Questions on Collaboration:

A Conceptual Conversation Between

Patrick Lichty and Nathan Martin

Format: 
Lichty and Martin will, for four hours, lead a free-form (hopefully collaborative) discussion of collaboration from formal models to personal experiences.  The structure below is a proposed outline of topics and ideas to ponder.  All are invited to contribute to the conversation in whatever way they see fit.

Instructions:

Use the outline and questions below to form the four-hour conversation.  Breaks will be taken for 10-15 minutes every hour, and at the leaders’ discretion, supporting materials such as texts, video, etc. will be employed.  Devices to resolve undecided matters such as coin-flipping and junken-pyon (‘Rock-Paper-Scissors’) are highly encouraged.  The outline is a suggestion; if preferable/more interesting topics arise, follow them to their logical conclusion or extreme. 

Do not assume these topics are in order; however, the beginning and ending points might serve as a good frame for the discussion.

Topics:
Beginning Point:The Nature of the Collaborative Act:

Premise:

If we are to consider the nature of distributed society and the impulse for this symposium, there must be sufficient curiosity in regards to the nature of collaboration, (taken in its etymological sense of ‘co-labor’), that its nature should be considered vis-a-vis the current culture.  Why?

Fundamental questions:

· What do we consider collaboration today?
· What is the collaborative continuum?  

· Are there boundaries to collaboration?  

· Between the collaborative and not?  Can it be said that interactors are at one degree collaborating,. then at other suddenly not?  How? 
· Is expression in mediated spaces becoming more collaborative in nature through shared spaces like IChat and gaming, such as deathmatches and MMORPGs?
· How can the imagined borders between the audience and the artists blur through collaboration, and how do their roles change?
Point: Representation as collaboration:

Premise:

In the area of representation (i.e. performing/exhibiting) that many of the arts are exhibiting a more nodal/collaboarative model.  Take in consideration the satellite structure of net.condition, Next 5 Minutes, and Documenta.  

· Is this an apt representation of contemporary culture, or are structures novelty devices that curators are using in service to fashion?
· What is the role of the centralized institution in presenting collaborative work in light of issues such as the fetish of the unique, the cult of personality, etc?
· In light of collaborations and distributed culture, is the hierarchical nature of the formalized disciplinary relationship between artists, curators, institutions and audiences e/de-volving, morphing, or otherwise?

· To invert the question, what then can be said of the nature of projects that emerge from collaborations?  Is the form of the collaboration morphing the form of the result?
· Can an artist take a curatorial role with one of their aims as to possibly take advantage of the curated?
Point: Collaboration: The Ideal vs. the Real

Premise:
In an idealized collaborative environment, there would be ample supplies of resources, legitimacy, and time, among others.  However, the realities that constitute the gaps between the idealized model and praxis cause no small number of questions. How can the discontinuities between the ideal and the practical in terms of collaborative projects be reconciled best?
· What experiences have we had in regards to the needs of the individuals of the group

· How does a collaborative manage the internal workings as well as the external perceptions of that body?

· How can we manage the legitimacy of the group in relation to its respective players (managers, supporting cast, technicians).

· What are the balances between roles and talents in a collaborative, and how can they be maintained?

Point: 
“TV Talk Shows Ain’t Got Nuthin’ On Us!”, or the DIY-sfunctional Family

Steel Chairs, Wrestling Matches and Ringside Critics.
Premise:

The human factor is a prime one in the act of collaboration.  To be honest, we should admit that artists frequently have egoes the size of Nebraska, and perhaps Antarctica.  Of course, when a collaboration starts out, its potential for success is always hoped for, but what happens when your group suddenly turns out to be Van Halen during the David Lee Roth days?

· When can collaborating collectives create friction due to fundamental ideologies?  Refer to instances where media arts collaborations have had friction between production strategies (Beuysian populism with traditional materialism).

· What are the causes of stresses and breakups, what can be done to mitigate them, and when should you get out the steel chairs and call a grudge match?

· How can mutual respect be cultivated and maintained in collaborations?
· When should collaborative members force an intervention with a disruptive member?

· Are collaborations that have obvious disparities in legitimacy to labor ethical?

· In the potential breakup, when is it time to realize that when one picks up the steel chair for something other than for sitting purposes, different rules are eployed, and therefore have to be abided by?

· How can individual needs be balanced with those of the collective?

Point: 
Collaboration as Tactical Gesture
Premise:
One of the most ironic metaphors for some of the effective critical collaborative units is probably a cultural analogue to asymmetrical warfare, often across disciplinary and cultural lines.  Examples of this genre are RTMark, the Carbon Defense League, Critical Art Ensemble. Institute for Applied Autonomy, US Department of Art and Technology, the Yes Men, and others.  What impact has the role of tactical media had on the collaborative continuum?
· How has the collective approach served as an effective strategy for tactical art projects, through use of flexibility, skill set, and anonymity/collective assimilation? 
· Is tactical media best served through collective action, or can individuals (loosely put in terms of anonymous tactics) be as such?

· What impact then can collectives have upon their respective target audiences, and in so doing do they have the potential for impacting multiple audiences?

· What parallels can be drawn from collective action vis-à-vis historical forms of collectivism (labor, etc.) be drawn to the organizing action of tactical projects like RTMark’s ToyWar?
End Point:
Denouement: Why the Rolling Stones are Still on Tour, and the Future of Collaboration.
Premise:
Regardless of the issues that might arise in the consideration of collaborative endeavors, it cannot deny that collective creativity is one of the foundations of many of the world’s artistic traditions.   The questions that may be posed could be merely indicative of an interest in the fluctuations of the moment, and beg a wider consideration of the possible net change in collaborative structures and relations over historical periods of time.  It is entirely possible that technological art may herald a significant shift in communication, but this will likely need to be placed in a historical context years from now.
For the time being, the question remains; after considering the role of collaboration for hours in conversation, what is it that demands such in-depth conversation?  After such a marathon, one’s mind may be a bit spent, but 
· Are Smart Mobs just so, well, 2003?

· Are new media, networks, & mobile/locative devices (cell phones, RFID, etc) creating a culture where collaboration is more akin to an a priori social structure?

· How are these expressive technologies affecting traditional forms of collaboration?

· Why is the collaborative still so compelling?

· Why do various art groups continue to flourish, while others disappear?  What’s their secret?  Is there a secret?

· What other models of collaboration could be explored, ( i.e. Stafford Beer’s enneagonal methodology) and what other forms of collectivism have shown /are showing promise?

