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On institutions, knowledge and virtuosity

1) The University Revisited
In my thesis written seven years ago I dealt with the imminent problem of a dissolving university. Basically the classical unity of education and research started to be attacked then – within these seven years this process had gained momentum to an alarming degree. Even in Vienna, a place that is usually not so busy in playing avant-garde, the whole university system has undergone a fundamental transformation. The splitting of education and research proved to be only a start. The unity of the university is faced with the competition of “Fachhochschulen”, specialized institutes of a supposedly more rapid and market oriented, “practical” education. The systemic pressure coming from these professional institutions of higher education is answered by the universities by establishing a three term system with the bachelor being the lowest grade. The objective of these changes is fairly clear: university studies should resemble a regular professional training and provide for a quick transition into the labour market. The familiar cliché figure of the “eternal student”, a bearded character who studies for such a long time that he is in the end unfit for the new flexible labour market, had to be properly expelled from the educational system. By making education more practical, more specialized and thus a lot swifter research on the other hand also underwent a heavy reorganisation. With the gap in between hard sciences and soft humanities still growing there are specialised departments in planning that are organized and most of all financed independently. So called “elite colleges” are being conceived both in Europe and Austria, mind Lower Austria, not Vienna – and it goes without saying that such elite institutions are dedicated to natural, mathematical and technical sciences. An “elite” university at least partly dedicated to cultural and social sciences cannot even be named as “elite” automatically signifies expensive and effective science. By splitting underfinanced humanities from expensive elite studies two completely different budget policies can be developed without interference. 
Adding up the new tuition fees that have to be paid for public education we can sum up that the old sixties, seventies, even eighties university as a breeding ground for social unrest, as a broad and differentiated environment in its own right that acts as an intermediary zone in between adolescence and adult professional life has been destroyed completely. 

This destruction is both a product of a much broader change in society and the cause of a lot of other changes. 

Before I sketch this out some more I want to refer back to my thesis and the way how I see my convictions pointed out then in the light of my experiences that followed shortly after.

Having written an academic thesis 1999 and having worked within the university for fourteen years I supported the Kantian position I was pointing out then. There should be a strong and autonomous university almost like a state within the state. The functions of education and research should stay united; the variety of disciplines should be preserved within one universal system of sciences. The university should always address a republican instance that had to guarantee its relations with the broader society. Within the university there will inevitably be an antagonism between the avant-garde of the left “faculties” acting as a laboratory of the future society and the conservative and reproductive functionaries that only see to the upholding of the status quo. And still following Kant I was proposing to not dissolve this antagonism but organize it very much like the opposition within a democratic state; the mode how the university is representing the inner dynamic of society is intensified by the social condition of the university as a gathering place of the older and the younger generation. In this sense the university is a time machine and thus the title of my thesis on Kant’s “Conflict of Faculties” “University as Process” gained a double meaning. There is the legal process against the theological faculty Kant had to fight through, and the process of research and education in general that is always attached to the regulatory idea of a progressive society the university has to serve. 
As ambitious these claims must have been in 1999 by now they look completely fantastic. The unity of all sciences is lost as is the unity of education and research. And the dominant tendency towards privatisation makes the public university almost an anomaly. Right wing governments such as the Austrian government trying to implement a neoliberal policy from a feudal position address the university not as a partner or a privileged and unique institution serving a public goal that is not equalled by any professional or technical college for higher training, let alone a specialized elite university, but as an anachronisms and a disease that has to dissolve into smaller and more efficient units that will finally function like companies. 
Then the university was my home, but right after finishing this thesis I was seduced by a group of improvisation based dance performers. By opening up a whole new field of work I underwent a very radical and painful transformation of my whole practice. And until to date I am constantly switching in between the academic and the artistic field, in fact bearing a solid and every growing discontent with both of them. Looking back at my almost missionary Kantian catalogue of demands for the ideal university I am much more sober now. I take the dissolving of the classical university as a symptom of a much broader change within society that asks for a set of solutions that by far exceed the reform of the university. 
One point of course is as trivial as it is irrevocable: the spreading of the so called knowledge society as weaving treats of knowledge into the overall fabric of society. The spreading of knowledge becoming one of the major new systems of commodification simply outdates the concept of the one concentrated place for the production of knowledge. If we exaggerate this a little bit and imagine that any social unit from the institutions to the corporate world will need its own knowledge management while at the same time the media system takes on the responsibility for a certain quality of publicly accessible knowledge the university despite its generous makeup of uniting all disciplines of science starts to look to small. 
If I take the position of accepting this matter of fact there are still some critical points to be made about the danger of a knowledge soaked society that does not see any reason for a specific institution for the production of knowledge. Any informal social function that is not contained within an institution tends to develop into a horizontal fabric of isolated agents that can only address an anonymous market while they are forced into competition against each other. 

