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feedback, sidestepping the conventional pitfalls of end-term fail
ures. Individual module evaluations replace sweeping exam
inations, especially as certain subjects become part of the studio 
format. Crucially, an environment conducive to constructive 
failures ensures a safe learning environment and an evolutionary 
learning experience for students. 

CONTENT: With a focus on core competencies such as an 
updated set of essential architectural design tools, the curriculum 
introduces students to the stance that «everything is design», 
therefore empowering them as active actors, while establishing 
the awareness of the architect's impact and responsibilities. It 
presents diverse perspectives, tools, and methods, highlighting 
critical thinking, sustainability, contextual awareness and interdis
ciplinary collaboration. 

As students advance through the three-year program, topi
cal red threads for each competency are designed to increase 
in complexity, fostering deeper understanding. The projects and 
exercises grow more multi-layered as collaborative.formats 
are augmented in the second~year design studios. Connections 
to the practical world outside academia are strengthened by 
means of a coherent pedagogic embedding ofthe internship. 
The third year becomes a transitional period of increased student 
agency and self-selected specification, concluding with a thesis. 

In conclusion, the revised curriculum seeks a thoughtful 
and comprehensive renewal of architectural education at 
D-ARCH. Strengthening architectural design by synergizing the
ory and practice, studio and course work, it aims to truly foster 
collaboration and create a supportive environment for students 
and staff. Through the integrative nature of the new curriculum, 
the program is designed to prepare graduates for a dynamic and 
multifaceted architectural practice. Students will get in touch 
with a variety of perspectives from the very beginning and will 
learn how to assess and navigate complexity. 

We invite you to become part of this exciting endeavour 
of contributing to the future of architectural education. Help 
shape the departmental transformation and implementation of 
the new curriculum together with us and the entire school -
beyond a great written document. Let's create a new curriculum 
that is alive. 
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Over the last year, I have had to say some really difficult goodbyes to many of my bril
liant friends and colleagues from the Mittelbau at the Department of Architecture, 
ETH Zurich. I will refer to these colleagues in the plural they/them for the remainder 
of this piece to protect their identities rather than seeking to further depersonalize 
them. They have.had to leave the department for a variety of reasons: For some the 
professors or the chairs that they were associated with retired or closed down, some 
colleagues simply ran past their maximum allotted 12 years at the ETH, and for some 
their yearly contracts vVere not renewed. For me, not only were the goodbyes very 
difficult, but so was dealing with the trauma, anxieties, exhaustion, and depression 
of my colleagues who have had to face" cohstant precarity and nomadism that ac
ademia forces upon them. Several friends had to enter unemployment, some went 
into depression, another moved.in with their parents, another colleague had to·take 
theiryou11g children outof school for a year untHthey ~gure out where to move next, 
another broke up with their partner because their relationship could not handle the 
pressures of a nomadic lifestyle. My office often turns into a counselling room for 
my colleagues as I console them while being aware.that the same fate awaits··mein 
probably a year from now. 

We,the Mittelbau, the central yet constantly shifting block of our shaky academic 
building hold it from toppling over through our embodied precarity and trauma. 

We are an infrastructure/the hidden cogs that keep engines of the academic machin- . 

We enter and exitthe department's academic system in silence, often in complete 
obscurity. (1) 

Mittelbau, a colloquial Getman academic term translates most closely to mid-level 
staffirt English.It referstoa• middle position in the academic hierarchy. Most diction
aries andglossaries define it as a temporary, non-permanent, non-professorial teach
ing staff. In the imaginary of theacademfo System as a building, the Mittelbau forms. 
the chunky central/middle building block that is key tothe stability of the building. 
In contradiction to the root of the word, the central building block, the continuous 
precarity of the mid-level academic staff is a recipe fora rather shaky building -
a <<Bau>> of cards (fig. a). 

\Vhile several importantlegacy professors from a bygone generation also retired 
during the same time as my Mittelbau colleagues, the· professors were treated td 
elaborate farewelllectures andaperos where we aU gathered to bid our good-byes. 

· Whereas my Mittelbau. friends and colleagues, while investing equally if not more 
Jnto teaching as well,.va.11ished into complete obscurity. At this point; yo1.l mtist be 

2023. 

b) 2018 UK '.lt t'le cf ~~,au.·~-

HUF,;Cv,m.uurn,c,Wikicomrr10n8 



wondering why this article, why here, and why now? Is this a collective obituary, an 
acknowledgement, a complaint? While it can be all and none of this, it is foremost an 
entry in our collective archive that is the trans magazine, This entry is to mark how 
even in 2023, even as the department has had really important discourse on parity 
and diversity, decolonization, climate, and other critical issues, we keep having them 
within a squarely feudal and Darwinian setup where one must compete to the top or 
perish. This often has the unintended consequence of reducing the otherwise pro
gressive attempts at gender, ethnic, and racial inclusion into tokenisms that repro
duce inherent systemic inequalities and prejudices. 

