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The Co-ordinated Action, A Topological Approach to Cultural Dynamics (ATACD) aims to provide an infrastructure for the sharing and consolidation of topological approaches to the study of cultural dynamics across disciplines. A topological approach to cultural dynamics has the potential 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.  

This colloquium, the first in a series of four, was designed as a small event for the sharing and exchange of knowledge, with a specific focus on tools of analysis. Later colloquia will be held in Rotterdam, Copenhagen and Bologna.  The planned programme of residencies will enable a more sustained exchange, and provide an opportunity to explore the effects of working in different environments.  A conference in the final year of the CA is designed to enable an assessment of the value and potential impact of topological approaches to the study of cultural dynamics from a variety of perspectives.

This first colloquia provided a focused, intensive space for interdisciplinary exchange and the strengthening of ties between partners in the network. 30 people attended, with a very high proportion of partners being represented, and additional participants from partners’ institutions, including researchers and doctoral students.  With the presentation of papers from 12 partners, outlining the ways in which their research on culture is informed by topological thinking, the colloquium was a first step in the sharing of ideas and understandings.  There was intense discussion of whether topological thinking can indeed be used to study cultural dynamics, and whether and how questions of value, meaning and context can be understood topologically.  A second theme was what were the benefits of different ways of understanding and modelling relations and ordering – as networks, rhizomes or flows.  A third theme that emerged was interdisciplinarity itself, with a number of partners raising the question of how to make interdisciplinary projects work in the study of cultural dynamics.  A discussion of the status and role of metaphors, analogies, tools, models and applications in different disciplines was signalled as one way to advance our understanding of conducting interdisciplinary research. A final theme – which emerged only towards the end of the colloquium was the relation between distribution (or relations of ordering) and selection, introducing the notion of evolution. 

On the evening of the first day there was a public lecture "Towards an Ontology of the Media" by Professor Friedrich Kittler, with a lecture the following morning by the colloquium host, Professor Richard Rogers, entitled “Mapping Cultural Dynamics with Digital Methods”, which included a discussion of his latest project on digital methods (http://wiki2.issuecrawler.net/twiki/bin/view/Dmi). The juxtaposition of the lectures provided a valuable opportunity to address the status of the internet and digital media for understanding the topology of cultural dynamics.  Do they provide a universal template for contemporary culture or rather provide a distinctive field for the understanding of the evolution of distinct or ‘native’ digital methods?

The next colloquium will be held in Rotterdam, April 17-18, 2008, Organiser, V_2.