What Pierre Bourdieu could make clear in his essay “On the use of science”
 taking the INRA the "Institut national de la recherche agronomique" as a case study is the specific power of the institution to sum up different functions and create a dynamic of mutual effects that is both effective and innovative. Any exterior pressure that would criticize the unforeseeable dynamic of seemingly unfitting elements within the institution would destroy its autonomy to experiment with a specific system the institution had created for it self. In Bourdieu’s case study the INRA basic research and applied sciences which caused an assault by the political functionaries who labelled this unity inefficient. The is a lot to be said, with reference to Jacques Derrida’s university studies
, on the built in metaphysics of a clear cut separation of pure science and empirical application. Obviously the dangerous fantasy of elitist institutes for groundbreaking research in technology and science is built on this difference. The idea is that there has to be an elite working and researching in an isolated and artificial environment, – heavily pampered laboratory drones swimming in money but remote from the real world who can breed the new and unheard of technology they hand over to busy and bulky, but otherwise dull executives to apply this new and fabulous thing to the social body. Just thinking about the most imminent example of genetic modification as a field thus organised we can imagine what dangerous effects this almost insect state like mythology of elite research versus application must breed. 
In stark contrast to this dangerous mythology of elite science we can claim that the preservation of the institution against the idea of an informal function spread out into society is the experimentation with strange and strangely productive unities. 

And this leads us back to the classical double function of the university: research and education. After 7 years I lost any ambition to uphold this specific unity. But I still cannot help knowing what it stands for: the dynamic of society that has to accept certain autonomous units that represent a higher speed of this very dynamic. There are a lot of very serious reasons why the reproduction of knowledge from generation to generation is almost a scratch taboo within the new realm of knowledge. Pedagogy appears like the dirty secret of the shiny new knowledge society. The ideal of our society is the seemless accumulation of knowledge only a super computer can provide. Knowledge should grow and grow without empty new born brains getting in the way. Therefore the function of the teacher, even though he has to both know it and be able to communicate it to those who do not know, is one of the most dispaised functions in society. As I have no real taste for re-evaluating the teacher I can only think of a solution where the sharing and communicating of knowledge, its testing and transforming through the confrontation with others, is always already built into the practice of knowledge production. The gap of generations within the continuity of knowledge has a very profound function in bridging the overall life of society with knowledge in particular. The next generation about to be taught is automatically filtering the already dated state of the art through its primary experience of the latest social condition. Thus the process of pedagogy serves as a profound examination of the value of knowledge that can lead to a change in quality and not only to a growth of quantity that might eventually only lead to an overload. This process can also include a change in media that provides the new quantity with a new tool for processing it and thus also new qualities to catch up with quantity – e.g. students are more familiar with the internet as a tool for knowledge production than their teachers. 
So we can name another point that is important about the institution as an autonomous and artificial unity of functions – it serves as a time machine. And this is not restricted to institutions of pedagogy and science. Any institution bringing together people and issues starts a process that might change both the issues and the people.

It became fairly clear that I do not want to save the classical university but I am still in favour of institutions. Talking about knowledge I favour a system of supplementary academies that might even mimic the large and all confining system of the old university on a small scale.

2) Virtuosity Traps

I want to make some more brief remarks on the broader social situation any institution for the production of knowledge and other things has to face today. There is a certain contrafactual paradox in the fact that state run neoliberalism is forcing the old body of the university into hyperspezialisation. This looks to me like retrieving Fordism in a Post-Fordist age. The analysis of labour into a system of specialized and differentiated functions being composed on a conveyer belt might be over; still knowledge is suddenly faced with a Post-Fordist claim to abandon all synthesis. The biblical motto of automated production that one hand shall not know what the other does is finally applied to the brains. Why is it that scientists are becoming specialised knowledge workers while on the other hand a set of different assets and the swift ability to combine them is being asked of any average employees of today’s Post-Fordist labour market? This is not easy to answer. 