In their landmark book, the Academic Revolution, written in the heat and churn of 
revolutions of May 1969, Christopher Jencks and David Riesman describe the central 
role that the universities played in spreading the myth of meritocracy in society (2) 
The idea that regardless of your background or privilege, you should be able to climb 
to the top of the academic system through merit. This often entails a rat race for se
curing research grants, being mobile across elite universities of the world, securing 
book deals with top presses. Not only do we forget the inherent inequalities that 
condition all of these metrics, such as how not everyone can be mobile, but most im
portantly, the pedagogic role of the university goes for a toss in the midst. The elite 
university modelled after the eighteenth-century <<Men of Letters>> is designed to 
exclude, which no amount of reform can fix. The university needs a rethink. 

When is the final seminar that you will run another student asked me just the other 
day, isn't your old man up for retirement soon? 

We will miss you, and we don't know if they will be able to replace your seminar. 
Your seminarreallJempowered me to think·ofnew ways of practicing. 

We are facing critical gaps because·so many of you from the Mittelbau are leaving all 
the time. (3) 

In orderto plug in the teaching gaps, the department usually hires guest lecturers on 
short contracts. These lecturers start empowering the students, and the students start 
empowering them. The ability of these. lecturers to continue, however, is contingent 
on individual petitions from student bodies such as the architektura. There can only 
be so many petitions, though, some .. shy away from them, others feel ·exhausted by 
them - the system is broken, and individual petitions are atemporary fix at best. The 
shaky and silent Mittelbau of our departrnentrtot onJy conditiortsa precarious work
force, bufalso conditions an unsafe erivironinentfor students, the supposed primary 
clients of the university system. The verticality of the chair system means that lec
turers often take over the primary teaching roles, devise innovative and pedagogical 
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courses all in silence. Their teaching performances, grants, publications, are all inher
ited and absorbed by the chairs. Although the well-intentioned curriculum revision 
at the department is beginning to address this, the structural discrepancies relating 
to employment at the different teaching levels at the department prevent these inten~ 
tions from translating into reality. The incorporation of the Mittelbauinthis vertical 
system and their constant coming and going means thatthe teaching is always contin
gent and under the risk of disruption, thus disrupting the academic continuity of the 
students. At this point I must acknowledge that being at the university in anyshape 
and form even with its inherent precarities still entails privilege. Ifeelanxious but still 
privileged with the accessto brilliant colleagues, resources, and networks that I have, 
but a change of the status quo is much needed. The llniversity and society are pretty 
entangled with each other and the values and ideas .we foster at the university have 
a ripple effect and can perhaps challenge meritocracy and privilege beyond its ivory 
towers. 

Nowthe big question, isthere a way forward, cart wetethiftktheacademicstructure 
of our departmentto·so1ve some ofthisprecarity and restitutethe contributions of the 
Mittelbau? In recent years we have seen our brethren from acrossthe UK universities 
unite forming picket lines at their workplaces in protest againsrthe neoliberalisation 
and precarization of academic work. There has been an active debate on· academic 
precarity at the German universities leading to calls for reform and a rethink of the 
university itself. (4) Recently, the University of Zurich, a university which is less than 
a kilometer away from our campus up the hill, made some hnportant steps towards 
this in response to similar challenges of precarity. felt· by students· and the Mittelbau. 
The University introduced the so-called University Next Generation program to in-
duce a change in academic culture inducting. permanent lecturers that could subsist 
outside the chair system. This cultivates stability among the Mittelbau dissuading 
a rat race to the top, and importantly shifts the onus of constant change and renewal 
of the university from the Mittelbau. One might raise arguments against an inde
pendent Mittelbau at our department, suggesting that we have different guidelines 
and values, we are an elite institution, and we foster excellence. However, excellence 
for whom and what even is excellence? We forget that guidelines are guidelines and 
not rules, and that rules are there to be broken in any case, and can't we just be ordi
nary instead of elite and disassociate ourselves from the problematic colonial legacies 
that the wretched elite system inherits. Let's unsilence all of this and act in solidarity 
and take steps towards empowering an independent Mittelbau ending their precarity 

- Let's reimagine a University of the 21st century. • • 


