Topology for Culture:
metaphors and tools

Celia Lury
Goldsmiths, University of London



®

Topological thinking?

The principal objective of the Co-ordinated Action, A
Topological Approach to Cultural Dynamics (ATACD)
IS to provide an Infrastructure for the sharing,
consolidation, and development of topological
approaches to the study of cultural dynamics across
disciplines.


Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
The theme was cultural dynamics, so why topology (mathematical study of invariance, of continuity)? 

A field of mathematics that has been taken up - in different ways - by different disciplines - in applications, as a model, as metaphor.  [And is sometimes linked to, but not collapsed with, the later developments of thermodynamics, statistical mechanics and non-linear systems which challenged Newtonian ideals of reversibility and closed systems.]

Provides a cross-disciplinary way of communicating about fundamental matters: ontology, the nature of space, of time, relation, continuity and discontinuity, and limits. 

Whitehead - philosopher and mathematician, also advocate of interdisciplinarity  - influences Deleuze and Latour among others: ‘There is a becoming of continuity, but no continuity of becoming’ (1978: 35)
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Approaches to cultural dynamics include:

. typological approaches, that is, understandings to do with types or
essences, often assuming a unity of some kind to culture; and

. topographic approaches, that is, understandings linked to Euclidean
space — perhaps not formally developed as such, but implicit in, for
example, the use of metric notions of distance, or in the use of
volumetric metaphors of surface and depth; and

. topological approaches, that is, understandings linked to topological
space.


Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
Usefulness of thinking topologically may be identified in contrast to other approaches.

�


Thinking topologically?



®

Topological approaches might:

define cultural change as normal and immanent rather than
exceptional and externally determined,;

define cultures in relation to capacities for change rather than in
terms of their essential properties, size or location;

understand these capacities for change as constituted in
relations (of ordering, of connectedness and so on) rather than
being constituted by some essential properties (eg archetypes,
values or norms), or perhaps better, to the extent, that it is
possible to speak of properties, these are seen to be relative to
specific transformations or relations;


Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
Some of these points made in original application, but expanded here - their value is not I think to be assumed in the network. �


Topological approaches might:

understand cultural change to be intensive;

understand cultural change in relation to populations (of
people, of objects, of ideas, whatever), and that change in
these populations is to be understood in terms of
probabilities - the use of a statistics of probability means
that variation is real while norms are abstract;

provide a set of concepts, methods and tools to address
probabilities in the present, rather than certainty in either
the present or the future. They thus offer a complex model
of predictability and enable a problematization of events in
terms of the potential they offer for change.


Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
Intensive - change that is immanent, and that leads to change in kind as well as or instead of degree.

What is the significance of predictability in different disciplines?  

Stengers: ‘Each time [critics] use their knowledge in order to claim that they know what humans and human societies may or may not achieve, they contribute to give to what exists the power over what could be (1999: 204). 



One issue here is to what extent describing cultural change as cultural dynamics is also an issue. I’ve used cultural change here because it seems a more open, less technical term - but that might be to sacrifice rigour and precision. 
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Globalization: an example of cultural dynamics

In a typological approach, global culture might be said to be a
particular type or kind of culture (eg expansionist, competitive).

In a topographic approach, globalization might be understood as a
process of the increasing extensity, that is, in terms of increasing
spread, reach or distance (eg there are more McDonalds’
restaurants in more countries now than 10 years ago).

Sometimes - often - the two may be combined, as in claims that

globalization is the spread of American culture across the globe.


Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
My discipline - globalization - an ugly, but increasingly widely used term; some people - perhaps rightly - insist of speaking of globalising processes rather than globalization as such (to point out that it is not yet, and maybe never will be, a fully achieved status, or completed process). �


Globalization - as a ‘changed relation to context’ (Marilyn Strathern)

There are of course lots of different ways of understanding this,
iIncluding:
. globalisation means that no context is our context;

. globalisation means that cultures exist in plural relations to
multiple contexts, not singular, exclusive relations;

Il globalisation means that culture is not to be understood in
terms of relations to an external context that acts as an
embedding or foundational structure, but is (makes) its own
context.



