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Researchers of the ATACD network meet in Barcelona to discuss topological approaches to cultural change

More than 160 delegates from across Europe attended the conference ‘Changing Cultures: Cultures of Change’, which was the culmination of the ‘A topological Approach to Cultural Dynamics’ (ATACD) project. , supported by funding under the Sixth Framework Programme of the European Union.
The project – co-ordinated by Professor Celia Lury from the Department of Sociology at Goldsmiths, University of London - brought researchers and international experts together to explore the potential of intensive or topological approaches to the study of culture.

The papers at the conference demonstrated the potential of topological approaches to cultural dynamics to provide a set of tools and concepts to think about different levels and kinds of cultural change – learning, transmission, and innovation - as normal, relational and intensive. The approach is especially useful at the present time of rapid cultural change as it provides a distinctive perspective on the questions of cultural predictability and innovation.  

Held in December 2009 in Barcelona  many of the papers presented at the conference considered the tools, techniques and artefacts of thinking topologically about cultural change, asking: What spaces do they make? How can the current development of material culture of topological thinking be taken into account, reflexively, as a research topic? And, what are the cultural implications of the growth of technical systems, quantitative calculation and ideas and procedures concerned with number, counting, and logic, the increase in lists and registers, and the rise of logistics, of innovations in thinking about linkages and technologies of address, and the combination and organisation of these operations into systems in everyday life?

Professor Lury commented in her post-conference report:

“One of the most illuminating aspects of the conference was the way in which representatives of different disciplines engaged with these questions. There were  examples of the application of topological techniques and methods across disciplines and critiques of their uses in this way, alongside many examples of the exploration of methods that employ techniques of modeling, visualization, and mapping in ways that allowed a practical, situated interrogation of the potential of topological thinking.  This then fed back into discussions of whether topology is in fact best understood as offering a method that works across disciplines, and/or whether the ‘operative turn’ associated with topology is an opportunity or a threat to disciplinary epistemologies.”

The cultural policy event ‘Topology, Innovation and Cultural Policy’ was organised in parallel to the last day of the conference and took place in the Santa Monica Arts Centre in Barcelona. The event provided a context to explore the implications of a topological way of understanding culture for cultural policy, with five international speakers being invited to contribute to the session giving very different perspectives on issues which were later debated by all the panelists and the audience. 

Finally, connected to the conference was the exhibition 'Cultures of Change - Social Atoms and Electronic Lives' which also took place in the Santa Monica Arts Centre, from 11 December 2009 until 28 February 2010. The exhibition examined the social and cultural dynamics from a highly multidisciplinary perspective, highlighting the role of complexity sciences and digital technologies.

Notes to editors:

· For more information on the ATACD Project, visit http://www.atacd.net/
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