Yet we might give this question of specialisation “a deux vitesses” another twist by briefly taking a final look at the art world. Recent considerations about the precarious conditions of art production have brought forth a gruelling result. Even though or maybe rather because art as a field of work is more and more becoming the paradigm of the new labour marked with creative employees being ready to travel and change social roles and engage in multi-tasking with changing non-hierarchical teams not even sparing one thought on square issues such as a pension - very much like your favourite cliché of the artist does; even though the artist is becoming the role model for the new worker, matter-of-fact artists are still faced with often almost unbearable living conditions. So we have created a new paradox on top of the paradox of specialisation. I do not agree with the argument that there is a built in martyr complex of the 19th century artist-genius type that makes people agree with the precarious conditions of artistic work, as this is not a matter of free choice. The mechanisms of precarious work are spreading far beyond the art world. Still there is a lot going on artists should be aware of, mechanisms about to change their self perception even more. 
By the term of virtuosity Paolo Virno
 has proposed a very interesting analysis of today’s living and working situation that in fact has to alarm artists if it bears any truth. The new worker does not sell his work force in order to create a product, in the age of economy beyond the product that seems to mirror the avant-garde motto of art production beyond the art work the very basic human abilities of the individual are entering the market. Soft skills such as social pleasantness, spontaneity, team spirit, elegant conversation etc. are about to become commodity. As products are becoming events to be experienced the people who have to sell these events re becoming masters of ceremony. Virno does not go as far as to say this bluntly but if human capital is being understood in this much broader sense there is a very blurred line in between labour in general and prostitution in particular. Art with its history of turning the artist him and herself into the material of art production might turn pale at this sight. Once more a practice invented to oppose the standards of society turned into a new standard of society. The uncanny spreading of “performativity” as an ill defined yet powerful term is significant for a society that wants to make every individual on the labour market a performance artist. Who ever experienced or heard about the experience of an unemployed person over 30 who had to undergo a treatment at the local service point how to apply successfully knows what I am talking about. Structural dismissals are being labelled as personal flaws of the dismissed individual leading to a humiliating drill of the subject making every single characteristic more pleasant to a potential employer. This is the everyday virtuosity training for the unemployed masses. 
Before I learned about Virno’s concept of virtuosity I used the following words as a final statement of a lecture performance in which I embodies the hybrid mythological creature of the faun:

“The hybrid is already the norm but there is no infrastructure to match his/her/its/their needs.”

I wonder what this slightly utopian diagnosis looks like in the new light of virtuosity training.
Virtuosity is significant for a new life and work style we could also describe with some more terms such as “project junkie” and “deadlining”. The project junkie agrees to work from project to project and suffers under any gap in between. The quick change from one project to the next is giving the project junkie the gratification of his sportive virtuosity and makes him blind for the fact that there can never be a raise of salary for the project junkie who always has to start from scratch again; unless he becomes very famous with one of those projects. “Deadlining” is a similar sport of accumulating an enormous lot of work in the very last minute and organizing your whole working live around the discontinuity of deadlines imposed by exterior powers. Again there is a narcissistic gratification about the simple fact of being able of doing it. And these phenomena finally lead us the real trap of virtuosity: virtuosity is a state of mind that enjoys the heightened intensity of one’s own capacities under aggravated conditions. I do it because I can. The more this narcissistic attitude is isolating the virtuoso from the others the more he/she goes blind for his/her social isolation. The narcissism of virtuosity is both compensation and cause for an impoverishment of social relations. Not with a reason virtuosity is reminding us of historical pariah groups such as travelling comedians and circus artists. 
Ever since modernity’s polemic against craftwork art is both involved in and critical of virtuosity in the classical sense. This can enable artistic practices to answer the challenge of virtuosity as the complete commodification of human capital worth more than mere refusal and boycott strategies. 

It seems to me that a profound criticism of the powerful role of the curator as a mediator between money, media and the public brought forth by artists in the nineties has been followed by the interesting twist of artists becoming curators themselves and trying to change the task of curating according to their artistic concepts that always already involve social and scientific aspects as well. In a similar sense art could confront virtuosity with the hidden agenda of its dislike of institutions. The virtuoso wants to stay outside of the institution to test his abilities with each new task. As long as there are costumers or spectators the virtuosos despises any social shelter. Yet what makes the virtuoso most attractive for any employer makes him also fall pry to his own virtuosity. Maybe the new virtuoso is nothing but a mercenary of the new Post-Fordist labour market. 

Artists could in turn experiment with the power of institutions to create a temporal, specific and risky unite of different functions that does not demand of each participant to display the highest number or the highest degree of assets all the time. Art as a field always redefining itself could become a relief for the virtuoso’s narcissistic rage. 
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