Global culture industry: the mediation of things, Lash and Lury

What is the global context? or What is the context of the global?
A study not of culture industry, but of the global culture industry, In
which we ‘mapped’ the ‘biography’ of 7 ‘objects’ as they moved:
- across production, distribution, reception;
- across media; and
- across borders and boundaries.

By the end of the study we understood this movement as the
mediation of things, that is, as of flows of various products.

This i1s an understanding of flows as a particular kind of complex,
collective, constitutive ordering (which might usefully be contrasted
with networks?), and of the global as a (topological?) space in which
our objects surface.


Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
Matter and form - idealism - form shapes matter, mass - authorship; subjectivity of author. 

Mediation - media theory (form - I relation to series and the serial, flow - significance of the convergence of media and computing in what was, for a while, called new media), ANT. 

But how does flow differ from network? 

 �


Flow

We then tried to address the ‘properties’ of this space, not
In terms of essences, or in terms of depth (or
shallowness) of meaning, but in terms of the properties
of flow as a particular kind of ordering.

The argument here then is that the it is the global as the
mediation of flows - a complex, collective, constitutive
ordering - that makes, for example, ‘novelty’, ‘tradition’,
‘fashion’, ‘events’.

It is the mediation which coordinates the movement of
‘objects’: how they mutate and how they make value
(what ‘kind’ of value they make).


Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
Note: it is the recognition of this process of mediation as constitutive which distinguishes this approach from a topographic one in which value is the expression of an essential culture. In place of the value of authenticity, for example, which emerges in relation to authors, contexts or events that pre-exist the object, are the values of distinctiveness, the differences which make a difference, which emerge in the organisation of the space itself. �


®

Culture industry: the turn to surface

Siegfried Kracauer - writing at the same time that Adorno and Horkheimer
are first describing the culture industry - uses the phrase ‘the turn to
surface’ in relation to the mass culture of the Weimar Republic.

To develop his description of surface in terms of what he calls ‘the mass
ornament’, Kracauer pays special attention to the mass forms of his
day - the hotel lobby, arcades, the Tiller girls and bestsellers as well as
cinema and photography - the media practices that ‘display an elective
affinity with the surface’.

In this work, he focuses on the penetration of culture by ratio. He says,
‘The ornament, detached from its bearers, must be understood
rationally’ (1995: 77). He goes on to describe this rationality in terms of
‘Euclidean geometry’ and the ‘elementary components’ of physics, such
as waves and spirals’.


Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
Mass: For K and associates, ‘The society of mass production is to do with the production of mass in the special sense of producing and reproducing the mutability and ‘bewildering abundance’ intrinsic to mass’ (Cooper, 2001: 23). In their writings, a heterogeneous public is made visible to itself (and sometimes reified) in mass products such as the media (in particular cinema) and the market (in relation to the emergence of a modern consumer culture). Mass products draw in the public at the level of the senses, and lead to the restructuring of the very conditions of experience, subjectivity and the body. Of course, brands are sometimes counterposed to mass products, the standardised commodities of (fordist) industrial production. But the brand is seen here as an object – an assemblage - in which the masses are continuously cut up, differentiated and integrated in the co-ordination of a constant flow of products. It will be suggested that like other mass products such as the crowd, the public, and the mass media, the brand is a mass product that is transient ‘in the multiple sense of being evanescent, incomplete and moving on’ (Cooper, 2001: 17-18). The understanding of the mass that is invoked here is thus as the source of ever changing possibilities, as the movement of complex and variable relations. 
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The mass ornament

Kracauer describes the reason at work as providing a (mathematical)
logic that organizes the mass.

This is the logic of a ‘linear system’, training ‘the broadest mass of
people to create a pattern of undreamed-of dimensions’ (1995: 77).

He sums his argument up by saying that ‘The mass ornament is the
aesthetic reflex of the rationality to which the prevailing economic
system aspires’ (1995: 79).



A different ratio?

In our study, we also understood the culture industry in terms of a surface, and
like Kracauer argued that it is to be understood in relation to the rationality
to which the prevailing economic system aspires.

