its equivalent
workload. The possibility of granting - or not - credits
thus becomes an additional means of pressure, allow-
ing teaching staff to increase the workload at will. In
that sense, ECTS caused the opposite reaction in archi-
tecture to the one originally intended; instead of regu-
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lating the workload to be done to obtain a certificate of
competence, it opens a loophole to increase competition
between students and between universities.

“We must in particular look at the objective of increas-
ing 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 acquires a
world-wide degree of attraction equal to our extraordi-
nary cultural and scientific traditions.”*

Competition is essential for the proper functioning of
neoliberalism. In that sense, the facilitation of transfer-
ability induced by the standardisation of the curriculum
and the introduction of ECTS credits actively reinforces
competition in the academic environment. In order to
do so, a maximum of workers - or in that case, students
- must be put in competition, and the Bologna Agree-
ments define the creation of a single educational mar-
ket where universities pit students against each other in
order to achieve the best possible results. However, the
regularisation of working time promised by the insti-
gation of a universal credit system is inherently incom-
patible with architectural studies. Therefore, the theo-
retically “healthy” competition turns into a continuous
exploitation where the constant fear of academic fail-
ure, used as a repressive tool, prevents students from ac-
tively tackling the multiple challenges inherent in their
studies.’® Like the factory worker, students have given
up on promises of qualitative apprenticeship by accept-
ing their exploitative condition.

Internalised, this culture of violence is justified by num-
bers, rankings, credits, and grades, regardless of the in-
trinsic value of the education. Because of the raging
competition throughout Europe, the Bologna System

reinforces the need to obtain a “proof” of knowledge, as
a token of competence. In consequence, experimenta-
tion with potential failure is not rewarded, which ques-
tions the ability of competition as a factor of progress.
Thus, as Ivan Illich already wrote in the introduction of
“De-schooling Society”™

“Many students, especially those who are poor, intui-
tively know what the schools do for them. They school
them to confuse process and substance. Once these be-
come blurred, a new logic is assumed: the more treat-
ment there is, the better are the results; or, escalation
leads to success. The pupil is thereby "schooled" to con-
fuse teaching with learning, grade advancement with
education, a diploma with competence, and fluency
with the ability to say something new. His imagination

is "schooled" to accept service in place of value.”!

In order to regulate the number of future practitioners,
competition is reinforced by the importance given to the
grading system, which in theory defines a fair and ra-
tional model that rewards workload and quality. How-
ever, the Bologna System does not consider the differ-
ences or the multiplicity of students. As a consequence
of the ever-increasing workload, the System favours
those who have some stability and easy access to finan-
cial and social resources. In contrast, those who have
less time and less money are more likely to suffer finan-
cial difficulties, more likely to suffer from mental health
issues, more likely to fall behind on school work, and
more likely to drop out.*

Architectural studies actively participate in social re-
production, which is already pronounced at the level of
higher education.”” Consequently, the hegemonic dy-
namic is also reproduced in the professional environ-
ment where women make up a smaller proportion of
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working architects, managers, and business owners in
most countries, while BIPOC women are almost non-ex-
istent in the professional world.** In the US, black people
only make up for 2% of the licensed architects, while ac-
counting for 13% of the wider population, whereas black
women represent 0.2% of the licensed architects.* Even
though this dynamic is not exclusive to the architectural
discipline, its consequences are particularly relevant in
our case with regard to the power of spatial reproduc-
tion that architecture carries. Indeed, the lack of diver-
sity - whether in school, or in offices - directly impacts
the political production of spaces, and eventually mate-
rialises inequalities in the built environment.

4. From its conception to its implementation,
the Declaration has been a great success from the Eu-
ropean Union's point of view. 49 countries - including
Asian countries, not signatory to the Lisbon Treaty - are
currently active members of the project. Never before
have so many European universities topped the Shang-
hai ranking, while European universities witness an
unprecedented number of students enrolling per year.
Thus, many of the goals of the Bologna project have been
achieved. However, as we have seen from the text, the
implementation of the new System has also put an end to
unconventional educational experiments, as they could
not function without the subsidies of a state signatory to
the Agreements. Moreover, the implementation of the
project has actively participated in a standardisation of
educational content and forms of learning, a suppres-
sion of diversity, while establishing a culture of violence
caused by extreme competition.

Thus, the "real" success of the new curriculum leaves
much to be desired. But what other alternatives exist to-
day? How can they be implemented, without subsidies,
without time, and in the face of the adversity of the en-

tire system? If one accepts the practical impossibility of
creating organisations outside the system, why not fight
it from within instead. As David Harvey notes:

“By seeking to trade on values of authenticity, locality,
history, culture, collective memories and tradition they
open a space for political thought and action within
which socialist alternatives can be both devised and
pursued. That space deserves intense exploration and
cultivation by oppositional movements that embrace
cultural producers and cultural production as a key ele-
ment in their political strategy.”*

Thus, the system needs to retain a space of resistance, in
order to increase its "symbolic value", and it is precisely
in that space, that students need to organise alternatives
in order to cultivate collective forms of opposition. Now-
adays, a growing number of organisations, collectives
and committees have entered this space of contestation;
Draglab (EPFL), Parity Group (ETH), Volta (Accademia
di Architettura di Mendrisio), CLAIMING*SPACE (TU
Wien), Gender Board (TU Munich) and many more
around the world have recently started to oppose the
architectural status quo through an intersectional de-
colonial/feminist/classist lens. Their purpose is to of-
fer an alternative form of knowledge, through alterna-
tive means, aiming to subvert the hegemonic circle of
reproduction. Going beyond their respective depart-
ment, school or country, these groups have managed to
create a trans-institutional power which enables them
to challenge the might of the Bologna Curriculum. Yet,
this labour-intensive process does not grant ECTS cred-
its and is often performed at the expense of the students’
well-being. Thus, oppressed parties are pressured once
again, into choosing between the sustenance of collec-
tive care or their own.
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