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This visual essay explores 

the infrastructural setting of 

academia and contemplates 

the ways it shapes a particular 

understanding of capacity 

building that scaffolds 

successful scholarship. It invites 
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on the role of arts as both 

medium to interrogate this 

scaffolding and as contribution 

to the very capacity building.

In 2009, in the midst of writing 

my MA thesis, a few blocks 

down from where I lived in 

Vienna, a house got torn down. 

I started taking photographs, 

eventually mounting to over 

a thousand photos. It was not 

until two years later, again in 

the midst of studying for my 

doctoral degree in Vancouver, 

that I compiled the images 
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practices (Gugganig 2011a).

Making Dust come to Matter: 
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the artistic and technical skills of 

deconstructing and building a house 

and anthropologists’ practices: the 

demolisher represents the lesser 

acknowledged messy, processual 

dimensions in anthropologists’ works 

- the playing around with theories, the 

�,,�(!#(!�) �0)#��-� ,)'�ŏ�&�1),%}��.�|�
The subsequent newly built house I 
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I contemplate what it is that departments, 

journals, or employees praise. What 

role does the hidden, messy working 

dimension of editing and re-editing 

play - in construction sites much more 

publicly exposed, yet still a nuisance. 

How does the increasing time pressure 

to publish shape researchers’ capacity 

to meditate on their works? How do 

researchers conceptualize their own 

crafts? And how does time feature in 

the stability, aesthetics, and capacity 

to redesign, retheorize a building?

“The overstimulation of research output, with 
scholars – in the humanities and social sciences 
at least – aiming for the high indicators of journal 
papers and full-length books has resulted in 
a rash of ‘febrile’ journals and book publishers 
racing against time with grotesquely swollen and 
underprepared lists” (Strathern 2000: 318).



Ì-�-/�"�ŏ(�&}��)"�-#0��*,)�/�.}�
hidden practices was undergoing 

the same process of work 

acknowledgement. In the 

manner of getting work known 

to colleagues and institutions, 

I practiced capacity building: I 

wrote a short piece for AAA’s 

Anthropology News (Gugganig 
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Yet, did I perhaps miss the irony 

here? Was I not, after all, trying 

to convey to rethink the modus 

operandi of work acknowledgment, 

of capacity building in academia?

Since then the piece has scraped 

a living by more silent standards 

- more hidden, indeed. I found 

that its heydays were over. It 

came not least as a surprise 

when on academic social media 
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a recently published article, and 

hidden practices drew far more 

attention than the more labour-

intense, peer-reviewed article.



This brought me back to the question what 

constitutes the profession of researchers, their 

capacity building. What importance does the 

much-heralded institutionalized peer-review 

have for our recognition as ‘professionals,’ 

and what role do non-peer-reviewed 

projects have, such as arts-inspired work?
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on its own but is co-produced with the episteme 

of how to build it (Jasanoff 2004). Engaging with 

arts is a way to question this interplay between 

the normativity of ‘capacity’ as professionals, and 

the practices called forward to ‘building’ such 

capacity; to constructing - or for that matter, 

deconstructing it like an old house. In that 

sense, art not only visualizes capacity building. As mode of research it may indeed reshape, 
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transparency, a notion of ‘disclosure’ of hidden practices, yet to see is itself a cultural norm (Strathern 2000).
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and what art and poetry (see Whyte 2015) can contribute to this question is an invitation to the 

workshop participants to critical and creative deliberations on capacity building.

“We live in a time of 
the dissected soul, the 
immediate disclosure; 
our thoughts, 
imaginings and longings 
exposed to the light too 
much, too early and too 
often, our best qualities 
squeezed too soon 
into a world already 
awash with too easily 
articulated ideas that 
oppress our sense of self 
and our sense of others” 
(Whyte 2015).
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