However, we did not describe this rationality as either Euclidean or linear;
rather we understood it in terms of a complex, co-ordinating, constitutive
agency, whose logic is non-linear and non-Euclidean and thus might

possibly be illuminated by thinking topologically. This, for us, is what makes

it a global culture industry.



®

Choose life?

This logic does not produce a global to be understood in
topographic terms - as an ever more expansive distribution and
reception of discrete, equivalent items in time and space.

Nor does it produce a global to be understood in typological terms
- that is, in terms of a pre-existing type or essence.

Rather, it produces the global as and in a (particular) mediation of
things - the movement of objects - in flows of differentiated
products, services, experiences, with the intensive ordinates of
this space being the Swoosh, the lifting of Wallace’s eyebrow,
the catch-phrase - ‘Choose life’, “That’s not flying, it's falling
with style’.


Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
As complexity of space increases, the complexity of objects is reduced?�
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Is this space new?

One answer to this question is to say that it is newly visible but that
just raises the question of how it becomes visible.

Some people have argued that the space of the global as it is

described here is performative (Lee and Lipuma, 2002;
Mackenzie, 2005).
To use the example of the brand, this is quite literally an object that coordinates
the circulation of products, services and experiences. At the same time,
coordinated actions centred on the brand constantly modulate it as an object in
self-referential ways. Thus brands are things that recursively refer to
descriptions of themselves.

From this point of view the visibility of global cultural forms such as
the brand (and perhaps this EU coordinated action as well) is
unavoidable; representation is how they are enacted.

The implication here being that if this space is newly visible, then
this is because it is itself new.


Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
This, I believe, is one of the questions that Friedrich Kittler will discuss in his lecture this evening, that and relation to context (Europe…). �


|s this space new?

Another answer — not necessarily alternate — is that the newness of the
global is to do with the implementation of new processes of ratio-
nalization.

Here one might point to the technical and other processes by which a new
ratio is being introduced into the (cultural) economy, including:

. the use of communications and information technologies to produce-
distribute-receive (that is, to circulate) products, services,
experiences;

. the use of statistical techniques to model (finance, product and
consumer) markets;

iii.  the introduction of cross-national standards and regulations
(including importantly IP legislation) and so on - Arvidsson,

Iv. as well as more general cultural processes such as reflexivity.



My research questions

Whether and how a new rationality is contributing to cultures of circulation
(Lee and Lipuma, 2002) and new cultural forms such as the brand? (Is
performativity useful here or a side-issue?)

Whether and how and with what effects information and communication
technologies move into wider circulatory practices of ordering and
coding, of representing and regulating difference?

Whether and how cultural change is predictable?
Whether and how (un)control exists?

Whether and how such developments contribute to the emergence of new
forms of power — what has been called the power of performativity
(Lash, Mackenzie) or the power of transitivity (Massumi)?


Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
Return to the question of predictability.

What is the value of measurement?  Serres; ‘insofar as we concede to the imperative of measure, geometry conflates the study of form with its relation to number, and confuses rigour with exactitude’. 



But: could there be a test of the becoming of continuity (Fraser)? Question of value and experience? Fraser says that Whitehead argues that experience is the test of becoming, and that scientists need to address experience. �
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Logic and/or ontology?

Last and first questions:
- whether and how topology — and/or mathematics more generally
- can be seen as logic and/or ontology;

- whether and how thinking topologically is to be understood in
terms of metaphor, model or application.

For now, I'm tentatively pursuing the possibility that this way of thinking
can be understood analogically — that is, in terms of the drawing of a
relation of internal similarity.

The analogy is also a relation that Barbara Stafford has described as
involving proportion (ratio) and participation (performance).


Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
I think looking at all of these terms - metaphor, model, application and analogy - is a really important part of this network. Wouldn’t want to presume the workings of co-ordination, either in the global culture industry or in relation to this coordinated action. It maybe that the relation between topology and cultural dynamics is even less direct than any of these terms suggest but might still be significant - in another phrase from Whitehead, it is lure for thinking. 
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